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Extraordinary acclaim for Joanna Scott’s 
TOURMALINE

“Graceful and engrossing…. Tourmaline comforts, haunts, and compels attention…. Powered by vivid prose and a suspenseful plot involving the disappearance of a young woman, Scott’s novel recounts the experiences of an American family that moves to the Italian island of Elba in the 1950s…. Scott portrays Elba with such vividness that it becomes one of her most compelling characters.”

— Thomas Haley, Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Joanna Scott’s words are pearls strung into necklaces of sentences. She’s a writer with a gift, a valuable gift.”

— Susan Balée, Philadelphia Inquirer

“Scott unravels her story with masterful precision, yet within the elaborately constructed plot is writing rich with emotion…. Scott’s touch is magical and sure when revealing the adult world through a child’s eyes…. Like Ian McEwan, Scott knows the power of willing a tale into existence, reframing fiction to escape the limits of truth…. Tourmaline is a work of witchcraft, of magic, of detailed, ordinary observation, of ventriloquism, of simple psychology. Like all Scott’s work, it holds the reader spellbound.”

— Helen Eisenbach, Newsday

“Tourmaline once again shows Joanna Scott to be a writer who takes different directions from book to book, a quest, like the one for tourmaline, that involves looking for something when you don’t know what you’re looking for, and separates the genuine artist from the fake.”

—Jeffrey Eugenides, New York Times Book Review

“Scott’s narrative slides deftly, slyly, from one point of view to another…. Joanna Scott is so consistently inventive and elegant a writer — and the central character of Tourmaline, Elba, the island of dreams, is evoked with such convincing lushness.”

— Kathryn Harrison, Bookforum

“Joanna Scott is a writer drawn to the peculiar poetry of history…. Scott trolls the depths of historical record for the enigmatic characters, turns of plot, and rich, visual details that make her work come alive. But it is not quite accurate to call Scott a writer of historical fiction. Scott is, in truth, more historiographer than historian, because her glorious literary obsession is not really with the minutiae of history as it is with the particular ways history is made…. Scott’s gorgeous prose and poetic sensibility capture the taste of blue tourmaline, the sensation of loneliness, the sound of the sea, and the beauty of the landscapes that the Murdochs encounter on Elba…. Scott is a thoughtful storyteller, armed with a technical expertise that, in places, rivals her many 19th-century models. Like Claire, who is haunted by Hawthorne’s owls and Tolstoy’s Anna and who tours the grand Tuscan landscapes with Keats and Alexandre Dumas by her side, Scott has an intuitive understanding of the complicated dance between literature and life.”

— Laura Ciolkowski, Chicago Tribune

“Napoleonic history, geology, and a father’s folly are woven together in this captivating novel…. This is an absorbing picture of a family rediscovering themselves in a foreign land.”

— Publishers Weekly

“An engrossing tale of familial stress and thwarted passions on a Mediterranean island…. Tourmaline maintains the elegance and intensity readers of The Manikin or Make Believe might expect…. Scott’s Elba, with its eccentrics, brooks limitless drama and depth.”

— Max Winter, San Francisco Chronicle

“A novel that Scott makes as prismatically complex as the gem that provides her title.”

— Michael Mewshaw, Washington Post Book World

“Scott’s details are placed in their settings like gems in fine jewelry — each has several facets: the beautiful, the dangerous, the ominous, and the familiar. This is the story of a family that flees financial ruin by leaving the United States for the island of Napoleon’s exile: Elba. The father, Murray, is charming and hopeless; the mother, Claire, is constant but passionately in love with her husband; the four brothers are as wild and independent as the children in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves.”

— Susan Salter Reynolds, Los Angeles Times

“Beauty and unease, two hallmark qualities of the gothic, are on masterful display in Tourmaline…. There are many scenes here that are simply stunning, events and moments that shimmer and vibrate long after reading. Tourmaline, like the stone itself, reflects the outward surface of things and some luminous quality buried deep inside their forms.”

— Richard Wallace, Seattle Times

“In this Gravesian, introspective novel, the light of hindsight illuminates, as usual, not quite everything.”

— The New Yorker

“Joanna Scott is a worker of wonders, and Tourmaline is a wondrous novel, one which should be read and then read again.”

— Adrienne Miller, Esquire

“Anyone who likes a book with many facets will find Tourmaline a real gem.”

— Kate Finley, Wall Street Journal

“In prose that has the luminosity of a light reflected off precious gems, Scott weaves a complex family history…. Scott digs deeply into the secret hearts of her characters and comes up with a novel that is richer than diamonds.”

— Mary A. McCay, New Orleans Times-Picayune
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October 1, 1999

Water laps against the quay of Portoferraio. Hun-gry dogs blink in the sunlight. A grocer stacks oranges. A carabiniere checks the time on his wristwatch. A girl chases a cat into a courtyard. Men argue in the shade of an archway. A woman rubs a rag over a shop window. Heels click on stone. Bottles rattle in the back of a flatbed truck. A boy writes graffiti on the wall above the steps leading to the Liceo Raffaello. German tourists hesitate before filing into a bar. An old woman, puzzled to find herself still alive at the end of the century, sits on a bench in Piazza Repubblica, her eyes closed, her lips moving in a silent prayer to San Niccolò.

I have seen the faded frescoes of San Niccolò in the church in San Piero. I drove to this little enclave yesterday in search of a grotto that is supposed to be full of tourmaline. After wandering through the hills without finding the grotto, I returned to San Piero to explore the village and the deserted ruins of the Appiano fortress. The emptiness felt so complete that the shadow of a man on the granite wall startled me — my own shadow, squat in the light of late morning.

Inside the church, Niccolò has watched the world with knowing eyes for six hundred years. Bloodied Niccolò, who knows everything about everyone and will never be surprised.

When the earth’s ancient fire cooled and shrank toward the core, it left behind a hard, uneven shelf of land along the west coast of the peninsula of Italy that was extraordinarily rich with minerals — with hematite, magnetite, pyrite, quartz, agate, and tourmaline running in pure veins through the deep folds of metamorphic rock. Millions of years later, the fire inside the earth flared, tremors vibrated in the glaciers, and the Tuscan Archipelago broke away from the continent. Vents opened in mountain peaks. Basaltic lava flowed over the land. Rain cooled the lava into rock, storm winds wore the rock smooth, rivers cut channels, dust turned to soil, soil softened to fertile mud along the deltas. New forests grew, diverse species of plants and animals evolved. A unique species of poisonous snake made its home on Montecristo. Each island had its own kind of beetle. At one time, small brown bears lived in the caves of Elba, a prehistoric species of rhinoceros roamed the fields, and lynx hunted the newborn foals of wild horses.

Like all bodies of land, the island of Elba would continue to change. Everything on Elba would change, except the minerals. Deep inside the ground the minerals of Elba would remain what they were, pure, intact, untouched by measurable time.

At Pomonte, follow the road to the right of the church beyond the last of the village houses. Continue up the rise. At the fork, cross the little cement bridge and climb the granite steps to the mule track. Follow the track through the vineyards, keeping the stream to your left. Continue past the last vines and into the woods. Cross through a chestnut grove, go forward about a hundred meters, wade through the stream, cross a valley, and continue into another wood of white poplar and oak.

Eventually you will come to an old sheepfold and shepherd’s cottage at the top of Grottaccia hill. If you look carefully at the dome of the cottage, you will see that no mortar was used. The skillful builders constructed the dome simply by putting one stone on top of another.

Four thousand years ago, a woman stood in the grotto of San Giuseppe and poured oil from a vase into a bowl. She crumbled dried rosemary into the oil and pounded it to make a paste. She rubbed the paste on the forehead of her sleeping child to take away his fever.

Three thousand years ago, two Greeks, who happened to be brothers, tended a smelting fire. When the burning wood suddenly popped and sparked, the brothers lurched back with a gasp. The fire burned on. The ore melted. The brothers laughed at their cowardice. They decided to name the island Aethalia after the sparking fires. They knew these fires would burn for centuries.

Twenty-five hundred years ago, an Etruscan patriarch stood on the steps of the acropolis on Volterraio and admired the island’s beauty. He decided then and there to deliver an edict moving the smelting furnaces to the mainland territory of Populonia.

Two thousand years ago, a Roman mapmaker wandered the island, recording the contours of land, the presence of rivers and streams, the size of villages. The most prosperous villages belonged to the Ilvates — settlers who had come from Liguria — so the mapmaker decided to name the island Ilva.

The name of Elba, replacing Ilva, first appears in Gregory the Great’s Dialogues, written in the second half of the sixth century A.D.

Hair tangled by the salty seabreeze. Sparkle of quartz dust. Pigskin ball sailing through the air. Clamor of American soldiers in pursuit. Confusion, laughter, protest, happiness, youth.

Still the men in the shade of the archway are arguing, still the old woman sitting on the bench in Piazza Repubblica in Portoferraio is mouthing a silent prayer. The boy who was writing on the wall has left. French tourists stand outside a bar, trying to decide whether or not to go in.

Follow the path from Marciana toward the San Cerbone monastery. At the little lay-by area beyond the woods, take the steep narrow track through the shade of tree-heath. Climb over the broad granite slabs and across the screes to the ridge, where the paths for Poggio and Sant’Ilario meet. Keep following the track up the eastern slope of Monte Capanne, through the scrub of lavender and genista, proceed in a steep climb for about half an hour to the summit. If the day is clear, you will be able to see the coast of Tuscany in one direction, the mountains of Corsica in the other.

Five hundred years ago, a mother hid with her three children in the family’s dank lightless cantina in Marina di Campo. The father had locked the door from the outside and left to fight with his neighbors against Khayr ad-Dīn, the pirate known as Barbarossa. The mother sang to her children, and then the children took turns telling stories. They had only a loaf of bread between them and nothing to drink but wine. When the father unlocked the door three days later, his family tumbled out, dissolute, overcome with hilarity.

Four hundred and fifty years ago, twelve young men and women were dragged from their homes in the township of Fabricia onto a boat bound for Tunisia, where they would serve as slaves for the rest of their lives.

Two hundred years ago, the young British painter John Robert Cozens, son of the painter Alexander Cozens, looked out through a window of the chiesetta di Madonna di Monserrato and tried to mix colors on his pallet to match the color of the hills above Porto Azzurro. He decided the best he could hope for was honorable failure.

Follow the road to the right of the Fortezza pisana for about a hundred meters. Turn left onto the mule track that continues into the woods. Continue past the bronze statue of the angel to the paved road that is flanked by the fourteen Stations of the Cross. Follow this through the woods and up the rocky slope to the shrine of Madonna del Monte.

According to the legend, shepherds discovered an image of the Virgin painted on a chunk of granite. They carried the rock to their valley, but the next morning when they woke the rock had been returned to the exact place where they’d first found it on Monte Giove. The shepherds took this as a sign that they should erect a church at the site.

It was here that Napoleon stayed for two weeks during his exile in 1814.

The sun. The wind. Fragrance of rosemary and rock roses, lavender and beer. Sound of pebbles sloshing in the lazy waves. American soldiers breaking from a huddle. Run, jump, twist, crash, fall, get up again, and hike. Yessirree, we could get used to this place! Touchdown!

After the short reign of Napoleon, the island reverted to the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and, in 1860, to the Kingdom of Italy. During the Risorgimento, the mines of Elba were expanded to meet Italy’s growing demand for iron. During the First World War, more than two hundred young Elban men were killed fighting on the mainland. After the war, labor unrest escalated on the island. In 1920, miners occupied the administrative offices of the Alti Forni of Portoferraio, demanding an improvement in working conditions and a reduction in prices for food and dry goods. An agreement was reached after a two-month standoff.

The Cinema Moderno opened in Portoferraio in 1924. The Festa dell’Uva was initiated. Mussolini visited the island on several occasions between 1928 and 1936.

The Second World War arrived on Elba in September 1943. On the sixteenth of the month, beginning at 11:30 A.M., seven German bombers buzzed across the sky above Portoferraio. By 4:00 in the afternoon, more than one hundred civilians were dead, and the people of Elba had surrendered.

Nine months later, the Allies attacked in an invasion called “Operation Brassard,” planned by General De Lattre de Tassigny. A group of “commandos d’Afrique” led the way early in the morning on the seventeenth of June, followed by French marines. During the night between the seventeenth and eighteenth, Portoferraio was bombed sixteen times. The fighting was swift and severe. The Ninth French Colonial Division lost hundreds of men but managed to take twelve hundred German soldiers prisoner.

What had begun as an apparently minor Allied operation reawakened and reinforced German fears of Allied landings behind the Germans’ western flank. The Germans retreated into the Appenines. The Allies instated a military government on Elba. And in July an obscure American Division arrived to oversee the distribution of supplies.

The Americans, with their chocolate and cigarettes, Spam and rice. The American boys turning war into a holiday. The Americans wanting to do nothing but strip down to their shorts and play football on the beach at Le Ghiaie. Bare toes curling over hot gravel. Shining faces and salt-bleached hair.

The men are arguing about the war. I know because I started the argument. I’d fallen into conversation with one of the men, stopping to ask for directions and then going on to ask more probing questions in hopes of learning something about the history of the island. I asked him if he remembered the American soldiers who came to Elba in the summer of 1944. He said he’d been serving in the Italian navy in Puglia at the time, but he’d heard about the Americans and their games. We were joined by his friend. The two men got to talking about the occupation of the Germans and the invasion of the Allies. The men disagreed about the value of the Liberation. Other men joined us. They talked rapidly, but I could make out the gist of the argument. Some believed the Allies had saved the island; others thought they’d come close to destroying it. One man ripped up a receipt he’d carried from the grocer and threw the pieces on the ground. Eccola. That is what the man would have his friends do with the past.

They seemed to forget me, and I withdrew without a word. I walked from the archway into the piazza and saw the old woman sitting on the bench. I was about to go up and ask her for directions when I noticed that her eyes were closed and her lips moving in silent prayer.

I spent the morning wandering the island. Walking back through the piazza later, I saw the same old woman on the bench and the men still arguing in the archway. I saw an English couple coming out of a bar, balancing cones topped with towers of gelati. I read the graffiti on the wall above the stairs leading to Liceo Raffaello: “Michela è un sogno.”

I returned to my hotel room and opened the window. The hotel is adjacent to the vineyard of La Chiusa, and I can smell the ripe grapes. I hear doves cooing in the palms, a rooster crowing up in the hills, motorcycles buzzing and trucks rattling along the main road.

On the table in front of me I’ve set out the faded deed I found among my father’s papers last month when I was helping my mother get ready for a yard sale. The deed names my father as owner of five hectares of Elban land. I flatten the worn creases with my thumb. Though there are many signatures and a stamp on the last page, the claim is worthless, local officials have already informed me. Why, then, don’t I just turn around and go home?

The woman I lived with for seven years called two weeks ago to tell me that she is getting married. When I invited her to come to Elba with me, she laughed, her tone one of easy fellowship, as if she’d just chucked me on the shoulder.

This is my first visit back to the island since the mid-1950s, and though I’ve only been here for three days I’m already looking forward to returning again soon. I consider myself lucky to have the liberty and resources to travel. My brothers agree among themselves that I’m indulging in nostalgia and remind me that there are better ways to spend my money.

Our father had been to Elba himself during the war and stayed long enough to play football on the beach and swim in the tepid sea. Based on his firsthand experience, he could assure us that the sun always shines on Elba, wildflowers bloom year round, Elbans will give away the jackets off their backs, and pirates know it is a good place to bury stolen treasure.

Where on earth is Elba? we wanted to know. It is an island not far from the coast of Italy, our father said. Napoleon once reigned in exile there.

Where is Italy? we asked while we watched our parents pack for the journey. Who is Napoleon? What is exile?

Forty-three years later, I am like a blind man feeling my way through a house that has appeared repeatedly in my dreams. I recognize everything, though nothing is familiar. Much has changed, of course. When I came here with my family, Elba was still dependent on its mining industry. Now it is an active tourist resort. It is just after the high season, and the island seems tranquil to me, but it is overrun in summer, people say. I have been warned to stay away from the main centers of Portoferraio and Porto Azzurro during July and August. Hotel reservations should be made far in advance, expect traffic jams, don’t bother with the crowded beaches at Bagnaia and Procchio and Marciana Marina, forget about getting into the Villa Demidoff or hiking to the top of Volterraio or riding the Monte Capanne cable car. Better yet, avoid Elba altogether and go to Corsica.

The soft breeze of the scirocco. The rustle of palm fronds. Piping of a nightingale. Two girls riding bareback on the same brown horse. The granite cap of Monte Capanne shining like snow in the distance. Dust rising behind a jeep as it climbs a cart road to Buraccio and disappears beneath the holm oaks. Mouflons grazing on the grassy slope of Monte Calamita.

The war might be continuing elsewhere, but it is over on Elba, and the American soldiers are leaving. Mementos are traded. The Americans give the Elbans matchbooks and dollar bills. The Elbans give the Americans quartz crystals and polished hematite. My father comes away with a small chunk of a dusky mineral tinged at the center with blue, identified for him later as tourmaline, which he will carry back to New York and sell to a jeweler for twenty-five dollars, telling himself as he walks away from the shop that he’d just made the best deal of his life.


The Casparia

ABOUQUET OF RED BALLOONS BROKE FREE FROM A VENDOR on the pier and fell upward through the haze as the ship’s whistle blew its deafening farewell. Our cat yowled in her cage. From the deck below someone threw a cap into the water. We noticed one old woman dressed in black linen blotting tears with the remnants of a tissue, but the other passengers cheered and waved at the dispersing crowd.

It was all so splendid that we never stopped to miss what we were leaving behind. We were heading out to sea on a ship so huge it dwarfed the tankers in the harbor. We watched the city’s skyline shrink to nothing. Our father looked more pleased with himself than ever, and we shared with him the sense that we were at the start of an adventure far grander than anything we would have allowed ourselves to imagine.

While our parents lingered at the rail, we explored the maze of upper decks and corridors. Everywhere we went, there were doors we weren’t supposed to open and pranks easy to devise. We snuck into the kennel and fed a puffed, nervous poodle a handful of the saltines our mother had given us to forestall seasickness. Through straws we’d found in a deserted saloon we blew paper peas at passengers dozing in deck chairs. We let Meena the cat roam free in our cabin, though after Nat pushed her from the upper berth, she took refuge in the shower, where she deposited four neat little turds for the steward to discover when he came to deliver fresh towels.

We were traveling first class, an extravagance paid for with borrowed money. To our father, luxury was a deserved reward. To our mother, luxury was an awkwardness, and the wealth of her fellow passengers seemed an amusing secret which she could only fail to guess, while surely they would see right through her to the truth of our prohibitive debts. We were living a sham life onboard the Casparia, and Claire told herself that she’d participate in the ruse only because it was temporary.

From the bow we watched the hull split through colliding waves. From the leeward deck we saw sun pillars shining on the horizon. From the promenade at the stern we watched seagulls soar, dip toward the wake, and then wheel around in what we presumed was defeat and head back toward land. We felt sorry for them. We wished we could have collared the birds and pulled them along on leashes.

I picture my parents that first evening sitting in oversized chairs in the ship’s grand dining room, Murray veiled by the smoke of his cigarette, Claire holding herself stiffly, elbows pressed against her sides, fingers clutching the edge of the table as the passengers traded introductions. Beside her was a man named Walter Fugle, a retired banker with a round belly curving neatly inside his three-piece suit, a round, bald head, and a round face tipped with a shaggy white goatee. Teresa Fugle, a seventy-year-old woman with hair tinted an odd, rusty red, sat opposite, with Murray on her right. At the end was the fifth passenger at the table, a young engineer from Ohio, whose name Claire would go on to forget.

My brothers and I had been fed earlier. Thanks to the indulgent Italian stewards, we were free to roam around the dining room in search of fun. Or my brothers roamed while I toddled after, losing them, finding them, and losing them again.

Claire says she doesn’t remember how the conversation began. Probably with idle chat about the menu followed by an exchange of information concerning work and home. At some point Murray wanted to talk about the glorious island of Elba. “Able was I…” Walter Fugle joked. Murray shot back defensively, “Go ahead and laugh, but I tell you, life there will cost you next to nothing.” Mrs. Fugle asked if Elba was close to Capri. The Fugles had been to Capri. They’d thought it lovely, though inconvenient. But Mrs. Fugle was wondering about the weather for tomorrow. Her husband wanted to talk about storms. Claire recalls that it was the engineer who turned the conversation to the subject of great ships lost at sea.

Walter Fugle said he’d had a gardener long ago who had been a crew member on the Carpathia, the ship that had made the forced draft run to rescue the Titanic’s survivors. The engineer explained that if the Titanic had hit the iceberg head-on, the bulkheads would have saved it. Mr. Fugle and the engineer moved into a more heated discussion about the disaster, while the others at the table listened. The engineer mentioned the Normandie, which had caught fire and capsized in the Hudson in 1942. Mr. Fugle spoke of seeing the burned-out hull of the Morro Castle off the Jersey coast. Murray, to prove his own knowledge, reminded them that the Lusitania was sunk with just one torpedo.

The engineer asked if anyone at the table had ever heard of the Eastland. Walter Fugle had a vague memory of it. No one else knew anything about the ship. The engineer offered to tell the story — a story my mother can still recount almost word for word.

The Eastland was an excursion steamer taking two thousand passengers from Chicago across Lake Michigan — this was in the summer of 1915 — and she was being loaded at her pier on the Chicago River between LaSalle and Clark Streets when a deckhand noticed she had a list. The passengers were told to move to the other side. The ship resumed an almost even keel, and more passengers were allowed to board. Then a woman screamed and slipped on the tilting deck. That’s when people on land noticed that the ship was listing again, and they watched in horror as the great ship slowly rolled and capsized. Hundreds of people, mostly women and children, lost their lives, the engineer said, adding that a salvage diver went insane after investigating the submerged parts of the steamer.

The group sat silently as a waiter cleared their plates. Teresa Fugle asked to see the dessert tray before choosing her main course. Walter Fugle suggested a game of rummy after dinner. Claire wondered aloud how many people were onboard the Casparia.

“Nearly two thousand,” the engineer said.

“Are there enough lifeboats onboard for two thousand passengers?” Claire asked.

The engineer said yes indeed there were enough lifeboats on-board, and he reminded Claire that people were more likely to die in their own bedrooms at home than on a ship. “The most dangerous thing you can do…” The engineer paused to sip his water. “The most dangerous thing you can do in your life is to get out of bed in the morning.”

“All the more reason…” Murray began. But Claire’s attention had shifted. She started to rise from her chair and called to Nat, who had been skipping between the tables and right then slammed into a steward’s elastic belly. The steward stepped back, his full tray wobbled, the china clattered, the crystal chimed. Conversations stopped abruptly as everyone turned to watch. But the steward, an experienced seaman, nimbly steadied the tray and marched into the galley without a word. When the doors swung closed behind him, the room exploded in applause.

“What happened?” Nat asked, running up to the table. “You’re famous,” Murray said.

“You’re stupid,” Patrick said.

“What did I do?”

“Nothing at all, son,” Walter Fugle said. Nat took a few hop-skips and climbed onto Claire’s lap; but Mama’s lap belonged to me, and I began to cry because Mama was my mama, no one else’s mama, and Nat was a big fat —

“You have charming boys,” said Mrs. Fugle. Her husband squawked with laughter and Mrs. Fugle tilted her head and smiled at Claire, her expression conveying something close to pity for the poor woman who dared to pose as a first-class passenger.

Later, Claire imagined meeting Teresa Fugle’s ridicule with a cold stare. At the time she’d been flustered and could do no better than join Walter Fugle in weak laughter, but afterward she wished she’d been icy and dignified. A woman should always have an extra supply of dignity on hand, especially a woman in our mother’s position, lacking as she believed she was in background. She felt as if she’d come to an elegant party dressed in a cheap gingham sun-dress — a charming dress, and she was the mother of charming children.

In our cabin Nat and I fell asleep before Claire had finished reading us a story. While Harry and Patrick whispered in the top bunk, Claire cleaned her face with cold cream and lazily brushed her hair. She turned out the overhead light and shed her dress — not a gingham dress, not cheap, just an inappropriate light polka-dot rayon that would have been more suitable for a secretary heading off to work. She slid naked between the cool sheets.

Murray had stayed in the saloon to play cards with the Fugles. One more round, he’d said, though Claire expected he’d play for another hour or two. She wanted to be awake when he returned. Once she was certain all of us were asleep, she turned on her bedside lamp to read. She started the novel her sister had given her that morning — Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun. “Four individuals, in whose fortunes we should be glad to interest the reader…” She read and reread the first page, pondering the images: the swooning marble Gladiator and the Lycian Apollo, women hanging out their wash in the sun, the Alban Mountains, the great sweep of the Colliseum. She let her mind wander and found herself picturing white sheets billowing on a clothesline strung over a street.

“Side by side with the massiveness of the Roman Past, all matters that we handle or dream of nowadays look evanescent and visionary alike.” Claire read on. She was half asleep when Murray lay down beside her, still fully dressed in his suit, the smell of cigarettes overpowering the lingering fragrance of Claire’s own perfume, signaling to her that he’d been among friends and had enjoyed himself. She liked the smell of his cigarettes. She liked the way his body on top of the bedspread tightened the covers around her. She yawned so he’d know she was still awake. He floated his hand lazily along her shoulder.

“I wish we didn’t have Teresa Fugle at our table,” she whispered. “I could tell she’d gotten your goat. He, on the other hand —” “He seems decent.”

“He’s a cheat. Took me for five dollars.”

“You placed bets?”

“It was his idea.”

He stroked her lips and dipped his fingertips into her mouth. She tasted brandy, salt, tobacco. He withdrew his hand, traced the curve of her chin. She tried to forget that Murray had lost at cards. She asked herself how much she was prepared to lose and for a moment felt only a surge of dejection, until she remembered the sum: five dollars. Maybe she didn’t mind if Murray lost a little money at cards now and then. He may not have had much winner’s luck, but he didn’t play often.

She rolled over and locked her mouth against his and began unbuttoning his shirt. He peeled her free of the sheet, followed with his open hand the rise of her hip, moved in a smooth familiar spiral around her thigh.

Later that night Patrick was woken by the wind shushing against the thick glass of the porthole. He put on his glasses, which he’d left hanging on the headboard of his bunk, and peered into the night. A creamy brown halo surrounded the moon. The mist had thickened; stars were visible only as occasional glitter behind the haze. And as though in reflection, whitecaps sparked across the water and then disappeared, folded back into the darkness. Patrick says he remembers this like it was yesterday.

Harry says he remembers playing miniature golf and Ping-Pong. Nat says he remembers our parents tossing him between them in the pool. He remembers his shrieks echoing off the metal roof. Patrick remembers the sink in our cabin overflowing because Harry forgot to turn off the water. Harry insists that it was Nat who left the water running.

The voyage from New York to Genoa took a week. But somehow we became convinced that while the ship was surging forward, the ocean was flowing backward and we were going nowhere. We didn’t mind. If we’d been offered the choice, we would have stayed on the Casparia forever, and forever looked forward to reaching Elba.

After breakfast we’d go to the rec room. After lunch we’d go to the pool. After the pool our parents would take us to the nursery, and our father would play cards with the Fugles while our mother claimed a deck chair for herself and read until someone came by and engaged her in conversation.

Usually it was the engineer from Ohio who would pull up a chair. He was eager to talk, and when he learned that our mother had never before taken an ocean voyage, he was eager to tell her what he knew. It turned out he knew a lot. He explained the tug of the Gulf Stream and the constituents of salt. He explained how bromine could be extracted from the sea and used to make ethyl gasoline. Magnesium hydroxide could be filtered and used directly as milk of magnesia. Uranium could be extracted, and silver, and even gold. According to the engineer, a troy ounce of gold is found in every eight million tons of sea water.

Whenever the engineer sat down in the chair beside her, our mother would close her book and listen politely, because that’s what she’d have done with anyone. He seemed trustworthy. And he was more interesting than she’d expected him to be. She found herself intrigued by his mix of information and disclosure, and she looked forward to their conversations.

He said he planned to go first to Florence and spend a week there seeing the sights. Then on to Venice for another week, and then to Turin, where he would serve for three months as a site planner — a field dog, he was called — for an expanding textiles mill. He’d return to the States by December and spend Christmas with his brother’s family in Ashville.

He mentioned his ex-wife only once, when he spoke about selling his house in Cincinnati the previous spring. He didn’t mention any children, and Claire didn’t ask. He complained about his insomnia and confessed that late at night he’d sneak to the pool and swim alone in the dark. He said that sometimes, leaning against the rail, he’d feel close to overwhelmed by the desire to dive into the sea. He spoke about the responsibilities of his job and the inspirations of travel.

As the days passed, the afternoon meetings between our mother and the engineer became routine. She would arrive on deck first, and he’d appear within ten minutes. He was pleasant, she thought. Perhaps a bit pedantic. The knowledgeable engineer from Ohio. She listened to him. She looked at him. Each day she looked at him more closely — at the delicate curl of his nostrils, the slight peak of his upper lip, his long lashes, the pinhead pupils in his eyes, the spray of dandruff on his shirt. She noticed that his breath smelled of peppermint, and the thumbnail on his left hand was a bruised purple. She was about to interrupt him — he’d been talking about Darwin, Darwin and pigeons — and ask him what he’d done to his thumb. But just then Mrs. Fugle came up to complain about the breakfast, from the soupy eggs to the cardboard bacon.

Claire and the engineer murmured in agreement. Mrs. Fugle settled in a chair beside the engineer and tilted her hat to keep the sun out of her face. Claire let her thoughts drift away from the conversation for a few moments. She experienced the kind of peace she associated with waking up from a good dream.

She decided that she’d misjudged Teresa Fugle. And the engineer from Ohio — was there anything he didn’t know?

Only minutes later, they were all laughing because Mrs. Fugle admitted that Mr. Fugle had poured salt into his jacket pocket at breakfast after he’d overheard a man at a nearby table saying that a pinch of salt was considered good luck onboard a ship.

“And when you sneeze,” said the engineer, “sneeze on the starboard side —”

“And not on the port side, or you make trouble,” finished the first officer, who’d come up quietly behind them while they were talking.

“Ah, sir, welcome,” offered the engineer.

“Officer, sir!” Mrs. Fugle snorted with laughter; she’d worked herself into a giddy mood and was finding everything and everyone ridiculous.

“Of course, you might have nailed a horseshoe to the mainmast for our protection, sir!” joked the engineer.

“All you need to do is cross your second finger over your first, ecco!”

“Or a hunchback. You should keep a hunchback onboard, sir.” “Or you can spit into your hat — that will bring good luck. Or strike your left palm with your right fist.”

“Or break a piece of wood, here” — the engineer took a pencil from his shirt pocket and snapped it in two — “and you’ll have a lucky break.”

“A lucky break!” echoed Mrs. Fugle with another burst of laughter.

The officer touched the peak of his cap and strolled on, leaving the engineer and Teresa Fugle and Claire to sigh and acknowledge one another with friendly smiles. Claire felt as if she were sitting outside on a summer evening with neighbors. The engineer and Teresa were her neighbors on the ship, and Claire was grateful to both of them, to the first officer as well, to the other passengers, the captain, the stewards, to everyone who was making this trip so safe and wonderful.

First there were petrels wheeling overhead. Then porpoises swam for a couple of hours alongside the Casparia. Then the barometer dropped, the birds and porpoises disappeared, rain balls gathered overhead, and the squall began, sheets of rain lashing the deck, waves colliding across the stern, the wind whistling, the ship’s bell clanging. At dinner the engineer told the others at the table about a North Atlantic storm so powerful it tore apart a breakwater on the coast of Scotland by ripping away an 800-ton slab and the 550-ton foundation to which it was bound. He said he knew the engineer who worked on the replacement section — a 2,600-ton block of concrete, which was promptly swept away by another storm.

Talk turned to tsunamis and tidal bores, gales and hurricanes. Mr. Fugle put a handful of marbles on the floor and sent us in pursuit when they rolled away. The vertical lights around the room flickered, making the bright walls look as if there were flames spreading behind the hammered glass. The motion made Mrs. Fugle queasy and she left early for bed. Claire drank too much wine. Murray did some card tricks for my brothers and me.

The storm passed without incident, and by the next morning the air was cool, the skies gray over the turbulent water. Shortly before breakfast, Claire took Nat and me out to get some fresh air, and we found the engineer on the sundeck. He was smoking a cigarette and watching passengers stroll by. When Claire saw that he hadn’t spotted her yet, for some reason she couldn’t have explained she started to move away in the opposite direction.

But just then Nat tugged loose from her hand and ran ahead, calling us to hurry up and come on. Claire carried me toward Nat, and a moment later the engineer joined us. Nat was already scrambling over the partition dividing the first-class terrace from the second-class promenade. Claire yelled at him to stop. The engineer climbed over the partition and grabbed Nat, who squirmed in his arms and tried to slip away. But when the engineer murmured something in Nat’s ear, Nat abruptly calmed, as if he’d just been promised an extravagant toy. The engineer carried Nat to the far rail at the stern, and they stood there, watching the wide white expanse of the wake disappear into the mist.

That’s when I felt my mother tense. She held me in the usual fashion, propped against her jutting hip, one of her arms supporting me, and I felt the hand resting flat against my belly tighten into a fist. I might be picturing what my mother has described to me, or maybe I do have some real memory of it: the salt spray, the wind, the rough sea, the knuckles of my mother’s hand, the broad white wake spreading out behind us like ribbons of taffy. And a man in white trousers and a black jacket standing with his back to us, my brother in his arms.

Claire set me down on the terrace and hoisted herself over the partition, her knees stretching the tight cap of her skirt hem. She ran toward the engineer. I started to howl, for it seemed clear that my mother had discarded me. Claire skidded to a stop a few yards short of the engineer, who pivoted slowly. His expression was somber. His arms were outstretched in front of him.

There he stood, palms turned inward, my brother no longer between his hands. That’s what my mother saw: a man in the pose of a priest who has just made an offering to the sea. Where my brother had been was the invisible outline of his form.

And then the engineer turned another degree and Nat was there again — my brother, Claire’s third son, a boy overjoyed at the thrill of flying high, effortlessly, over the open water.

Iron rings clanged against the flag mast. A dog barked on the deck below. The wind carried the sound of someone’s cough. I heard all this through the sound of my own crying. Something awful had happened, I thought, and something worse was about to happen.

The wind. The sea. Shifting bodies. Shifting moods. Accidental minglings. Pretend you’re a bird. Pretend you’re flying over the ocean. Like this! The infinite water. It’s a small world, my mother liked to say. Sometimes, she would add as an afterthought.

And then the man pivoted another notch, his arms like the gun of a tank, and lifted Nat back inside the boundary of the rail, setting him safely on deck.

Nat wanted to keep flying. He stomped his feet and beat his hands against Claire when she tried to pick him up. Nat wanted the mister to pick him up. But Nat must come with Mama. Wasn’t it time for breakfast? Claire flashed a weak smile, unwilling to stir up new trouble by telling the engineer what she really thought of him, murmuring inaudibly that he’d given her quite a scare, muttering a little louder, “I almost thought…”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

And that was that. Nat forgot about the thrill of flying and remembered he was hungry, and I forgot that I was useless. We left for breakfast. The engineer stayed behind to smoke another cigarette.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. After breakfast Claire felt a headache coming on, so she retreated to a cozy chair in a deserted salon. She skipped lunch, and though she made an appearance at dinner she only ate the soup. The engineer seemed as animated by his knowledge as ever, but Claire made a point of avoiding any direct exchange. She decided it would be best not to tell Murray about how reckless the engineer had been with Nat.

By the next morning Claire felt better. She was buttering a piece of toast when she noticed both the captain and the first officer moving from table to table. They’d pause to speak quietly to the passengers and then raise their hands in a calming gesture. The murmur in the dining room grew louder as the news spread ahead of him. One woman shrieked. Men echoed each other: Good God, good God. One elderly man led his distraught wife from the room.

A woman at a nearby table communicated the news to Claire and Murray. Apparently, a passenger had jumped overboard during the night. Who was it? Murray asked, though by then Claire had already guessed it was the engineer from Ohio. The first officer approached their table. When he spoke his voice seemed to come from behind him. A terrible tragedy, he was saying. Yes, it is, it is.

Claire’s face had drained of color. She could only shake her head stupidly as she imagined the engineer leaping off the rail of the first-class deck into the darkness, his heavy body gaining velocity and tumbling past the cigarette he’d tossed ahead of him. The most dangerous thing you can do …what had he said? The most dangerous thing…

Murray stared at the officer. Later he would confide to Claire that he couldn’t help but wonder if at the last conscious moment, when a man is breathing in a lungful of saltwater, he’d have the wherewithal to feel regret.

OLLIE, FORGIVE ME FOR SAYING SO, but I wonder why you haven’t learned from past mistakes. Your penchant for melodrama. I can tell you that no one shrieked that morning on the Casparia. No one was even visibly distraught. In fact, the concern passed quickly, and people sat and finished their breakfast. The stewards came around and refilled our cups with coffee. Newspapers were opened and read. I overheard two men arguing about Khrushchev. The news of the engineer had been noted. Those who had spent any time with him traded stories. Murray and the Fugles recounted conversations. Only six of us joined the chaplain for a memorial service that afternoon.

You say you’ve lost the ability to make up stories. You’re done with novels, eh? I doubt it. You say you might as well write something that’s true. Go ahead. I don’t mind the disclosures. I have no use for embarrassment in my old age. But you don’t mind, do you, if I correct some of the inaccuracies? The description of me shaking my head stupidly, for instance. Stupidly, indeed! It was almost forty-five years ago, but I remember exactly what I was feeling. I was feeling the opposite of stupid. I saw everything too clearly. The man who had thrown himself off the ship had almost dropped your brother overboard. He’d wanted to drop him. He would have dropped him if he’d stood there another minute. That’s what I was thinking.

But I wonder, Oliver, if you really want to hear what I could tell you about this particular period in our lives. You are trying to understand what happened to our family on Elba, to sort out fantasy from fact. You say you remember the island as a place where your brothers and you had magical powers. But how much do you actually remember? What should I tell you, and what do you already know?

Here’s something: did you know that I didn’t learn to swim until I was a teenager? I was terrified of water. I had no reason to be terrified, no frightening experience behind me, yet for whatever reason, I had an intense fear of drowning. Then when I was fifteen my mother forced me to take swimming lessons, and I learned to stay afloat in deep water. But I didn’t learn to enjoy it.

From my window here at home the lawn slopes to the seawall, which blocks my view of the narrow beach. When the tide’s out the sand is full of driftwood and broken shells, seaweed and sponges — the yellow dead-men’s-fingers kind that smell like sulfur when they’re burned. The dock behind the Hunters’ house is stained with guano from the gulls. The terns are back, nesting in the hedge between our yards, and they dive at me when I go to pull weeds. From Cannon Point sometimes I see the fins of bluefish passing in schools offshore. Emily, the little Hunter girl, said her father saw a Portuguese man-of-war floating in the water last week.
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