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                These things I know:


              




              How the living go on living




              and how the dead go on living with them . . .




              so that nothing is wasted in nature




              or in love




              —Laura Crafton Gilpin


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




  The ordinary novelist has only one message:
“I submit that this is one way we are.”




   




  —Eudora Welty




  





 

  WHAT WAS LOST




  1935




  





  

    The sky was as blue as a robin’s egg on the afternoon they pulled Owen Chambers’ body out of the Baie des Anges. It had taken three days before they could reach

    him—spring tides off the coast of Antibes; a lack of proper equipment—and he was almost unrecognizable when he was finally recovered, seaweed wending its way through his tangled blond

    hair.


  




  He’d left a note before taking off in his plane on a March morning so warm it seemed like summer. But the letter had been spirited away by his friend Vladimir Orloff and its contents were

  lost.




  Little was known about his life, except that he was an American who had fought as a pilot in the Great War; that he lived alone; and that, for a time, he’d been part of a circle of

  American artists and writers who had colonized the Côte d’Azur, before they’d scattered, blown back to their home country.




  He had few friends among the locals, save a mechanic who’d worked for him, a couple of pilots from a nearby airbase, and Vladimir, a White Russian transplant. So the funeral was a small,

  brief affair, and his stone was inscribed only with his name and the date of his death. The rest vanished with him.




   




  *   *   *




  On the same day that Owen was dragged from the sea, thousands of miles across the Atlantic in a dark hospital room in Boston, the heart of fifteen-year-old Baoth Murphy stopped

  beating.




  His mother, Sara, and his father, Gerald, had kept watch for ten days while their son struggled to keep breathing, his body twisted in agony. When he was gone, Sara refused to believe that it

  was over and had to be forcibly sedated so that they could remove her from her child’s side.




  Sara, a friend would say later, fought all her enemies at the gate and once that was breached, she had no doors left to close.




  Gerald, on the other hand, quietly slipped out of the room, and stood for a while in the silence of the corridor, nodding gently, almost graciously, at anyone who passed by.




  





  THE AWAKENING




  1898–1918




  





  1898




  Gerald thought about Pitz all the way home from school—he thought about him from the moment the bell rang at the Blessed Sacrament Academy, during the long walk through

  Central Park, Nurse’s hand clamped painfully on his wrist, all the way to his house on West Fifty-Seventh Street—so that by the time they reached his brownstone, his excitement was so

  great that he felt he might pee in his pants a little at the thought that the dog would be waiting for him behind the heavy black door.




  Pitz had been his special birthday present when he turned ten, almost a year ago now. Mother had been sick with Baby, whatever that meant, and Gerald had been given Pitz. To teach him

  responsibility, his father had said. Gerald had heard the words, but they’d barely registered, because at the same moment the wiry-haired fox terrier had bounded through the door into the

  drawing room.




  Today his friend was exactly one year old and Gerald had smuggled him two butter biscuits from his lunch. He’d been very careful not to let the biscuits crumble in the pocket of his wool

  coat, or to let Nurse find them.




  Nurse hated Pitz. She said he was dirty and that he would bite them all one day and might even smother Baby in its sleep. Gerald knew this was a lie. Pitz was special. He had been his special

  present and now he was his special friend. Pitz was all around special. Best of all, the dog could read his mind. He saw him doing it: Pitz would cock his head when Gerald was thinking something

  secret, and Gerald knew that Pitz knew what he was thinking.




  Now, as the black door was opened at last, Pitz was waiting and Gerald almost cried with relief. He didn’t know why, but he feared that one day the door would open and Pitz wouldn’t

  be there.




  “If you want to play with that filthy beast, it will be out in the garden,” Nurse said.




  Gerald looked at Pitz, gingerly feeling the biscuits in his pocket. It was January and the wind bit into his nose, but he’d rather be freezing outside with Pitz than warm indoors with

  Nurse. He made towards the back door.




  “Gerald Clery Murphy.” Nurse could make her voice tower. That was the only word Gerald could think of for it—the way it seemed to grow bigger and bigger until it was looming

  over him. “What do we do first?”




  Gerald reluctantly turned and headed for the stairs to change out of his uniform. Pitz just looked at him. He knew better than to try to follow Gerald upstairs when Nurse was around.




  The house was chilly and the curtains were drawn against what was left of the day. His father said only invalids lived in warm houses. Murphys, he said, didn’t get sick, although Mother

  had been sick with Baby. Gerald had seen Baby, and Baby looked fine to him. Mother was very white, though, and would call out often for Nurse, in a high voice, saying Baby was unwell, or that Baby

  was strange.




  On the second floor, Gerald had to be very quiet when he passed Mother’s door or the nursery, so that Mother wouldn’t get upset. Nurse was marching behind him and he hoped she

  wouldn’t try to take his coat, with the biscuits, because then he would be punished and Pitz would be banished to the cellar again. Pitz was supposed to sleep in his basket in the little room

  off the kitchen. But it was so very cold there; it even seemed cold in summer. At night, if it was quiet, Gerald would sneak downstairs after his prayers and spirit the dog back to his own bed on

  the third floor.




  Sometimes Nurse checked and on those occasions, if she found Pitz, his friend would be locked in the cellar. Sometimes Nurse wouldn’t let Pitz out until the following afternoon, and Gerald

  would see his friend’s eyes—haunted after a day down in the dark with no food or water. When this happened, Gerald knew it was his fault and he wouldn’t try to smuggle Pitz

  upstairs for a while. But inevitably, after a week or so, he would chance it again.




  “Give me your coat,” Nurse said, holding out her strong hand to Gerald. “You can wear the play-coat outside in the muck.”




  Gerald was trying to think of an excuse to hold on to it, when he heard his mother’s voice from behind the nursery door.




  “Nurse,” his mother cried. “Nurse. Come see to Baby. She has a color on her. A most unnatural color.”




  “Now, we must stay calm, Mrs. Murphy,” Nurse called out briskly, turning from Gerald. “Baby is well. I will be with you directly.”




  “Nurse, come. Do,” his mother said, but her voice was less agitated. Then a few moments later: “Yes, yes,” as if she was talking to herself.




  Gerald didn’t wait to hear any more and raced up the next flight of stairs, his coat and its precious cargo safe from Nurse’s grasp.




  He took off his uniform, laying his knickerbockers over the chair and folding his shirt and sweater for the morning. Changing into his play clothes, he slipped his wool coat on again, and made

  the perilous journey back down to Pitz.




  Kneeling on the floor at the foot of the stairs, Gerald wrapped his arms around the little fox terrier and laid his cheek against the dog’s neck. There was the earthy, animal

  smell—fresh bread and leaves—and Pitz’s coat, coarse like his hairbrush, pricking his nose.




  The dog let himself be held by the boy, patient, unmoving, despite the smell of the biscuit in the boy’s pocket. The boy made a small sighing noise, like a prayer.




  It was the first warm thing Gerald Murphy had touched all day.




   




  *




  Gerald ate his supper alone at the small table in the nursery. Besides the table, the room had one little chair, a board to do sums on, a rocking horse with an uncomfortable

  seat (a present from his uncle), and a couple of ledger books in which Gerald was supposed to practice his handwriting before meals.




  There used to be two chairs in the nursery, but the companion had been removed when his brother Fred had gone away to school. Gerald didn’t really miss him; Fred had never been unkind, but

  he spoke to Gerald the same way the streetcar conductor did. Politely, as if he were there but not there, somehow. As for Baby, she was too small to eat in the nursery with him, but Gerald hoped

  she might get big enough soon so that he would have someone to talk to.




  The one good thing about the nursery was that it had a large window, rounded at the top, that looked out over Fifty-Seventh Street, and Gerald could watch the people go by and wonder about them

  while he ate his boiled beef.




  Tonight, halfway through a particularly tough nugget of meat, a hansom cab drew to a stop two doors down. Gerald shifted his chair around the table so he could keep his eye on it. A man in

  evening clothes alighted, followed by a woman in a dark blue dress, her gloved hand resting lightly on his. A single brown, wrinkled oak leaf fluttered down onto the man’s hat. The lady

  tipped her head in slightly towards her companion and Gerald thought he could see her smiling at something the man had said. The way she smiled reminded him of Father’s friend in Atlantic

  City.




  Father had taken him there last spring so that he could see the boardwalk, and also to get some fresh air. Mother had said that she didn’t like the look of Gerald’s pallor, which she

  put down to a bilious nature. This frightened Gerald a little, because he didn’t know what it meant, and it sounded dangerous. He wanted to ask Father about it, and almost did when they were

  on the streetcar on their way to the ferry slip. But once on the steamboat that would take them across the North River to the train at Paulus Hook, he forgot all about it.




  At first, before the boat blew for departure, Gerald was absorbed by the advertisements in frames hanging on the walls of the long mahogany cabin. He kneeled on the bench to get a better look,

  before Father rapped him slightly with his cane. Gerald quickly righted himself, but it took all his effort to keep from swinging his legs.




  When the ship set off, Father rose and, beckoning him, strode out to the deck. It was a raw morning and the sky hung very gray over the harbor, the Manhattan piers spreading like tentacles

  reaching out through the mist, saying Don’t Go, Don’t Go. There was a huge steam liner docked at one of them. There was also a thrilling tugboat, with a big, fat

  “C” painted on its stack, which passed so close to them that Gerald thought if he reached out he might be able to touch it.




  He wanted to lean into Father’s side, to feel the gray, lightweight wool of his suit. Father always wore the same kind of suit, but Gerald could never remember actually touching it. He

  thought he might risk it, it was so cold. He inched slightly closer, but Father moved away at the same time, his arm extended, his finger pointing at something.




  “Gerald,” Father said. “Do you see that big building there? If you walk up six blocks, that is where I work.”




  The Mark Cross Company, Father’s company. They made leather goods and saddlery, Gerald knew, for the discerning gentleman.




  “What is that big building?”




  Father looked at him, annoyed at having been interrupted.




  “That is the American Surety Building.”




  “Why is it so much bigger than the others?” Gerald asked, chancing it.




  “It just is,” Father said.




  “How did they get it to go so high?” He knew he was on thin ice.




  “It’s called a skyscraper. They could build it so high because they wanted to.”




  Gerald looked at his father. He was staring out across at the big building. Gerald could tell he was thinking something. He saw that expression sometimes when he was brought into Father’s

  study to say good night and his father would be reading something, his hand resting on top of his smooth head.




  “That is something you must learn, Gerald,” his father said now. “You and your brother. To decide to do something and then follow it through to its end. That’s how they

  built that. That’s how anything worth doing gets done.” Father tapped his cane against the railing and then turned and walked back inside. Gerald followed, still wondering how they had

  built that big building and who had climbed that high into the sky without falling.




  After the boat, there’d been a long train ride, during which Father read the quotations of a man called Ralph Waldo Emerson to him at great length (Gerald knew this was the man whose bust

  sat in Father’s study, giving him the beady eye every time he snuck in when he wasn’t supposed to), and then they’d arrived in Atlantic City.




  Gerald had been to the seaside before, but never one that looked like this, with its enormous hotels and busy wooden sidewalk right next to the sand, and piers standing high like clowns on

  stilts, stretching for miles out into the water. Also, there were shops selling all sorts of things Gerald couldn’t make out, and couples whizzing by in rolling chairs made for two. There was

  a huge ice water fountain at the entrance of Young’s Pier. Gerald got a pickle pin from the Heinz Pier, which had just had what Father called “a grand opening.”




  He stayed very close to Father on the boardwalk, but then Father pointed to a large building, with a giant flag on top, and told him that was their hotel. It was the United States Hotel, which

  sounded very impressive to Gerald.




  In the evening, Father said he was going to the theater to see a famous French actress in a play. Gerald didn’t want to be left alone in the room by himself, but Father never liked fuss,

  so Gerald didn’t say anything when his father left the room in his evening clothes, extinguishing the light as he went.




  Gerald lay in his bed in the darkness and thought about a game he was teaching Pitz to play. Gerald would line up his set of toy soldiers, the ones he’d gotten in his stocking for

  Christmas, and the dog would knock them over with his nose, one by one. Gerald shut his eyes and tried to picture his friend. Then he rolled his pillow up next to him and put his arm around it,

  pretending it was Pitz, and went to sleep.




  The following morning when Gerald woke, he heard laughter coming from the sitting room that separated his bedroom from Father’s. Rising, he opened the door and wandered out. In the fresh

  light he saw a lady in a mauve dress with dark hair, lying over Father’s knee laughing. She immediately went quiet when she saw Gerald, but Father’s expression never changed. For a

  moment he wondered if Father was Father; he didn’t look like himself. He looked lighter somehow, nicer.




  “Miss Church was just looking for her glove, Gerald,” Father said, giving the lady a gentle push off his lap.




  “Oh,” said Gerald, rubbing his eyes. He stole a glance at his own pajamas; they were rumpled.




  He looked back at the lady. She had a nice face and a very nice smile and Gerald wondered if she was to spend the day with them. But then Miss Church gathered her cloak and, holding up a glove,

  said: “Well, I’ve found it. Goodbye, Patrick,” and then: “Nice to meet you, Gerald.”




  Gerald smiled. “Goodbye,” he said.




  “We’re leaving,” Father said, after Miss Church had gone. “The bellboy will be here soon. Pack your case.” Whatever joke Father had been sharing with Miss Church he

  seemed to no longer find funny, his face set back to its usual place.




  “May I have breakfast?” Gerald asked, suddenly feeling very hungry.




  “Breakfast is for ladies and invalids,” Father said, “and people who miss trains.” Then he rose and went into his bedroom, shutting the door with a small clack.




  Gerald looked at the door. He liked closed doors, liked the way they looked, so neat and quiet, and so smooth.




   




  *




  He had finished his boiled beef and the lady and gentleman from the hansom cab had long since disappeared inside the house two doors down. Gerald rose from the small table,

  retrieved one of the ledger books and a pen and began to draw—a door, with panels for eyes. But he couldn’t make it come out right, so he began to draw a leaf, trying to capture all the

  small bones in it. That’s how he thought of dead leaves, like small brown skeletons, but made from lace. Finer even than the lace his mother wore to church.




  The light from the lamp near him had dimmed a little by the time he finished. He looked out and realized that it had begun to snow, big heavy flakes, covering the branches of the trees like

  white moss. He wondered when Nurse would come to get him to say good night to Mother and Father. Perhaps she had forgotten. Out the window, another man, this one with a dog, strolled past and

  Gerald imagined himself and Pitz one day, walking together on a January evening, snow falling on them, exchanging their thoughts on the world.




  Gerald hadn’t brought Pitz upstairs for a while, but when Nurse came to fetch him from the nursery, she complained of a cold and Gerald saw his opportunity. After saying his prayers, he

  tiptoed downstairs, scooped up Pitz and, heart hammering, took him to his bed.




  He lay there, with his dog, its body curved against his. He put his face to Pitz’s neck and breathed in and out. He listened for the sound of Nurse’s footsteps, and when he was sure

  it was all quiet, he relaxed his grip and closed his eyes.




  It must have been very late and Gerald had been dreaming he was a pirate. Or he had been dreaming he was on the streetcar with Father and then he was a pirate. Then his arm hurt and he opened

  his eyes and saw Nurse, her face twisted in the light of her lamp. She was pinching him. Then it was loud and Nurse was screaming about the devil and his ways and dirty beasts, her spittle flying

  on his face, and Gerald sat up and saw Pitz cowering in a corner near his bureau, his back curved and tail tucked under him, making himself as round and unnoticeable as possible. His friend looked

  so very small. Gerald cried out and tried to get off the bed, but Nurse pushed him back and flew at the dog, striking him. And then again, and again.




  Then Father came in and Nurse was talking and Gerald couldn’t say anything. He didn’t say a word to save his special friend. Father picked Pitz up and left the room. Nurse pointed

  one big horrible finger at Gerald. “You could have killed Baby,” was all she said, before slamming the door behind her.




  The next morning Father called Gerald into his study before breakfast. Gerald scrubbed his face hard before he went downstairs because he knew Father would be angry if he thought Gerald had been

  crying.




  “You have not shown responsibility, Gerald,” Father said. “Since you are unable to manage the dog, it can no longer stay in this house. Animals have a place and once they are

  elevated beyond that place it not only makes them dangerous, but it reflects poorly on the master. From this day on, you are not to go near that dog. It will live in the yard. It can make itself

  useful by catching rats. You can make yourself useful by learning to live up to your responsibilities. Is that understood?”




  “He’ll die outside,” Gerald said.




  “Nonsense,” Father said. “It will have a shelter; I’ve already instructed Harold to make one. The dog, Gerald, will be a dog.”




  “No, please. Pitz. He’s . . .”




  “Enough. Don’t blubber. You look like Nurse. Do you remember what I told you about seeing something through to the end? Well, this is just one of those times. You must be a man,

  accept this as a lesson and see it through to the end. That’s the last I want to hear on the subject. You will eat your breakfast in the nursery this morning. Good day, Gerald.”




  For the next week, every night, Gerald would open his bedroom window and speak softly to Pitz, who sat looking forlornly up at the house. For the first few days Pitz waited until Gerald

  couldn’t stand the cold any longer and would be forced to shut the window, before creeping to the wooden shack Harold had built in the corner of the garden. By Friday, though, the dog no

  longer waited for Gerald to finish telling him about his day, and by Sunday, he didn’t even come out of his shelter at the sound of the sash going up.




  When Pitz still didn’t appear Monday evening, Gerald opened the chest-on-chest in his room where they kept spare blankets. He pulled out the oldest one he could find and went and lifted

  the window.




  “Pitz.” He kept his voice low and hushed.




  The sky was so dark that it was a kind of black-blue.




  “Pitz,” he called again, a little louder.




  Finally, Gerald could make out a small head appearing from the shelter.




  “Pitz. Come.”




  The dog moved warily out towards the sound of Gerald’s voice.




  Taking a corner of the blanket, Gerald dangled it out the window and, swinging his arm, tossed it as far as he could.




  Pitz moved slowly toward it and sniffed it. He looked up at Gerald and Gerald knew what his friend was asking.




  “Go on, Pitz. Go on and take it. It’s for you.”




  Pitz looked at him a moment longer, and then grabbed one end of the woolen cover and dragged it back to his shack, pulling it in after him.




  “I love you, Pitz,” Gerald called across the garden. “I love you.”




   




  *




  By the beginning of February, Gerald had thrown a total of three blankets, a couple of pairs of winter socks he thought Pitz could make a pillow with, various tidbits from his

  lunch and suppers, and a box of sweetmeats that he had stolen from the drawing room. But one night, he had nothing useful to throw down to his friend—he had been so very hungry at lunch and

  there was nothing left over. So, in desperation, he threw down one of his toy soldiers. Pitz came out and snuffled it, before looking up at the window. For a moment Gerald thought he was

  disappointed because it wasn’t food, but then the dog nudged the lead figurine with his nose and looked up at Gerald, letting out a small bark. Gerald began to cry.




  The next day, after school, when Nurse was busy with Baby, and Cook was out running errands, Gerald decided to brave punishment and went out into the garden.




  He stood in the doorway and called Pitz’s name. At first there was no movement, and then a small head popped out of the shelter. Gerald, afraid and elated, moved across the hard ground

  towards his dog. Pitz emerged slowly and Gerald knelt down and held out his hand. He had brought a bit of biscuit.




  “Come, Pitz,” he said.




  The dog moved closer and Gerald saw that his coat had grown quite matted, and also coarser than he remembered. Pitz smelled the food and cautiously approached, first sniffing from a little ways

  away, then darting in and scarfing the tidbit from Gerald’s palm.




  The pink slip of the tongue, the heavy fur; Gerald couldn’t wait one second longer to touch him and feel him and smell him. His friend, his special, best, brave friend. On his knees, he

  reached out his arms, and as he did, the dog turned, and got low. In his rush to get to him, though, Gerald didn’t notice or really know what the strange noise meant. He reached out and the

  dog whipped around and sunk his teeth deep into Gerald’s hand.




  “No, Pitz. No,” Gerald cried softly. He tried again, to hold him, to touch him, despite his bleeding hand and the pain, but the dog just growled and bared his teeth.




  Not knowing what to do, Gerald ran back to the house to look for a place to hide his tears. But it was no use. His hand swelled to the size of an onion and Nurse saw it, and knew it for what it

  was. She reported him to Father, and finally, the judgment came down: Pitz was to go. Where, Gerald didn’t know, and Father wouldn’t tell him. Only that he himself was to be banished to

  the nursery at all hours that he wasn’t in school.




  When Nurse came up later to the nursery to bring his dinner, Gerald couldn’t even look at her.




  “At least that’s settled once and for all,” she said, setting a baleful piece of lamb pie down in front of him. “And you, you got nothing less than you deserve, Gerald

  Clery Murphy. I warned you about that beast. Dirty, vicious thing.” She tapped her fingers next to his plate. “Your father showed too much mercy from the beginning, in my

  opinion.”




  “You hit Pitz,” he said, staring down at the table, balling his fists in his lap. “You hit him, and then made him go outside and hate me, and now he’s gone. My only

  friend in this whole world. And now I hate you.”




  Nurse dug her fingers into his shoulder and forced him to look up at her. Her eyes looked like the shiny gray pebbles on the beach in Southampton, which looked smooth but hurt to walk on.

  “If it had been up to me,” she said, “I would have made a hearth rug out of that filthy animal. Something to keep my feet warm.”




  The memory rose of a terrified Pitz, desperately showing his soft belly to Nurse before she beat him, and in that moment Gerald Murphy made the first real decision of his life.




  The boy turned in his seat and, in the coldest voice he could muster, said: “You are a wicked woman and I don’t care what anyone says. From this moment on, I will never, ever speak

  to you again.”




  And, despite his parents’ exhortations, he kept his word. Like the men who built the skyscrapers, he decided to do something and he followed it through to the end, because that’s how

  anything worth doing got done.




  Three weeks later, Gerald was shipped off to boarding school.




   




  *   *   *




  Sara Wiborg loved the feel of earth in her hands, the humid texture of it between her fingers. She was in the garden of their home in Clifton, Ohio, selecting grasses and bits

  of things for a diorama she was making for her class at Miss Ely’s.




  This was to be their last month at Miss Ely’s, before they moved to Germany in July. Her father had made great friends with the Kaiser and they were to spend a year there while he expanded

  his business abroad. At fifteen, she was too old, really, for Miss Ely’s anyway and if it wasn’t Germany it would have been some other school, although her mother refused to send the

  girls away. She loved them too much, she said.




  For the diorama, Sara had decided to make a farm. Her middle sister, Hoytie, was a few feet away, staring up at the sky, neglecting her work, while Olga, the youngest at nine, was with their

  nurse in the hothouse picking flowers for her tropical scene.




  Carrying a celadon bowl full of pebbles, Sara found a shaded spot under an oak tree where the moss was growing dark and wet, making it malleable. Carefully, she peeled it off in strips, placing

  them over the pebbles, until she had created a miniature, glistening green hill. She believed the perfect home should be on a hill, but it should also be near the sea, so she had dug a small moat

  which would serve as the curve of a seashore.




  Next she selected small tips of pine and black maple and dogwood and witch hazel to make a copse for her farm. Then she made a collection of the tender heads of Indian grass and planted them in

  rows in the moss: her wheat field.




  She was collecting violets when the storm came. It swept with a sudden violence over the stables and the sunken garden and the hothouse and the pasture beyond, clattering across the house like

  horse’s hooves hitting the ground.




  Sara quickly picked up the bowl, as well as the violets, which she held lightly in her hand so as not to crush the petals, and hurried towards the house. When she looked back to make sure Hoytie

  was behind her Sara saw that her sister was standing staring up at the deluge.




  “Hoytie,” she called out. “Hurry up. You’ll be soaked.”




  Hoytie turned to her. Then she stamped her foot angrily, and raising her eleven-year-old fist to the sky cried indignantly: “It’s . . . raining . . . on . . . me.”




  Sara laughed. “Oh Hoytie, it’s raining on all of us. Come on.”




   




  *




  When they reached the entrance hall, one of the maids came running with towels. Sara took them and began drying her sister off, catching glimpses of the two of them in the

  flashing mirrors that hung on the walls.




  She wondered at her sister’s declaration, how it was some people seemed sure of their place in the world. For her part, she had no idea where she belonged or where she would end up.




  When she’d dried off a bit, Sara retrieved the small farmhouse she’d painted—wooden sticks brushed white, the windowsills yellow—and placed it atop her green hill. Then

  she took her diorama into the Turkish smoking room, where her parents kept all their Middle Eastern treasures.




  Setting the bowl down on the polished wooden floor, she went to one of the glass cases and pilfered two gold Egyptian figurines: Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti.




  She placed the king and queen in front of the yellow and white house. They sat there solemnly presiding over their beautiful, lush farm.




  Then, as the last touch, she took the delicate purple flowers she’d carried through the storm and floated them on the moat she’d carved. A perfumed violet-blue sea.




  





  1910




  It was still dark when Owen rose and collected the eggs, warm from the hen house. He milked the two cows, loaded the aluminum milk vats onto the cart along with the potatoes,

  butter and cheese, harnessed the mare and began the journey into town. His hands on the reins were stiff from the cold. His balls had shrunk back towards the heat of his body. He shifted on the

  wooden seat, watching the lantern lighting his way, willing its flame back to him.




  He thought about breakfast. The faster he delivered, the faster he would be home and the faster his mother would put that plate in front of him. He urged the horse on. He could smell the fallen

  pine needles as her hooves hit them, but it was a thin smell; the early March air was still too cold.




  He went over the names on his list of deliveries. Mrs. Violet Pease; Mrs. Camilla Thurston; the Drakes; the rectory at St. Andrew’s; the old schoolmaster, Mr. Cushing. There was one more,

  who was it? His head was still thick with sleep and stunned by the cold. His feet had long since lost any feeling and he tried to scrunch his toes in his boots, but he couldn’t tell if they

  were even moving.




  To distract himself, he counted how much they would make from this round. One of their cows, Lettuce, had to be dried off soon, so the deliveries would be much smaller for a couple of months,

  until she could be milked again.




  Lettuce was Owen’s favorite, a Jersey cow, caramel-colored. He’d been the one to pick her out two summers ago. His mother hadn’t wanted to buy her—all that difficulty

  calving such a small thing. They were smaller and more sensitive than other breeds, the Jersey cows, but, as he’d argued, they ate less and produced such fine milk. They were also soft to the

  touch, although he didn’t say this to his mother; softness was no reason for keeping a working animal.




  The other thing he didn’t tell his mother was how he talked to Lettuce. It had started off as just something he did before milking, as it seemed to make her less anxious. But over time,

  he’d begun to believe that she wanted him to do it, that she understood, that she waited for their conversations. She seemed to produce more milk and Owen became convinced that there was some

  real connection there, despite his shame in believing it. He didn’t like to think about it; it was just something he did.




  If all went well, Lettuce would calve in May. Hopefully, they could get a good price for the calf, either for veal or dairy, which would make up for the shortfall in milk. But it meant the

  coming month would be lean.




  Then it would be planting season. Because of the sea air, they had a long fall, but spring came late, the beginning of April, when they would plant for corn, as well as some sugar and shelling

  peas. In May, he’d skip school, there would be too much to do: turning the vegetable fields and plowing down the winter rye and gathering the first potatoes. The hay harvesting would be done

  in June. The real back-breaking work. But it also meant lovely soft summer evenings, tired, driving the hay back to be baled. Letting the working steers plod along, while he stared up at the

  changing sky.




  Sometimes when he was in the classroom, bored, he would think about all the bigger farms on the island and do the sums of how much it would cost to buy one. Sums were one thing Owen was good

  at—they arranged themselves naturally in his head—but even he couldn’t make the numbers come out right for that. There weren’t enough eggs in the world.




  When he was younger, he used to imagine a rich relative of his father’s showing up and showering them with money. Sometimes the relative would be a railroad magnate, other times a Chicago

  industrialist. His father had died of smallpox when Owen was three and he had only the barest recollection of him, an odor really, the smell of leather and wet blue from the tanning factory

  he’d worked in. His mother had set him straight, when he’d mentioned one of his daydreams, the Chicago industrialist: “He was a decent man, your father, but he had no money,

  except what he earned, and no connections to speak of. He was a good husband, but there’s no use thinking on him anymore.”




  His mother was an islander. She’d left her family to find work in Boston and ended up marrying a man from the mainland. After Owen’s father had been hauled off to the pest house to

  die, his mother had returned to her parents’ small dairy farm and eventually took it over when they were gone. Owen had been old enough to work when his grandparents died, four years ago.

  Now, at fourteen, he was strong enough that they only needed to hire men twice a year to help out.




  She was a smart woman, his mother. He loved her. He could remember when she’d been handsome. It wasn’t that she was ugly now, just a little weathered, like everyone on the island.

  She was strong, stronger than him sometimes, birthing calves and even loading hay when they couldn’t get a second man in.




  Owen looked up at the sky. There were no stars, too misty. The milk cans pinged behind him. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour still, not until he hit town. Then five deliveries, then

  another hour home, then breakfast. No: six deliveries; the new one. The mainlander. His order would help make up the shortfall, bring the ends closer together.




  Mr. Glass, that was it; that was his name. There’d been talk when the mainlander had bought the land out Katama, and then more talk when he’d built the big house. Married with a son

  and daughter, if the talk was to be believed.




  The order was for four dozen eggs. It was a big order for a man with a small family, but apparently they were for dyeing. For Easter. Still, as his mother said: “I don’t care if he

  wants to bathe in them, so long as he pays.”




  Owen sighed and hunched further into his coat, urging the mare on.




  First stop was Mr. Cushing’s house. Hopping down from the box he pulled a sack of potatoes out of the cart and brought it to the front door, knocking twice before going back for the milk

  jug. Mr. Cushing, lean as a bean pole, opened the door and squinted at him.




  “Making good time this morning,” he said, as Owen placed the milk on the front porch.




  “Extra delivery today.”




  “Who’s that now?”




  “The mainlander out Katama.” Owen held out his hand for last week’s empty jug, hoping the old schoolmaster wasn’t gearing up for a chat.




  “Mr. Glass.”




  “That’s the one.” Owen made a show of impatiently stamping his feet against the porch boards.




  “They say he’s got a flying machine out there. Got it stashed away in a big barn.”




  Owen stopped stamping. “You’ve seen it?”




  “No, I heard that from Carey. He built the barn.”




  “How’d he get it to the island? He couldn’t have flown it all the way.” Owen had read all about the Wright Brothers’ flying machine—all the boys in town

  had—but Wilbur Wright had only managed to fly it for twenty-four miles. And that was out in a field, not over the Atlantic.




  “I have no earthly idea, Owen.” Mr. Cushing’s calm smile annoyed him.




  He lifted the jug and hauled it back to the cart. Mr. Cushing called something after him, but Owen was already pushing on, his mind on this new, incredible information, and the

  schoolmaster’s voice was lost.




  The road to Katama ran the other way out of town, which meant a detour, and Owen thought perhaps he would put Mr. Glass first on his list of deliveries next time. The Glass place had been built

  toward the end of Katama Bay and Owen waited until the second to last cut-off to turn in through the pines, as instructed by his mother.




  The path was smooth, newly hewn, and the cart barely rattled as he drove over it. After a bit, the trees disappeared and an over-sized barn came into view on his right. Behind it ran a large,

  cut field, covered in snow. He stopped a moment, thinking about the flying machine, hidden away there like treasure. Then he continued until he saw the house, perched on the edge of a small cliff.

  At the top of the circular drive, he pulled the horse up in front of a grand-looking porch.




  There was no sign of the help, or anyone else for that matter. Pulling out the baskets of eggs, he made his way around the side of the house to a door with a small portico. He set the baskets

  down on the pathway and looked out to the sea, slate winter-gray in front of him, and returned for the two jugs of milk the mainlander had ordered.




  When he came abreast of the barn on his way back up the road, he couldn’t help himself. He pulled over. He glanced around, and back at the house: everything was still, the snow on the

  field muffling the noise of the sea.




  He decided to chance it. He opened the barn door a crack and peered inside; it was too dark. He pulled the door wider and stepped in, just a little ways. He still couldn’t make out very

  much, so he went in—just a bit further—and then a little more, and a little more.




  It took shape gradually, as his eyes adjusted. An enormous monster of a thing, all white fabric and shiny wood and glinting, cold wire. Aeroplane, that’s what some of the newspapers called

  it, but Owen thought flying machine was a much better description. It was shaped like an arithmetic problem: all rectangles; isosceles triangles; half moons; right angles, straight angles and

  curves. And the wings. Two sets of them, one on top, one on bottom. Altogether huge, spanning at least the length of six men. And in the center, like an ugly heart, was a mass of metal, with chains

  and other twisted things, and two shining propellers behind it. In front, a pair of impossibly small seats that reminded Owen of the ones he’d seen in the theater in Boston. The whole

  apparatus sat atop a pair of long slender pieces of wood, curved like skis.




  How many eggs would someone have to sell to buy a thing like this?




  “It came in boxes,” said a voice from behind him.




  Owen turned to see a man standing in the doorway, his broad thick body dark against the sun.




  “Pretty big boxes, too.” The man adjusted his britches and began striding towards him. Owen was rooted to the spot. “And who might you be?”




  “I’m Owen,” he said. “Chambers. From the farm.”




  Up close, he could see the man had a crimson tinge to his buffed skin and his hair was slicked back, like an advertisement, a big full mustache dominating his face. His head reminded Owen of a

  horse, sinew and bone and meat. A strong head. A rich man’s head.




  “Aha. So you’ve heard about my plane. News travels fast, I suppose.”




  This was Mr. Glass. “Yes, sir, I’m sorry. There was no one . . .”




  “Thought you’d sneak a look, did you?”




  Owen wondered what the penalty was for breaking into someone’s barn to look at a flying machine.




  “Don’t look so stricken, Owen Chambers, boy from the farm. I’m not going to report you.” He turned his gaze to the machine. “She’s something to behold, all

  right.”




  “Does it fly?”




  “Does it fly?” Mr. Glass snorted. “Of course it flies. Why in darnation would I have it, otherwise?” He looked at Owen, as if he were sizing him up. “Would you like

  to touch her?”




  He nodded.




  “Go on, then.”




  Owen approached it carefully, like he would a snake. Tentatively, he stretched his hand out and touched the material on one of the bottom wings. It looked like heavy canvas, and he’d

  expected it to feel like a sail. Instead his fingertips met with something spongier, tackier. He pulled his hand away, surprised.




  “It’s rubberized,” Mr. Glass said. “Clever, isn’t it?”




  Owen looked at him and, at that moment, realized all the things this man must know, and by extension, all the things he himself did not.




  “This is Flora,” Mr. Glass said. “Named after my daughter.”




  “Like a boat,” Owen said.




  “Ha. Like a boat that flies.” The man ran his hand over one of the wooden poles that separated the lower wing from the upper.




  “How does it . . .” He couldn’t imagine getting this complicated giant of a machine from where it sat into the sky.




  “Come with me.” Mr. Glass led him to the doorway and pointed to a conical structure across the field. “You see that derrick out there? You push her out and get her on those

  rails, attach that weight, and when it drops: whoosh,” he made an upward movement with his hand, “she rushes forward and up, up and away.”




  “Have you flown it . . . her . . . here?”




  “Well, now, you need at least six men to get her going. And the right conditions.” Mr. Glass scratched his chin. “But in spring, when the weather gets finer, I’m going to

  rally some troops for a maiden voyage.”




  “So you’ve never flown her?”




  “Oh, I did. Went with Orville Wright himself, when I bought her.” The man’s eyes were fixed on some unknown point in the distance. “Quite a man, that Orville Wright. And

  when you’re up there . . . Couldn’t get my son to go up, though. He wasn’t scared, you understand. Just . . . well, Charlie’s more of a scholar. Interested in books and

  such.” He scratched his chin again.




  “I could help,” Owen said. “When you decide to do it, I mean.”




  Mr. Glass shifted his gaze to Owen, almost as if he’d forgotten he was there. “We’ll see.” He seemed suddenly to have lost interest. “I’m sure you must be

  off, now. Have a farm to run, don’t you?”




  “Yes, sir.” He flushed.




  Still, he found it hard to leave the sight of the glorious monster—to get back in his cart, do his chores, go to school. The idea seemed impossible as he stood there, edging out of the

  barn backwards, his eyes riveted to the whiteness of the wings, the cruel, graceful propellers.




  He didn’t tell any of the boys at school about the machine, guarding his secret jealously. But he wanted to talk about it to someone, so after his evening chores he sat in the warm

  kitchen, the island dark and hushed outside, and said to his mother: “The mainlander has a flying machine.”




  “Does he, now.” His mother didn’t turn away from the stove.




  “In his barn. He’s going to fly it in spring.”




  “It’s spring now,” his mother said.




  “Later, when it’s warmer,” Owen said.




  “When it’s warmer,” his mother said, “it will be summer.”




  “Well.”




  “That’s not the same thing.” She looked at him. “People don’t always mean what they say. In fact, it’s often not what they mean at all.”




  So, Owen talked to Lettuce about it.




  “It’s like a giant bird skeleton,” he told her, running his hand down her back. “And in the center is metal.” His hand reached her thurl. “But really,

  it’s mostly wood and cloth.” He traveled down her rear flank. “But it’s not like any cloth you’ve ever seen. It’s gummy.” His hand reached her teat.

  “I wish you could see it. But then, maybe you wouldn’t like it. Maybe you’d be afraid.” Her milk came out, pale yellow, thick, like honey, into the pail.




  That night he would dream of Flora, of flying in the air, of rising. He would dream of sticky fabric and men with large rectangular mustaches, the color of spruce. Owen would dream of

  all the things he didn’t know, all the things he might.




  





  1913–1914




  They had been in London since the beginning of June, Sara, her two sisters and her mother. The Three Wiborg Girls, as the sisters were tiresomely known in the columns.

  Sara was “the chic one,” Hoytie, “dark and refined,” while Olga, the youngest, was “the delicate beauty.” These words felt like intricately made corsets,

  squeezing them into arranged shapes, pinching at the sides where they met with resistance.




  Sara pressed her finger to her eye, seeking out the soft spot on the lid that had been leaking infection on and off since their arrival in Europe in March. A maid, fitting the gown Sara planned

  to wear that evening, stuck a pin into the light green silk and its tip pricked her, right beneath her armpit. Sara felt the pain like a tiny streak of lightning. She remained still. A stray drop

  of rain hit the pane of the large window overlooking Hyde Park.




  Tonight would be her mother’s final victory in the long march through the European Season. The Vegetable Ball at the Ritz. The cream of society had lobbied Adeline Wiborg for invitations

  to the event, first politely, then a little less politely. Sara’s mother received bribes daily in the form of invitations to a dîner intime or the offer of a place in

  someone’s box at the opera, each one causing Adeline to smile and hum to herself.




  Sara looked at the wreath of carrots, tomato vines and sprigs of mint, lying on the chaise longue next to her. It was absurd, decorative, useless. Like me. She felt very tired.




  She consoled herself with the thought that this evening, at least, she wouldn’t be expected to participate in any tableaux vivants or sing with her sisters—a staple in her

  mother’s arsenal. They had been doing these performances for years at their houses in Ohio, New York or East Hampton, and at drawing rooms all over the East Coast and Europe. Last night, they

  had done their rendition of the Rhine Maidens’ lament from Das Rheingold for guests of the Duchess of Rutland. This particular act stood on the fine line between decorum and

  titillation, but her mother had said: “This is London, after all. Tastes are generally more piquant.”




  The lights began dimmed, the room thrown into near-darkness. Then: gasps from the audience when, as the lamps were slowly turned up, their eyes adjusted to the sight of Sara and her sisters

  standing bare-shouldered, motionless behind a gauze curtain. Ever so slowly, the three Wiborg girls began to undulate their arms, the backlight catching their exposed skin like pale water and

  throwing rippling imitations of their figures across the transparent fabric. They started to sing the song of the nymphs, a lament of loss and reproach, their torsos swaying gently from the waist,

  forward and back. It wasn’t exactly shocking, but it had a languid sensuality that was unexpected, and obviously slightly thrilling. Which is exactly what their mother counted on.




  But something had happened last night: Sara had let her mind wander, just a little, then a little more, until there was only the gently flowing curtain, her sisters’ familiar voices, a

  remembered scene from the nursery, the gaslight warm on her back. For some reason that she couldn’t fathom even now, Sara had tipped her head into Hoytie’s shoulder, breathing in her

  sister’s perfume. And then she was gone, back to her childhood home in Clifton, Ohio, and it was spring and she was comforted by all the small things she knew: the place in the hedge where

  the rabbit with the missing ear lived; the dark patch under the yew tree where the ferns were shyly uncurling themselves, green and fuzzy and new; the spot next to the cellar door that smelled like

  violets.




  Then, all at once Hoytie was elbowing her, pointy and cruel, and she was brought back to the drawing room and the smell of moldy carpets and half-eaten beef on the sideboard, and Sara realized

  she had fallen into a deep sleep. Only for a few moments, just a few, insignificant moments.




  Yet, if they were so insignificant, why was she still thinking about them now, as she watched the maid reach for a bit of cloth to wipe the blood from her side?




  She was twenty-nine years old and most of her friends were already married, setting up their own households, running their own lives. For a while, on the cusp of womanhood—and for some

  time afterwards—Sara had felt like she was living in a state of suspended animation, waiting for life to really begin. Waiting for the pivotal moment when, like the fairytale, a kiss would

  awaken her and she would stir her frozen limbs and everything would be set in motion. After a while, however, it had dawned on her that this was life, what was happening right now. And

  with that revelation, she had just gone back to sleep. No, not sleep exactly. It was more precise than that: it was the kind of dozing where you think you’ve been awake the whole time, only

  to realize that hours have passed, and that, after all, you must have been asleep.




  But things—well, she—had gotten worse over the past year. It had started last summer: she began to find it harder and harder to get out of bed, and sometimes she didn’t bother

  at all, instead spending the mornings staring out the bay window of her bedroom in the beach house in East Hampton. She would squint her eyes to blur the line between the lawn and the ocean beyond.

  Squint, release, squint, release. Until blue became green and green, blue.




  In the fall, she’d gone to see the Whistlers at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Sara could remember those paintings, Mother of Pearl and Silver: The Andalusian, that dark swath of

  hair, her swirl of silver skirt brushing the floor, the sliver of face turned toward the viewer. But it was the Nocturne: Blue and Gold—Southampton Water that had made Sara’s

  breath catch in her chest. The smudgy, luminous harbor seen only by the light of an orange moon (or was it a setting sun?). The painting was obscured, melting, light drowning at the edges.




  Sara felt like the light in that painting, always sinking, never rising. Her feelings had not escaped her mother.




  “This oppression of yours, Sara. It’s unbecoming and it’s straining my nerves,” her mother had told her one day over breakfast. “And when I say unbecoming, I mean

  untoward.”




  “Indecorous?” Sara had helpfully offered.




  “I mean, stop it,” her mother had said.




  Only Olga had been kind. On the days when Sara didn’t come downstairs, her younger sister would come up and sit on Sara’s sleigh bed and plait and unplait her hair for hours, the two

  of them watching the waves outside the bay window. “You have such lovely hair,” Olga would say. “So heavy.”




   




  *




  “I think that’s it, Miss,” the maid said to Sara, bringing her back to the hotel room, the London rain, her throbbing eye.




  “Yes,” Sara murmured.




  She walked over to the glass and looked at herself. Staring back was a youngish woman in a cucumber-green dress with heavy hair and sleepy eyes. Decorative. At least that.




   




  *




  The ball was a success. Sara could see that almost instantly, having learned over the years to be able to judge her mother’s hits and misses by the telltale signs. In the

  case of a failure, there would be whispers, and the whispers could grow so loud that the whole room hummed, like a grist of bees caught in a glass box.




  With the Vegetable Ball, though, her mother had outdone herself. The main ballroom was swathed in vines, with squashes, or miniature eggplants, or zucchinis sprouting from their tangled arms.

  The enormous crystal chandelier hanging in the center had also been covered with growing things: tomatoes, carrots, corn, all arranged from smallest to largest. The Ritz’s livery stood

  against the walls, holding trays of champagne with apples and pears dipped in gold paint. It was opulent and imaginative and grotesque.




  Sara was standing off to the side of a group that was jostling for attention, talking with the Duchess of Rutland’s daughter, Diana.




  “Well,” Diana said, giving Sara a sly look.




  Sara laughed. “Yes, well.”




  “I think your mother may have made a few enemies tonight. There’s nothing these women hate so much as a succès fou. Or being made to come on bended knee to America.

  This isn’t 1905, after all.”




  That had been the boom year for conquering British titles. America, swelling with heiresses of ink, paper, coal and steel, had seen no fewer than twenty-five members of the House of Lords take

  its daughters to the altar. Sara remembered her mother putting down the newspaper in disgust after reading about one or the other of these matches.




  “Imagine,” Adeline had said, “selling your daughters into serfdom. No running water, no money, only cows and horses and dogs. They should be ashamed of themselves.”

  Adeline never liked the idea of marriage, let alone twenty-five of them.




  Diana scanned the room, then turned her attention back to Sara. “Let’s talk about something infinitely more interesting,” she said: “Me.” Her friend

  smiled. “What do I remind you of?”




  Diana was fitted in a sleek white ball gown, with thick seams of red, green and yellow.




  “I don’t know,” Sara said, feeling weary. “A vegetable patch?”




  “A vegetable patch, indeed. That might be all right for some.” Diana eyed Sara’s bright green dress and preposterous wreath. “No, these, lovely Sara, these are racing

  stripes. I plan on winning your mother’s vile ragtime potato race.”




  “Oh Diana,” Sara said, laughing. “Don’t.”




  “Why not?”




  “You know why not. It’s just one of Mother’s antiquated games. The joke is always on someone else.”




  “Oh, it’s all how you look at it. There’s art in everything.” She winked at Sara. “Even antiquated games.”




  Olga opened the ball with Prince Colonna, who, rumor had it, was as ridiculous a gambler as his father. They were trailed by a servant in blackface, dressed in the garb of a Southern plantation

  slave, frantically pushing a wheelbarrow full of vegetables.




  The guests laughed uproariously at the spectacle and Sara saw her mother’s face shining in triumph. More faux-slaves blew green and gold dust out of small handmade cornucopias from the

  sidelines.




  Her eye began to throb again. As the guests pushed forward to join in the ball, she was claimed like lost luggage by the first gentleman on her dance card. He introduced himself, but while his

  lips moved, no sound seemed to reach her. She nodded anyway and gave him her hand. He swept her into the crowd, turning her round and round, his arm close at her waist, his breath

  champagne-sour.




  Her eyes wouldn’t seem to focus, so the room spun, a whirl of color over her partner’s shoulder. She felt panic rising up, couldn’t remember her steps. What was this? Yes,

  a hesitation waltz, that was it. She was reminded of the story of Little Black Sambo, how the vain tigers stole the child’s clothes and then chased each other jealously round

  and round a tree until they melted into butter.




  She felt sick. Round and round, round and round. The room glistening indecently from the gold dust, champagne tipping onto the floor. The band quickened its tempo. She forced her eyes to adjust.

  The guests themselves seemed to have taken on a freakish quality: rouged lips smacking, arms jerking up and down like puppets. Even Diana, in a corner of the room, laughing and goading her suitors

  into betting on her in the race.




  “Nothing like a ball at the Ritz . . .” her partner was saying.




  She could see one of his front teeth was slightly discolored.




  “I was saying just the other day to Frank . . . you know Frank Wallis, don’t you, Miss Wiborg? Solid chap.”




  Sara had the most sudden and furious desire to see the room consumed in a great fire, one that would sweep down upon them and swallow up the vegetables and the livery and the awful

  people-puppets in one cleansing scourge. Burn it all down.




  Sweat broke out on her upper lip and she was sure the same damp was staining her green silk dress. She had to leave the ballroom right that instant or she would die.




  “Excuse me,” she said to her partner. “I . . .”




  “You’re not ill, are you, Miss Wiborg?”




  “No. Yes. I just feel slightly faint. I think I should sit down.”




  “Oh, by all means.” He escorted her to the edge of the dance floor, where Sara fled his solicitation.




  As she squeezed past yards of chiffon and satin and feathers, pressing on her, suffocating her, she saw Hoytie making her exit with a young woman in a yellow tiered gown, a hunter-green silk

  flower pinned to her bosom. She hurried to catch up with them.




  “Hoytie,” she called when she made it to the ballroom’s antechamber, her pulse throbbing.




  Her sister turned, her dark eyebrows curving only slightly, more in curiosity than recognition.




  “I can’t stand it anymore,” Sara said, as she caught up with them. Yet, as the words left her lips she realized that she actually felt nothing of what had come over her only

  moments before. As if unseen fingers had pinched the wick of that emotion and extinguished it as quickly as it had been lit. She was left only with the emptiness of knowing that she couldn’t

  even sustain her own despair.




  Wearily, she greeted Hoytie’s young friend with the flower: “Hello,” she said.




  The young woman didn’t meet her eyes, but answered: “Oh, hello.”




  “This is Irma,” Hoytie said, waving her hand as if that wasn’t really the point. “Anyway, why are you so undone?”




  “I . . .” What could she say? I wanted everyone to die in a fire, but now, actually, I feel extremely sanguine about the whole thing. Just a little numb, really . . .




  “Well, not to worry. You can just have a nap if you’re bored. Seeing as you can just pass out anywhere.” Her sister gave Sara her most insincere smile.




  “Yes, yes,” Sara said, tired of the joke already. “Anyway, I thought I’d just escape to the ladies’ sitting room.”




  “How funny,” Hoytie said tightly. “That’s where we’re going, as well.”




  “I can’t read your mind, Hoytie,” Sara snapped. “I’m not following you, for heaven’s sakes.”




  The mirrored room, with its lingering odor of powder, glowed in the lamplight. Once ensconced—Sara lounging in one chaise, while Hoytie and Irma shared the one across—her sister

  produced a cigarette, fitting it neatly into an ivory and gold holder. Hoytie leaned back and gave her lighter to Irma. The girl, after fumbling a little with her glove, lit the cigarette and then

  stared wide-eyed at her sister.




  Sara knew Hoytie smoked in secret. Adeline did not approve: she thought it stank and that it polluted the girls’ hair. Lately, however, Hoytie had become less and less secretive about it.

  Sara had even found her smoking on the terrace in East Hampton.




  “Those vegetables,” Hoytie said, exhaling.




  Sara smiled. “I never knew Mother harbored ambitions to run a plantation.”




  Hoytie snorted. “Well, after all her talk about lords really just being farmers, I suppose she thought a vegetable ball might suit them.”




  “Yes,” Sara said. “I’m not sure they got the joke, though. Diana was going to run in that potato-sack travesty.”




  “No.”




  “Mmm.”




  “And Olga with that prince,” Hoytie said. “I hope he knows Mother wouldn’t let him get within ten miles.”




  “I don’t think he’s interested. Father’s pockets aren’t deep enough to cover his debts.”




  “No, you’re probably right. Men. All their buying and selling. It’s disgusting.” Hoytie turned her head and looked at Irma. She reached out a long-fingered hand and began

  playing with the girl’s green silk rose. “Don’t you think, Irma?”




  “Yes,” the girl said, in an almost-whisper.




  “There’s always Gerald Murphy,” Hoytie said laughing. “He never seems to go a day without writing.” She snorted. “A Catholic. As if Father and Mother would

  even dream of letting Olga go to a papist.”




  “Sweet Gerald,” Sara said.




  A friend from childhood, a little brother of sorts. His father had a house in Southampton, not far from their own in East Hampton, and they’d come to know him the way children come to know

  each other in a summer place. He’d been fourteen when he’d first visited them at the Dunes, for a party—all awkward limbs and big, deep eyes. He’d grown into his body, even

  if the eyes remained the same. He was often paired off with Olga for dances and the like, but there was no romance between those two, just an appropriate age gap and a geographical closeness.




  Sitting there now, she could still picture his sad face in the crush of people on the quay in New York, seeing them all off when they set sail for Europe in March. And the last letter

  she’d had from him had been full of melancholy. He was looking after his brother Fred, who had fallen ill while the rest of the family was away on the Continent.




  It seems Gerald had even called on her father in East Hampton, although he’d written that, without them there, he’d felt like he was haunting the house.




  Sara watched as Hoytie moved her hand from the rose on Irma’s bust, up the girl’s collarbone and neck, and pulled a wisp of hair free, coiling it around one finger.




  Sara put her head back against the chaise and closed her eyes. She could feel the rustle of silk against the upholstery under her. The smell of talcum in her nostrils. She thought of the opium

  dens she’d read about in the newspaper and wondered if this was the “dangerous indolence” they spoke of.




  “Dangerous indolence,” she murmured, as the sounds of the room around her mingled with the thoughts in her head.




  It was so, so quiet. There was only the sound of Irma’s shallow breathing, as Hoytie ignited some unseen passion in the girl. What did Sara care?




  “Good night, Sara,” she heard Hoytie say softly, as Sara felt the wreath slipping from her head and, from far away, heard the small tish as it hit the floor.




   




  *




  The following evening, Sara found herself descending from a motor cab into a crush of tails and top hats and beaded gowns all gathered outside of the Theatre Royal at Drury

  Lane.




  As she picked her way across the damp pavement through the crowd and into the marble lobby, her sisters and mother following in her wake, she heard someone call: “Hello, Sara

  darling,” and looked up to see Stella Campbell waving at her.




  They’d met the English actress last year on the Mauretania on their way to London for the Season. Mrs. Pat, as she insisted on being called, had smoked and drunk her way through

  the voyage, at once scandalizing and amusing her fellow passengers.




  “Hello, dear Mrs. Pat,” Sara said, when they all reached her. As she leaned in for a kiss, she felt the older woman’s thick, dark mane brush her cheekbone and had a strange

  desire to bury her face in it.




  “Adeline, your girls are a marvel, really,” Mrs. Pat said. “So inviting.” She gave Sara a wink. “What do you think, Sara? Does this dress walk? Or

  does it make me look like a cigar?”




  Sara could see what had made her one of the most popular leading ladies of her time; she wasn’t beautiful, but she had a shape that dominated (curved, almost indecent arms) and a face

  supple enough to run the gamut from soulfulness to irony. Sara laughed. “Oh, it walks.”




  “And Hoytie, dearest, how are you?” Mrs. Pat turned to her sister.




  “I’m bored,” Hoytie replied.




  “You can’t be bored,” Olga said. “Nothing’s even happened yet.”




  “Yes, Olga,” Hoytie said tightly, “that’s why I’m bored.”




  “Stop differing, girls,” Adeline said.




  “Bickering?” Olga said, taking their mother’s arm.




  “No, Hoytie,” Mrs. Pat said. “This is thrilling. Stravinsky’s scandalous Rite of Spring. We’re hoping for a riot, darling, just like in Paris.”




  “Well, I’m not,” Hoytie said.




  Sara looked around at the crowd milling about the lobby: women in delicate lace and draped bodices; men, stiff-spined, nodding. The image of flames licking at the Ritz ballroom returned. She

  said, “I think I’d quite like a riot.”




  By the time the Duchess and Lady Diana arrived, the five of them, including Mrs. Pat, were already in the Grand Saloon. They were seated at a table next to a Doric column, drinking sherry out of

  small, green glasses, like little luminous thimbles, while the gas-lit chandeliers hissed overhead.




  Sara was concentrating on not letting any of the golden liquid drop onto her white evening gloves when she heard Diana whisper in her ear: “Careful, or you’ll get a

  reputation.”




  “A reputation for what?” Sara asked, wondering fleetingly if she cared.




  “Oh, I don’t know.” Diana smiled and absently touched her pink silk headband. “Anything, nothing. Drinking, keeping company with a fallen woman. Anything worth doing,

  really.”




  At this, Sara saw that Mrs. Pat had risen and was collecting her opera glasses and the fan with the large lapis “S” carved into its handle.




  “Well, darlings, I must be off. I absolutely hate to be late for the conductor.” As she squeezed past the approaching figure of the Duchess, Mrs. Pat said:

  “Violet.”




  The Duchess, with her sad, round blue eyes and high cheekbones, nodded her head: “Stella.” Sara thought she caught just a glimpse of a smile pushing itself onto the Duchess of

  Rutland’s lips.




  “Oh,” Diana said, taking Mrs. Pat’s vacated seat, “it really is too awful that Mrs. Pat can’t join us.”




  “Yes,” the Duchess said, “but there it is. Until Cornwallis-West gets his mess cleared up, well . . .” She trailed off as Olga stood to give the Duchess her chair.




  “I don’t know what they’re all fighting over, really,” Diana said.




  “Oh,” Sara’s mother said. “I don’t know if I really want to know.”




  “I do,” Olga said, eagerly.




  “Oh, you must know that Mrs. Pat has been having an amour with George Cornwallis-West. Didn’t you all? Oh, really,” Diana said. “But, of course, he’s

  married to Jennie, née Jerome, more recently Lady Randolph Churchill. It’s been going on forever. Since you met her on that boat . . . which one was it?”




  “The Mauretania,” Sara said.




  “An amour?” Adeline said vaguely.




  “An affair,” Hoytie said, casting an impatient eye at their mother.




  “Yes, well, since you met her. And now the Cornwallis-Wests are separated, but divorce . . . that’s proving more complicated,” Diana said. She rubbed her thumb and index finger

  together.




  “Why would anyone want to be married twice?” Adeline’s hand rose to clutch her mauve evening bag. (Sara hated that bag, a relic of the 1890s; cold drawing rooms and

  mutton.)




  “My feelings exactly,” the Duchess said. “Once is most certainly enough.”




  If Sara liked Mrs. Pat, she was in awe of Violet Manners. She had never known a woman like her; she could remember the first time she met the Duchess at a weekend party at Belvoir Castle: she

  had descended the staircase in a midnight-blue gown, a string of the most glorious pearls Sara had ever seen twined about her neck and fastened, curiously, with diamond earrings at each shoulder.

  That small touch, that tiny, frivolous fragment of creativity, had moved Sara. (Why? Why? Who cared about earrings? It was just that, Sara reasoned: they were supposed to be

  earrings, not clasps, not epaulettes, not a ring, not a spoon, not a chair . . . but by reinventing them, she’d given them importance, somehow.)




  The Duchess had been an artist when she was younger and part of a bohemian set called The Souls. It was said, and not that quietly either, that she’d had a number of lovers throughout her

  marriage to the Duke, and some of the more persistent gossip-mongers suggested that neither Diana nor her elder sister were actually the natural children of their father.




  Sara thought there was something grotesque about affairs or amours, or whatever one wanted to call them, as if romantic love and family were not compatible, as if logic and just plain

  good taste demanded they be separated. She wasn’t naive enough to think that great matches were made for love, but she wondered about the worth of great matches at all.




  She had only a nebulous notion of what she’d like her future to look like, but it looked nothing like any of the society drawing rooms she’d seen. Still, once ensconced in Belvoir

  Castle, she couldn’t help admiring the way the Duchess and her daughters lived their lives. There was an artistry to everything they touched, discussions—not just of gossip, but of

  painters and musicians, of politics and writers—that she had rarely experienced at home or anywhere else. And she had added that to her indistinct dream, filling in a small part of the bigger

  picture. “Oh, I do hope there’ll be some sort of scandal,” Diana said as the box conductor led them around the grand circle to their seats.




  “I wish everyone would stop talking about riots and scandals,” Adeline said.




  When Stravinsky had debuted his Rite of Spring in Paris the month before, the music, along with the famous dancer Nijinsky’s choreography, had caused an out-and-out brawl to erupt

  in the theater. Women had thrown themselves at men on the other side of the aisles, beating them with their fans, and, in one reported case, a shoe. Men had fallen to slapping each other across the

  face with their programs and calling for duels.




  Sara, however, was expecting a tempest in a teacup and the possibility of a nice long nap. She was slightly disappointed to find herself seated at the front of the box, rather than the back

  where it was darker and more discreet.




  As the lights went down, Diana was still scanning the room with her opera glasses, and Sara could hear Hoytie sighing behind her. The Duchess let off just the faintest rustle of satin and

  Narcisse Noir.




  The introduction began with the melancholy notes of the bassoon, all at once sliced viciously by a set of flutes. They trilled, stopped and started, like the rev of a motor car engine. The

  woodwinds played so high and so sharp that Sara winced and the Duchess dramatically placed a gloved hand over her right ear.




  Then the curtain went up. A group of dancers clad in furs and small pointy hats, all pagan and hideous, began stamping up and down on the stage in time to the horns and strings.




  “Oh my,” Diana whispered.




  An old crone-like figure, her face painted entirely white like a death mask, stood in the foreground, bent at the waist, clutching her stomach. Then, she too began jumping up and down and

  throwing herself around, falling on her back with her legs sticking up in the air.




  Sara straightened her spine.




  This was not ballet. Gone were the delicate, airy costumes, the movements fluid as water, toes pointed to follow the muscular line of a dancer’s calf. Here, feet stuck out at right angles,

  dancers rounded their backs when they dipped to the floor, ordinary and inelegant as anyone picking up a scrap of paper, their arms angular as they pumped angry raised fists.




  She understood what had made the Parisian audience so angry. To have one’s own love of comfort and beauty thrown back in one’s face in such a public way. It made the audience feel

  small, shallow.




  But there was something else Sara recognized here, which they must have seen, too: a kind of rage. Sara’s pulse flicked at her temple like a horse crop and her palms began to sweat.




  Drums accompanied the pounding of feet, sending up vibrations so violent they scaled the orchestra and made the floorboards tremble. More primitive costumes filled the stage as the dancers began

  to clap.




  “Are they actually clapping?” the Duchess mused from her seat, to no one in particular.




  Sara heard her mother say something, but it was drowned out by the noise and the humming in her own head. When an elder was brought in, the whole group threw themselves down again and again onto

  the stage. She could hear their bodies hitting the floor; flesh and blood connecting with the dusty boards, the crush of joints and ligaments.




  She wanted to be down on the stage with the dancers, feel her ribcage meet the planks, feel the sickly ache of having her breath knocked out. She was reminded of the first time she tasted blood

  in her mouth (a skating accident), the surprise that it tasted good, rich, tangy on her tongue, the even more startling revelation that she wanted to taste it again.




  The maiden chosen for sacrifice now stood alone in a pool of light on the stage, motionless and knock-kneed, as the score dropped to a hush. Sara held her breath, until it was almost

  unbearable.




  She was dizzy by the time the girl began to dance, a death spiral. Full of helplessness, compulsion. Running from pillar to post in a desire to escape her fate, to be let out of the circle.

  Jumping and turning herself in a frenzy.




  She could almost smell the soil, hardened, awaiting spring. She was vibrating, with the lack of oxygen, the warmth of the theater and the strangeness of the music. Then the maiden, exhausted,

  shivered and stamped. And fell down dead.




  Sara only realized the lights had gone up when her mother pressed her hand, a look of alarm in her eyes.




  “Are you quite well?” she whispered.




  Sara could only shake her head.




   




  *




  “Oh dear,” the Duchess said, as they made their way to the street. “It looks like ‘the nice evening at the theater’ is going out of style. I

  suppose we must all adjust.”




  “I thought it was horrifying,” Adeline said, mauve evening bag firmly in hand. “Sara practically took ill.”




  “I don’t see what all the fuss is about,” Hoytie said. “What was that anyway? Just a bunch of unappealing people in unflattering dress hurling themselves around, as far

  as I could tell.”




  “That,” Sara said, her breath only now beginning to come easily, “that was new.” At that moment, she felt like she might never sleep again.




   




  *   *   *




  Gerald was lying on the beach in East Hampton at five o’clock in the afternoon watching the September sun illuminate the outline of Sara Wiborg’s legs beneath her

  white muslin dress, the swell of her breasts stamped against the horizon. The Wiborg women had only just returned from Europe, and Sara, lying on her back, hands under her head, ankles crossed, was

  talking about London, about the Ballets Russes and art and the people she’d met. She had a way of recounting things that he liked. She didn’t gossip, but nor did she leave out any of

  the story.




  Earlier in the day, Gerald had driven to the Dunes from Southampton to see the Wiborgs. But really it was to see her. He’d written to her while she’d been abroad for the Season, but

  when he was finally confronted with her this afternoon, he found he’d gone quiet. After some fairly formal greetings, Gerald, at a loss, had wandered into the dark-paneled library that looked

  over the lawn to the sea and carelessly picked a book. Only when he’d settled in one of the Westport chairs on the terrace did he take in the title: Camping & Tramping with

  Roosevelt. Not exactly scintillating stuff. He knew he couldn’t very well go back and get another without being noticed, so he pretended to skim through a chapter about the Mammoth Hot

  Springs. It didn’t matter. His mind, his ears and even his eyes, when he could manage it, were on her, as she worked only a few feet away in the garden, chatting to her father.




  “What’s this?” She was showing her father one of the string beans, running her gloved fingertip along its unnatural curve.




  “Tomato thrip,” her father said, taking it from her and throwing it into a refuse basket next to him.




  From where he sat, it seemed to Gerald that at times they were whispering, but really he knew it was just the wind carrying their words away from him. Under the mass of her hair, he could see

  moisture gathering at her nape, dampening the starched collar of her dress. After a while her father went inside and she’d looked up to the terrace, unpinning her sun hat. “Shall we go

  down to the beach for a while?” she’d smiled.




  Gerald knew that if he was considered a natural companion for any of the three girls, it wouldn’t have been Sara, the furthest in age from himself. But it was Sara he’d missed while

  she was away, Sara he’d longed to talk to. As they lay together now, looking out over the ocean, she told him about The Rite of Spring.




  “I wish I could describe it better, how it made me feel,” she said. “It was so . . . primitive. No, that’s not it. That makes it sound like it was all chickens pecking at

  the earth and ugly peasants. It was ugly, but not in any kind of simple way. Do you have any idea of what I’m talking about?”




  “Animal,” Gerald said.




  Sara turned over on her side and looked at him, hatless, squinting in the orange blow-out of the sun. “Animal?”




  “I mean, maybe that’s what it was. Something that’s primitive, but also . . . physical.” He didn’t dare say sexual.




  “Yes, that’s exactly it. Animal.”




  He liked how she rolled the word around in her mouth, as if that’s what she was doing with it in her head.




  “You should have seen it. You would have understood it.” She settled back again.




  “Yes,” he said, nodding, but really he was thinking back to last summer, when they’d lain on the beach together almost like this, except it was dawn and they had slept there

  all night.




  It had been after the last of Adeline Wiborg’s summer parties at the Dunes, and Gerald Murphy had come over to be Olga’s date. The three girls had sung and then the evening had grown

  into night and the rest of the guests had gone home, and the family to bed, all except Gerald and Sara and Frank Wiborg. He’d watched as she’d risen from the sofa where they’d

  been sitting and gone to the window and looked out at the sea, illuminated by a sliver of moon. Then she’d come back and put her hand on Gerald’s shoulder and said: “Let’s

  go sleep on the beach.”




  He’d nodded, but Frank had grumbled, because of course, he would have to sleep with them, too, on the cold sand.




  They gathered blankets and Sara’s father took a flask of whiskey and they walked to the edge of the beach grass and lay down, staring up at the stars, cold silver holes in the night

  sky.




  Gerald didn’t know when he’d fallen asleep, but at some point, he felt dawn light on his face. He’d been aware at the time, through partially closed eyes, that she was watching

  him. He’d kept still. After she’d gone, he’d stayed awhile, thinking of her. It had moved him, how she’d looked, or rather the knowledge that she was looking. What

  had she seen? He would have liked to have seen himself through her eyes, find his own contours. Not the hidden, shadowy ones he tried to keep buried, nor the image reflected in his father’s

  exasperated and disappointed expression. He’d felt that what she’d seen might be something better, stronger. He couldn’t say why, only that perhaps with her, he was right. The

  true Gerald Murphy, the one he didn’t even know yet.
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