














Praise for Queen of the Owls


“A nuanced, insightful, culturally relevant investigation of one woman’s personal and artistic awakening, Queen of the Owls limns the distance between artist and muse, creator and critic, concealment and exposure, exploring no less than the meaning and the nature of art.”


—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Piece of the World and Orphan Train


“This is a stunner about the true cost of creativity, and about what it means to be really seen. Gorgeously written and so, so smart (and how can you resist any novel that has Georgia O’Keeffe in it?), Probst’s novel is a work of art in itself.”


—Caroline Leavitt, best-selling author of Pictures of You, Is This Tomorrow and Cruel Beautiful World


“Queen of the Owls is a powerful novel about a woman’s relation to her body, diving into contemporary controversies about privacy and consent. A ‘must-read’ for fans of Georgia O’Keeffe and any woman who struggles to find her true self hidden under the roles of sister, mother, wife, and colleague.”


—Barbara Claypole White, best-selling author of The Perfect Son and The Promise Between Us


“Probst’s well-written and engaging debut asks a question every woman can relate to: what would you risk to be truly seen and understood? The lush descriptions of O’Keeffe’s work and life enhance the story, and help frame the enduring feminist issues at its center.”


—Sonja Yoerg, best-selling author of True Places


“Readers will root for Elizabeth—and wince in amusement at her pratfalls— as she strikes out in improbable new directions … An entertaining, psychologically rich story of a sometimes giddy, sometimes painful awakening.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A gifted storyteller, Barbara Linn Probst writes with precision, empathy, intelligence, and a deep understanding of the psychology of a woman’s search for self.”


—Sandra Scofield, National Book Award finalist and author of The Last Draft and Swim: Stories of the Sixties


“Barbara Linn Probst captures the art of being a woman beautifully. Queen of the Owls is a powerful and liberating novel of self-discovery using Georgia O’Keeffe’s life, art, and relationships as a guide.”


—Ann Garvin, best-selling author of I Like You Just Fine When You’re Not Around


“A beautiful contemporary novel full of timeless themes, elegantly portraying one woman’s courage to passionately follow the inspiration of Georgia O’Keeffe and brave the risk of coming into her own.”


—Claire Fullerton, author of Mourning Dove


“Obsession, naivety, seduction, desire, self-deception, love, and courage—all emotions subtly and powerfully revealed in this story of Elizabeth, mother, wife, and intellectual, as she follows her idol, artist Georgia O’Keeffe, along a path to herself. A thought-provoking novel that readers will want to savor and share.”


—Jenni Ogden, author of Nautilus Gold and multiple award-winning A Drop in the Ocean


QUEEN OF THE OWLS will be the May 2020 selection for the Pulpwood Queens, a network of more than 800 book clubs nationwide. In the words of founder and CEO, Kathy L. Murphy: “An absolutely wonderful book that every woman should read!”
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For the roses
had the look of flowers that are looked at,
accepted and accepting.


T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets




Part One:
The Photographer






One


Everyone had to meet somewhere. If Elizabeth thought about it that way, the fact that she met Richard at a Tai Chi class was no more or less auspicious than a first meeting at—say, a book store or bus stop. It was only later, looking back, that everything seemed heavy with meaning.


She had seen people practicing Tai Chi on Founders’ Lawn in the center of campus—the unbelievably slow flexing of an arm or foot, the serene gaze that always made her feel, in contrast, nervous and clumsy. She had watched, entranced, as they rotated their hips and pushed effortlessly against the air. After a while, it felt odd to simply watch. Being inside the movements instead of looking at them, that was the point.


The Tai Chi studio was only a few blocks from the university and offered a discount to faculty and students. Elizabeth was both, a PhD student who taught undergraduate courses, which she took as a double sign that she ought to enroll. Besides, Ben had his squash games two evenings a week. It was only fair for her to have Wednesdays. Ben could manage. He knew how to read Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel at least as well as she did—better, according to Daniel. At four-and-a-half, Daniel was quite sure of his judgments.


Ben wouldn’t begrudge her one night a week. And then, when she came home, tranquil and balletic, he’d applaud her decision. Anyway, that was the theory.


The classes were held in a converted factory, in the fourth-floor studio of a short, grave martial arts instructor with limited English. Elizabeth tried to explain that Tai Chi was new to her, but he cut her off. “You can,” he said. “You try, and you can.”


Really? Elizabeth wanted to say. Tell me one thing in life that works that way. But she nodded with what she hoped was the right combination of humility and confidence. Then she took a place in the back of the room where she could steal glances at the other pupils. Most of them, she saw, had been doing this for a long time. It was clear from the elegant, almost bored way they twisted and stretched.


She noticed Richard the moment he came in. It was hard not to, the way he strode into the dojo and placed himself right in the center of the front row, his gaze fixed on the instructor, steady as steel, as if demanding that the instructor focus on him too. Mr. Wu—that was the instructor’s name, although people called him sifu, or master— gave a short bow, acknowledging that the class could begin, now that the person who mattered was there.


“Hey, Richard,” a woman called. She gave a bright, eager wave.


Mr. Wu frowned. Then he placed his left foot parallel to the right and said, “We commence.” Elizabeth tried to concentrate on imitating each of Mr. Wu’s gestures, but her eyes kept straying to Richard. He was the best one in the class; that was obvious. And he was absurdly handsome. Or maybe, she thought, he just acted as if he were.


By the third Wednesday, she found herself watching for him, tracking his movements as he stepped out of the freight elevator and tucked his shoes into a cubbyhole. Adolescent, she told herself, but what was the harm? She had seven days and six evenings a week to be mature, serious, married.


On the fourth Wednesday, twenty minutes into the class, Mr. Wu grabbed his chest and sank to his knees just as they were doing The White Crane Spreads its Wings. Even the grabbing and sinking were fluid, composed. Elizabeth thought, at first, that they were a special part of the sequence. I submit to the source of existence. I accept the impermanence of the body. When she realized what was happening, she stared in horror. Mr. Wu’s face turned ashen as his eyes rolled back in his head and he crumpled onto the hardwood floor. Two of the women screamed.


Richard sprang into action. He jumped forward and caught the old man before his head hit the floor. “Someone call 911.” Elizabeth fumbled in her pocket. You were supposed to leave your cell phone in a cubbyhole, along with other non-Tai Chi-like items, but she’d stuffed hers into the pocket of her cargo pants. She hadn’t meant to be subversive; it was only the habit, since she became a mother, of keeping her phone nearby.


“Here,” she said. “I’ve got a phone.” She pushed through the rows. Richard’s arm was around Mr. Wu’s shoulders, his palm cupping the back of the teacher’s head. He looked up at Elizabeth. His gaze bore right into her, searing her with its intensity. She felt herself turn weak with shock. Was she going to collapse too? Only it would be from the most extraordinary swell of desire, as if someone had turned her upside-down and shaken her like a kaleidoscope, rearranging all the parts.


“Can you call?” he asked.


She blinked. “Yes, of course.”


A man with a shaved head rushed forward. “Check his airways.” He flung a glance at Elizabeth. “I was a lifeguard, back in high school.” Richard moved aside to let the man kneel next to him, and Elizabeth punched 911 into her phone. She told the dispatcher what had happened.


“Well?” Richard looked at her again.


She shoved the phone back into her pocket and buttoned the flap. “They’re on their way.” She inched closer, her knee brushing Richard’s shoulder as he and the other man laid Mr. Wu on his side. She was one of the rescue squad now, a member of the intimate circle.


Within minutes, the paramedics burst out of the freight elevator, carrying a gurney. No one knew where Mr. Wu’s insurance card was, or his driver’s license. A woman in blue yoga pants gave the paramedic one of the postcards for the dojo that littered the top of the shoe cabinet. “It has his name and phone number,” she explained.


The man with the shaved head stepped in front of her and put up a hand, as if he were halting traffic. “I think he has a daughter nearby. If you need a relative.”


The EMT pocketed the card and bent to hoist the gurney. As quickly as they had come, the crew disappeared. Elizabeth watched the lights above the freight elevator until they stopped at the ground floor. With Mr. Wu gone, the studio seemed empty, pointless. She wondered if he would be all right. The possibility that he might not be, and that there might not be more classes, filled her with dismay. Was this it, then? Her Wednesdays, over already?


The students began to collect their belongings. “I’ll be the last to leave,” Richard volunteered. “Someone should make sure the place is locked up.”


“What do you think will happen?” Elizabeth asked.


He shrugged. “No way to know.” He met her eyes again. It was the same look, piercing her like a javelin. “Guess I’ll come by next week and see if anyone’s around with information.”


“Me too,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll stop by too.” The eagerness in her voice, audible even to her, made her flush. She cleared her throat. “I hope he’s okay.”


The woman in the yoga pants put her palm on Elizabeth’s arm. “I’m going to visualize him radiating wellness. I think we should all do that.”


One by one, the students gathered around the elevator. Reluctantly, Elizabeth joined them. It was too early to go home. She wanted to turn around and offer to help Richard lock up, or maybe invite him for a drink. Both ideas were crazy—everyone would stare at her if she threw herself at him so outrageously. The sensation of Mr. Wu’s absence washed over her anew. One minute you were doing The White Crane Spreads its Wings, and the next minute your life might be over.


The elevator arrived and Elizabeth got in. It took forever to descend the four flights to the street. When she stepped out of the building, she looked around for the ambulance but it was gone. There was only a wire trash basket by the curb with a newspaper caught in the mesh and a blur of tire tracks. Elizabeth buried her hands in her pockets and started to walk. The evening was clear and starry, strangely warm, even though summer was long past. The bus stop was only a block away. Without really deciding to, she kept walking. It was twenty-two blocks to the apartment, and by the time she got home, Daniel and Katie would be asleep. She loved them—beyond measure—but the reality of their dense demanding bodies, their overwhelming and exuberant love, was more than she could bear right then.


When she opened the front door, she saw that Ben was engrossed in a Vietnam documentary. He glanced in her direction, raising his chin in a quick acknowledgement before turning back to the screen. His response to her return shouldn’t have been surprising and yet it was. Elizabeth didn’t know what else she’d expected. A leap to his feet, an exclamation of delight, a passionate embrace? Ben never greeted her like that; why would he do that now, on an ordinary Wednesday? It was only the memory of Mr. Wu crumpling, and her knee against Richard’s shoulder, and the smoldering way Richard had looked at her, that made her yearn, suddenly, for a wordless something whose absence she’d grown used to.


Blinking back her disappointment, Elizabeth bent to pick up Katie’s bunny where she must have dropped it on the way to bed. Had Katie really fallen asleep without Mr. Bunny? She glanced at Ben again, her fingertips stroking the bunny’s ear, waiting, in case he decided to look up and speak to her. The thwack of helicopter blades and the rumbling of the narrator’s voice filled the room. Ben’s eyes were fixed on the screen. After a moment Elizabeth gathered the bunny, a pair of inside-out socks, and Katie’s lime green sweater, and elbowed open the door to the children’s bedroom.


The larger of the apartment’s two bedrooms, the room had been partitioned into two rectangles. On one side of the partition, Daniel snored peacefully, legs flung across the Buzz Lightyear blanket that he had kicked aside, an arm dangling off the edge of the bed. On the other side of the partition, Katie lay curled in a ball, fists beneath her chin, knees pulled to her chest. Elizabeth bent and tucked the bunny next to her cheek. Katie frowned in her sleep but Elizabeth knew she’d be happy when she awoke and found the familiar comfort of its matted fur. She smoothed the blanket and kissed the top of her daughter’s head.


Elizabeth closed the door softly and crossed the living room, careful not to walk between Ben and the screen, and went to the alcove where she had her desk. With the Tai Chi class out early and the children asleep, she could get some work done.


She was a doctoral student in Art History, writing her thesis on Georgia O’Keeffe’s time in Hawaii. It was an interlude that most biographers and art historians tended to dismiss, and most fans of O’Keeffe’s paintings had never heard of. O’Keeffe was known for her mesas and deserts, her bones and skulls—and, of course, those flowers. Yet O’Keeffe had spent nine weeks in Hawaii at a crucial time in her life, painting lush green waterfalls, exotic flora, and black lava. They weren’t her best paintings but without them she might not have gone on. They had gotten her past a time of stagnation—a stalled career, a marriage in serious trouble—and prepared her for what would come next. Her transitional place. That was Elizabeth’s argument.


She opened her laptop and pulled up her file of O’Keeffe quotations. The one she needed was right there, at the top of the document. I’ve been absolutely terrified every moment of my life and I’ve never let it keep me from doing a single thing I wanted to do.


Then she reached for her folder of O’Keeffe’s Hawaii paintings and took out the four images of the luxuriant ’Iao Valley. It was the only large-scale vista that Georgia had painted while she was there, and the only Hawaiian subject she had painted multiple times. Three paintings were of the same waterfall, a jagged line cutting into the verdant slope. The first two versions were bounded, complete, a static landscape, captured at an instant in time. It was only in the third painting that she had let the valley open and pour forth, steam rising from the vortex. Or perhaps it was the fog that was entering, filling the cleft.


Elizabeth felt a stab of desire, a longing for something wide and nameless. Slowly, she slid her finger along the line in the painting where the mist parted and sliced the grey. Then she shivered, as if her own breastbone had been sliced open, expanding, like a pair of wings.




Two


Elizabeth reached across Ben’s chest to turn off the alarm. He lifted his head from the pillow, grunted, and said, “Don’t tell me it’s 6:30 already.”


“6:24. I set the snooze button.”


He let out a groan and rolled onto his side. “You want the first shower?”


“I do. Thanks. I have to get the kids to Lucy’s earlier than usual.”


Ben pulled the edge of the blanket over his shoulders, and Elizabeth’s arm slid off his chest onto the mattress. Her nightshirt was still bunched around her waist. The irritating twist of the fabric and the stickiness between her legs let her know they’d had sex during the night. Not that she had slept through it. Only that it had been, as usual, unmemorable.


She rolled onto her back, allowing herself those six extra minutes before she really did have to get up, and moved her legs under the sheet, scissor-like, until she felt Ben’s calf against her toe. He twitched, jerking toward the edge of the bed. Elizabeth reached down to straighten her nightshirt.


Obviously she knew they’d had sex, the same way she knew that the rent was due or that she needed to move a load of laundry from the washer to the dryer. She’d been nudged half-awake by Ben’s erection against her butt. Her first thought had been: Thank goodness. It had been a while. It was always a while, although Elizabeth had trained herself not to watch the calendar too closely because that made it worse. Still, an actual erection—even if it came from a particular sleep position and not from touching or seeing or anything to do, specifically, with her—was too precious to waste. She had shifted her weight carefully, nothing sudden that might startle him into limpness, and guided him toward her.


Not memorable, but duly accomplished.


Elizabeth heard the click of the alarm that meant it was about to buzz again. Quickly, she leaned across the bed to shut it off so Ben could sleep a little longer. She had a packed day but his would be tougher. Ben was a lawyer, though not the kind of lawyer with glamorous high-paying cases. Some of his clients didn’t pay at all. Partner in a small local firm, Ben took on working-class clients who needed help with leases and disability claims and an occasional bequest. He was dedicated, conscientious, and saw each flat-fee case through to the end, regardless of how long it took. That included a string of tenants’ rights lawsuits that were seldom winnable but, he insisted, important to the community. Elizabeth admired him for that.


“Wake me when you’re done with your shower,” he mumbled.


“Will do. I’ll turn on the coffee maker while the water heats up.”


Elizabeth folded back the blanket and eased off the bed. Ben liked to take a cup of coffee into the bathroom while he shaved. It was one of the things she knew about him, just as he knew that she liked the toilet paper to unroll from the back and not over the top. If there were other things he didn’t know about her—well, she was too busy to dwell on what she didn’t have.


Her priority right now was to get showered and dressed so she could turn her attention to Daniel and Katie. She had an 8:30 meeting with her dissertation adviser, who clearly had no idea what it took to get to his office at that hour. An 8:30 meeting meant that Daniel and Katie had to be settled at the babysitter’s by 8:00, and that meant waking them by 7:00. They didn’t mind going to Lucy’s house. Lucy had a big yard, an endless assortment of toys, and other preschoolers to play with. It was the getting-up and getting-there that was so challenging.


Elizabeth did the seven-minute wash-and-towel-dry she had perfected after Daniel was born, slipped into her clothes, and stopped in the kitchen to pour Ben a cup of coffee. She set the cup on the bathroom sink, tucking it under the protective edge of the medicine cabinet. Ben was already in the shower. Steam billowed into the room, like the cloud that had filled the cleft of the ’Iao Valley. Elizabeth wiped a circle on the shower door and yelled, “Bye! See you tonight.” Then she hurried down the hall to the children’s bedroom.


“C’mon, pumpkin,” she told Katie, lifting her out of bed. “Up you go.” Katie rubbed her eyes and started to protest, but Elizabeth scooped up the bunny and jiggled it up and down. “Good morning,” she squeaked in Mr. Bunny’s distinctive soprano. “What color socks do you want to wear today, Miss Katie-Kate?”


Katie wriggled free. “Pur-pill.”


“Excellent.” Mr. Bunny bobbed his head.


From the other side of the partition, Elizabeth heard Daniel slide out of bed and pad across the floor. “Are we going to Lucy’s?”


“We are indeed.”


“Knew it.”


Elizabeth had to smile at the smack of satisfaction in Daniel’s voice. How nice to have the world verify, so clearly, that you were right. She opened Katie’s drawer and found a pair of lavender socks. “What do you think, Tiger?” She raised her voice so Daniel could hear. “Gonna beat the world championship record for getting dressed this morning?”


“Yes!” She heard the bang of his bureau and wondered, briefly, what he was pulling out to wear. Oh, let him pick; he liked that. She unrolled the socks and reached for Katie’s foot.


“Me,” Katie said, pushing her hand away.


“Can Mr. Bunny help?” Katie shook her head, as Elizabeth had known she would. She separated the purple socks and dangled one from each hand. “Which shall we do first?”


Katie grabbed a sock and stretched it over three toes, face scrunched in concentration. She tugged, and her big toe popped free. Elizabeth could see the purple nylon beginning to tear. If that happened and Katie had a tantrum, they’d never get to Lucy’s on time.


Enough. She picked up Katie’s foot and snapped the sock into place. Katie opened her mouth to object, but Elizabeth threw her a don’t you dare look and picked up the other sock. “Here you go. Purple sock number two.” Then she plucked a flowered shirt from the drawer. “Up, please.” Katie raised her arms. “That’s my girl. Want to pull it down yourself?”


Without turning her head, Elizabeth called out to Daniel. “How’s it going, Tiger? You ready, or do you need some help?”


“No,” Daniel said. Elizabeth didn’t know if it meant no, he wasn’t ready, or no, he didn’t need any help. She looked at her watch. 7:20. No time for breakfast. She couldn’t let her children go to Lucy’s without breakfast, but she couldn’t be late for her meeting either. Getting Harold Lindstrom to chair her dissertation committee was a coup and not to be taken lightly. Lindstrom was a stickler for footnotes, MLA citations, and promptness.


“I know,” she announced. She shook out a pair of overalls and made her voice as bright as she could. “Let’s get Egg McMuffins on the way to Lucy’s.”


Ben would never start the children’s day with Egg McMuffins. Of course, Ben wasn’t the one in a rush to get them to daycare. Elizabeth remembered the lifted nightshirt and the way he’d jerked his leg away when she touched it with her toe. He was half asleep, she reminded herself. It was a reflex, not a rejection. Then she thought of his averted profile and absent nod when she came back from Tai Chi last night. Nothing unusual about the greeting, yet it had stung. The barrenness of their exchange—no kiss, no smile of pleasure at her return, not even a brief muting of the Vietnam documentary to ask so how was Tai Chi?


And what would she have answered? The teacher opened his arms and fell to the ground. A man looked at me.


If she’d wanted to talk about the Vietnam War, Ben would have made room for her on the couch. On another night, she might have done that; they’d had plenty of similar conversations over the years. It was what they did, analyzing and dissecting and figuring things out. The changing composition of the Supreme Court, the bioethics of stem cell research. Agreeing, in principle, about the way life should be.


Elizabeth pulled her lips together with a firm no to wherever her thoughts were taking her. It was after 7:30. Hastily, she collected sweaters, car keys, bag, and bunny.


Somehow she got the children into the car and settled at Lucy’s by 8:03. Then she raced to campus, took the stairs in the Humanities building two at a time, and knocked on the pebbled glass door to Harold Lindstrom’s office at 8:29.


As she had feared, Harold Lindstrom wasn’t happy with the outline she had sent him. “You haven’t convinced me,” he said, eyeing her over the rim of his tortoise-shell glasses. “The whole point of a dissertation is to make a new argument, based on the evidence. Without evidence, it’s wishful thinking, not scholarship. Opinion masquerading as critical interpretation.”


“Yes, of course.” Elizabeth tried to look grateful for the platitude without ceding her confidence. The combination of humility and assurance she’d aimed for with Mr. Wu was also, as she had learned, the proper stance for a doctoral student. “In fact,” she said, “my idea is rooted in O’Keeffe’s whole approach to art. She wanted to show the essence of things.”


“Indeed,” Harold said. He sat back, folding his arms. “But why, specifically, did Hawaii matter?” He gave Elizabeth a dry look. “Let’s be honest. The stuff she did in Hawaii wasn’t all that good.”


“That’s not the point.” Elizabeth took a deep breath. Harold Lindstrom liked her, thought she had exceptional promise; that was why he’d taken her on. She was determined to be his prize student, write the most ground-breaking dissertation he had ever seen, and in record time. But first she had to make him understand her idea—no, more than understand. Admire it.


“It was Hawaii itself,” she told him. “Hawaii was lush, fertile, alive. O’Keeffe had never seen anything like it. The abundance, the intensity of color and sensation. Then she went back to New Mexico and saw a whole new beauty in its starkness. It shaped her work for decades—the rest of her life, really. Hawaii was the catalyst, that’s my argument. She found something new because something new had been awakened in her.”


“You want that to be true,” he said, “but you need the data. No data, no scholarship.”


“There is data.” People had written about O’Keeffe’s time in Hawaii—not many, but a few, like Jennifer Saville in her essay for the Honolulu Academy of Arts. That wasn’t the kind of data Harold Lindstrom was talking about, of course. He meant primary data, from O’Keeffe herself. Elizabeth searched her mind for an example, a painting that showed what she was trying to convey.


“Her White Bird of Paradise,” she said. “One of the Hawaii paintings. You never see it listed as one of O’Keeffe’s major pieces but it’s where she brings the two things together, petals and bones, life and death.” She strained forward, needing Harold to see what she saw. “Those white blades, the stalks in the Bird of Paradise? They’re like the antlers and bones she painted, later, after Hawaii.”


“One painting,” he said.


“I don’t need more than one. To make my point, convince you.”


Harold laughed. “Do you give your husband a hard time too?”


Elizabeth drew back, startled by his levity. He probably thought he was being clever but it was patronizing, dismissive, maybe even illegal. None of your damn business, she thought—although, in fact, she didn’t give Ben a hard time. She was careful not to. You only gave someone a hard time if you were certain they would still want you, afterward.


She thought of the way Richard had looked at her, in the Tai Chi class. Was it really just twenty-four hours ago? The whole incident— Mr. Wu’s collapse, the paramedics—seemed to belong to another life, not the life of a devoted mother and O’Keeffe specialist.


She straightened her back. Better not to respond to Harold’s remark. Keep his focus on her as a brilliant new scholar, the one he was grooming for a place at the elite table. “I’ll start with the White Bird of Paradise and show you what I mean.”


He dipped his head, conceding that much. “All right. Email me your work plan and we’ll talk again.” Then he stood, meeting over.


“I’ll do that.” Elizabeth rose too. All that effort this morning, for a ten-minute conversation.


On the other hand, she had free time she hadn’t expected.


Elizabeth shouldered her messenger bag and clattered down the two flights of stairs to the ground floor of the Humanities building. The halls were empty; 8:00 classes were already in session, and it was too early for students with 10:00 classes to be slouched against the walls with their donuts and chai lattes, waiting for the doors to reopen.


Elizabeth herself had a 1:00 class to teach, an upper-division course called Feminist Art. It was a joke, really, when she thought about Georgia’s hatred for the whole concept. But Harold had used his influence to get her the job, and she had been grateful. Doctoral candidates had to teach as part of their training, but it was rare for someone without a PhD to be allowed to teach anything other than an introductory course. The advanced class was a star in her résumé.


Feminist Art was supposed to mean art that provoked a dialogue between the viewer and the artwork, rejected the idea of art as static, and challenged patriarchal notions of what was beautiful. That was what the master syllabus said. Elizabeth planned to assign a paper on how a woman’s gaze was different from a man’s gaze. O’Keeffe, she was sure, would have said there was no difference. You saw what you saw, if you looked, which most people didn’t. Yet O’Keeffe had also said: I feel there is something unexplored about woman that only a woman can explore.


It was too easy to assume that O’Keeffe was referring to her flower paintings, the ones people insisted were genitalia. Elizabeth was certain that it was something else. She didn’t know what that something else was, and she was pretty sure that Harold Lindstrom didn’t know either. She thought of the photographs Alfred Stieglitz had taken of O’Keeffe when they were first together, the pictures that had shocked the art world. Hands, breasts, the beautiful unpretty face looking straight into the camera. The nude headless torso, with a mass of pubic hair and legs like trees.


O’Keeffe had been in her thirties when she posed for Stieglitz, not an ingenue but an accomplished painter, even if largely unknown. She hadn’t been a passive model for someone else’s vision; she had been exploring for herself. Elizabeth had studied the photos, felt Georgia’s stern unwavering gaze.


“Oops.” A girl in a denim jacket, on her way out of the building, banged her knapsack against Elizabeth’s arm. She ducked her head in a perfunctory sorry and pulled open the heavy oak door that led to the stone steps and the quad below. Elizabeth slipped behind her, into the bright morning.


Seeing the girl, who couldn’t have been more than twenty, made Elizabeth feel ancient even though, at thirty-four, she certainly wasn’t old. At thirty-four, O’Keeffe hadn’t even begun her flower paintings. She was experimenting with shape and color. And sleeping with Stieglitz, of course.


Elizabeth flushed. Why was she thinking about all that? The Georgia O’Keeffe who had held her breasts out to the camera was twenty years younger than the woman who had gone to Hawaii. A different person, whose romance with Stieglitz had nothing to do with the subject Elizabeth had chosen for her dissertation.


Her mind skittered from Stieglitz to Ben, and the fleeting outlandish fantasy of what it would be like to face Ben the way O’Keeffe had faced Stieglitz. Really, she couldn’t imagine it. Not like that, with no purpose other than to be seen. Then her thoughts shifted again, back to the moment of shocking connection in the Tai Chi studio that might or might not have been real.


Another student brushed past her, and Elizabeth realized that she had stopped walking, frozen in place on the bottom step. Embarrassed, as if her thoughts had been visible, she adjusted the strap of her messenger bag and hurried down the path that led to the library. She strode rapidly, with more purpose than she felt, her fingers scraping against the rough bark of the trees.


She rounded the corner, and there was Founder’s Lawn. Five people were arranged in a zigzag across the grass, arms raised in The White Crane Spreads its Wings. Practicing. Or maybe that wasn’t the right word. They weren’t preparing for something that would happen later. They were doing Tai Chi right now.


Elizabeth scanned the faces, heart pounding like a teenager’s. She made herself conjure a vision of Ben, Daniel, and Katie around the dinner table. It didn’t matter because Richard wasn’t there—only three young men, an older woman with cropped white hair, and the woman in the blue yoga pants.


When they finished the sequence, the woman in yoga pants ran up to her. “Want to join us?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “I can’t. I don’t know the movements well enough.” Even if she did, she couldn’t imagine displaying her body in public like that. She could see that the woman was about to insist, so she said, “Not yet. Soon. When I’ve taken a few more classes.” Then she remembered Mr. Wu. “If we have more classes. Have you heard anything?”


“It was some kind of heart thing,” the woman said. “He’ll be okay but he needs a little time to recover.” Elizabeth felt a pang. Oh, well. Then the woman continued. “Apparently Richard talked to his daughter last night. You know, the tall guy, the one who caught him when he fell? Anyway, Sifu told the daughter to tell Richard we should keep working together until he can return. Come to the dojo. Help each other.” Elizabeth stared at her, and the woman nodded encouragingly. “It’s on the website. She put a notice up.”


Elizabeth wet her lip. “So we should come on Wednesday? Do what he told Richard?” She tried not to emphasize the word Richard, but the two syllables seemed as loud as a clarion. She wanted to say it again, more evenly. Do what he told Richard. Five words, of equal weight.


“Exactly.” The woman offered a benevolent smile. “I’m Juniper, by the way.”


“Elizabeth.”


“You sure you don’t want to join us?”


“I’m sure. I’ll see you on Wednesday, though.”


“Beautiful,” Juniper said. “It’s the best way to help Sifu recover. You know, work together to generate positive energy.”


“Yes. Right.” She gave Juniper a quick wave, then turned and headed across the quad. She passed the library, a stone edifice with carved lions guarding the front entrance, and the small modern building next to it that was used for public lectures and faculty presentations. Beyond the library and the lecture hall was a road that led downhill, past the admissions office and three interconnected greenhouses.


Suddenly Elizabeth knew where she needed to go. The botanical garden was one of the school’s showpieces, a must-see stop on campus tours for prospective students and their families. She glanced at the visitors parking lot next to the admissions office. Empty. It was early. The botanical garden would be a good place to wander, alone.


She followed the S-shaped path to the entrance at the midpoint of the central greenhouse. A woman with spiked hair and big copper earrings was unlocking the door. She looked up when she saw Elizabeth. “I’m a bit late opening up, I know. We’re supposed to open at nine but it’s been one of those mornings.”


“Take your time. Please.”


The earrings swayed, banging against the woman’s cheeks. “I really apologize. My student intern hasn’t arrived yet, and I’m swamped. I won’t be able to help you find anything until he comes.”


“It’s fine,” Elizabeth assured her. “I’m not a botany student. I just want to meander around in a quiet place.”


“Ah. That we can do.” The woman smiled. “Meander as much as you like. I’ll be in my office.” She gestured toward a hallway on the left. “If you need anything.”


Elizabeth smiled in return. She was glad there was no one to hover and try to be helpful. The silent, moist greenhouse—like a small Hawaii—was what she wanted.


She made her way through the maze of tables and tall potted shrubs. Morning light filtered through the glass. The smells of dirt and flowers rose up around her, earthen and sweet. The woman must have turned on the automatic mister because warm vapor began to seep from invisible vents.


Elizabeth opened the plastic door to the special room where they housed the tropical plants, like the ones O’Keeffe had painted in Hawaii. She thought of Hibiscus with Plumeria, the painting that had become the signature piece for the Hawaii collection. A gorgeous and elegant composition, each flower rendered so differently, yet forming a single vision. Elizabeth could see the painting in her mind, as vividly as if it were right there in front of her. The utter softness of the hibiscus, and the mysterious dark place, like a hand reaching upward, calling the eye to follow. A glimpse of sky, blue shapes, exactly the right amount of blue and yellow.


The hibiscus flowers in the greenhouse were red, magenta, orange, dazzling in their glory. O’Keeffe’s flower was muted, the palest pink, its folds so soft you could almost feel them, just by looking. Elizabeth bent forward to examine the real flowers more closely. Something else was different, besides the color. Her gaze moved to the sign on a post, next to the exhibit. “Hibiscus flowers,” she read, “are perfect flowers, also known as complete flowers, because each has both male and female reproductive structure, consisting of both pistil and stamen, as well as petals, sepals and a receptacle.”


She grew still. The hibiscus in O’Keeffe’s painting had an empty center. With O’Keeffe’s meticulous attention to color and form, it made no sense. If a botanical element was missing, it wasn’t accidental.


O’Keeffe had stripped the flower of its sexuality. There was no thrusting blade in the center, offering its stigma and filaments. Instead, just a flimsy inverted stem, like a feather. Diminished, descending, insignificant.


Elizabeth felt the heavy wet air press down on her. Why did O’Keeffe paint the hibiscus that way? She’d studied the real flower, knew what it looked like. Was she castrating it? Making it pure and virginal? O’Keeffe’s flower seemed nude, vulnerable, yet the dark center promised something more.


O’Keeffe had said: It is only by selection, by elimination, and by emphasis that we get at the real meaning of things.


Elizabeth was alone in the greenhouse. There were no other visitors at this hour; the botanist was off in her office; the intern was absent. She bent over the hibiscus plant. Quickly, she pinched off its yellow center and stuffed it in her pocket.




Three


Elizabeth’s sister Andrea was sprawled on their navy-blue couch, ankles crossed on the end table. A glass of Ben’s good Côtes du Rhône was balanced on her stomach. “If my abs were tight enough,” she told Elizabeth, “I bet I could keep this thing from wobbling without even touching it.” She eyed the wine as if daring it to spill, then laughed as she grabbed the stem with a deft manicured hand.


They were having a pre-dinner glass of wine at Elizabeth’s apartment while Ben and Michael, children in tow, went to pick up the pizza. Daniel and Katie loved the occasional family get-togethers, partly because they adored their cousin Stephanie, and partly because it was the only time Ben allowed them to have pizza.


Andrea gave her stomach an affectionate pat, as if it were a well-behaved child. “And my abs are tight, if I say so myself.” She held her glass aloft and pointed it at Elizabeth, who was curled in the opposite armchair. “Here’s to abs and boobs.” She raised the glass another inch. “To looking good.”


Seriously? Elizabeth couldn’t help wincing. Of all the things a person might toast.


Well, that was Andrea. It always had been.


“Don’t give me that eye-roll,” Andrea said. “You have something against looking good?”


“I’m not against it. It’s not what I’d toast, that’s all.”


“Party pooper.” Andrea took a swig of her wine, then grinned at Elizabeth over the top of her glass. “Besides, looking good—and knowing you look good—is the surest way to keep those home fires stoked. And that, as everyone knows, is the secret to a happy marriage.”


Elizabeth set her own glass on the coffee table. “That’s a bit simplistic, don’t you think?”


Andrea shrugged. “If it is, that’s because it’s true.”


This time Elizabeth didn’t even try to suppress her eye-roll. Really, it was such sloppy thinking. It’s how I see things, so it must be true. Her sister wasn’t stupid. It was only that Andrea had no idea—she hadn’t been trained and didn’t care—about unpacking the assumptions behind a declaration like that or questioning what it really meant. It is what it is. The philosophy of someone who pirouetted through life.


Andie and Lizzie. As different now as they’d always been, even as small children. Elizabeth, settled at a child-sized desk, studiously pushing pyramids and cubes through the proper holes in her shape-sorter bucket, while her sister draped herself in their mother’s gossamer scarves, tossing the ends in the air like fairy wings. Elizabeth could remember the satisfying plonk of the blue and red shapes as they dropped through the cutouts in the plastic lid.


She gave Andrea a dry look. “Not everyone sees life the way you do.”


“Everyone who wants to please her man does.”


“If that’s your priority.”


“It’s one of them,” Andrea said. “I mean it, Lizzie. Men don’t stray if things are interesting at home. No one goes looking for what they already have.” She flung Elizabeth a quick glance. “I’m just saying.”


Her sister’s way of trying to be helpful, but it wasn’t. Elizabeth pressed into a corner of the armchair, wrapping her arms around her knees. If she wanted help with her marriage, which she didn’t, Andrea was the last person she would turn to. You didn’t ask for directions to the ocean from someone who had lived in it her whole life.


“Honestly,” she said, “is that all you ever think about?”


“It’s all I think about when I think about Michael.” Andrea flashed another impish grin. “And what about you, Lizzie? Griddle hot enough for you and Ben?”


The casual coyness of the question—as if they were college roommates having a merry exchange of bedroom tales—was like a slap. Elizabeth knew her sister hadn’t meant to be cruel; it was just the way Andrea talked. Another time, she might have lobbed the quip right back. Hot enough was a matter of opinion, so yes, she and Ben paid their twice-monthly dues, each making sure the other got the requisite satisfaction. But tonight she couldn’t pretend, couldn’t even try to. A wave of dizziness swept over her as she remembered—no, not a memory but a jolt into the present, as if it were happening again, right now—the way Richard had looked at her, into her, her knee touching his shoulder as he knelt by Mr. Wu.


The hell with it. Andrea could probably tell what her sex life was like, just by looking at her.


“It’s never been hot enough.” She grabbed her wine glass and drained the Côtes du Rhône. Then she set the glass on the table with a defiant thud.


Andrea’s playful expression was gone. “I kind of thought so.” To Elizabeth’s surprise, her sister’s voice was kind. “I can help you fix that.”


“I doubt it.” Andrea had no idea what it was like to swim in such tepid water; you couldn’t fix something you didn’t understand. “Thanks, but no thanks.”


“I mean it, Lizzie. It’s dangerous to ignore a problem like that.”


Elizabeth wound her arms around her knees again. “Couples are different, that’s all.”


“That’s just psychobabble. The question is if you’re happy.”


“No one’s happy all the time.”


“Well, duh. It’s what you do about it when you’re not happy.”


“You focus on other things.”


“Wrong. You spice it up.” Andrea gave her an arch look. “Maybe take a little side trip. Bring back a fun souvenir.”


Oh please, Elizabeth thought. Andrea would never take a side trip, and she would never put up with Michael taking one either. She was just fishing. Or showing off, seeing if Elizabeth would react.


Well, she wouldn’t. Determined to match her sister’s casual tone, Elizabeth said, “You think Michael’s ever strayed?”


“Oh, he might have.” With a languid movement, Andrea lifted her hair away from her neck. “He does have some new little tricks in bed, so he must have picked them up somewhere.” She gave a conspiratorial smirk. “Not that I mind. Might as well reap the benefits. Ramp up my own game.”


Elizabeth watched as Andrea wound her hair into a twist on top of her head and then shook it free. Thick and luxuriant, it spilled down her back.


“It’s all part of the allure,” Andrea said. “I want Michael to look at me and not be sure what I know or what I’ll do next.” She caught Elizabeth’s eye and grinned. “Don’t look so unhappy, Lizzie. It’s not some kind of terrible deception. It’s all part of the dance.”


Elizabeth tightened her arms, pinning her knees in place. From the hall, she could hear running footsteps and children’s laughter. The door burst open. “Pizza!” Daniel announced.


Stephanie, a year older, elbowed in front of him. “With sausage and pepperoni.” She threw her father a smug look. “Daddy said we didn’t need both but I said we did, and Uncle Ben said it was okay.”


“It’s fine,” Elizabeth said. She uncurled herself from the armchair, relieved that her conversation with Andrea had been cut short. “Daniel, can you put the box on the table and get the napkins?”


Katie wriggled out of Ben’s grasp and ran to throw her arms around Elizabeth’s legs. “Napkins,” she demanded, meaning: whatever he gets to do, I get to do too. Gently, Elizabeth pried her fingers away. “Will you sit next to me, sweetie? You can help me make a face with the pepperoni circles.”


“I want to sit next to Aunt Lizzie.” Stephanie put her hands on her hips. “Can I, Mom? Can I?”


Elizabeth turned to Andrea, her eyebrow raised in amusement. Were we like that? Then her gaze shifted from Andrea to Michael, and the amusement vanished. She watched Michael wrap an arm around Andrea’s shoulder and pull her toward him.


Stephanie was clamoring to be heard. “I want to make pepperoni faces too. And onions. Onion eyelashes.”


Elizabeth tried not to care that her sister’s husband was beaming as if he’d captured the brass ring. Marriages were different. She’d told Andrea that, only moments earlier. The same way that sisters were different.


Their mother had drilled that into them when they were small. Everyone has different gifts. She liked to tell people: “Lizzie’s our little bookworm, and Andie’s our little pixie.” A tidy equation, easy to capture in nine short words. The pronouncement was always followed by the ladylike coda: “But we love them exactly the same.”


Elizabeth remembered being confused. Of course her parents loved them the same. She had never questioned it, so why did her mother have to make a point of saying so?


She’d thought different gifts meant that people gave you different prizes—except Andie always got the ones that counted, like being chosen to dance onstage, at night, in makeup and a silver tutu.


“The ballet teacher can only take a few girls for the party scene,” her mother had explained. “But we are so, so proud of you Lizzie. Your story was picked for the school anthology—no other fourth grader, only you! Andie gets to be in The Nutcracker, and you get to be a famous author.”


Her mother knew very well that there was no comparison between a dumb story about a magic bracelet and wearing a silver tutu at night on a real stage. It was mean of her to say they were the same.


Elizabeth refused to go to the performance. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” her mother said. “You’re too smart for that kind of pettiness.” Then she gave Elizabeth a firm smile. “Besides, next time, Andie will come and clap for you.”


Only it hadn’t ever happened. There was one time when it might have. Elizabeth had been a junior in high school, and they needed girls for a musical version of The Little Mermaid. All she had to do was wear a bikini top made of pretend seashells and strike sultry poses while the girl playing Ariel did her solos. Her friend Marissa’s older brother was the director, and Marissa assured Elizabeth that the part was hers. Elizabeth wanted to be in that play as much as she’d ever wanted anything. But her mother discovered that the matinee was the same time as the advanced placement qualifying test, and that was that.


Michael’s jovial voice jolted Elizabeth back to the present. “Sit where you like, Stephanie darling,” he said grandly. “As long as I can sit next to your mother and play footsies under the table.”


Did he have to talk like that? Elizabeth thinned her lips. Then she felt a tug on her sleeve. Katie had found a box of dryer sheets. She held them out proudly.


“Those aren’t napkins,” Daniel said. “You’re stupid.” Katie’s mouth dropped open, readying itself for a howl.


Ben looked up from cutting the pizza. “Liz. Why are those things with the food items?”


“They weren’t,” she muttered, although they were. She grabbed the dryer sheets in one hand, Katie’s arm in the other. “Come on everyone, let’s eat.”


She helped Katie onto her booster seat as the others found places around the table. “There’s milk or iced tea,” she said. “And, of course, Côtes du Rhône.”


Daniel craned his neck. “I want a coat.”


“It’s not a coat you wear,” Ben told him. “It’s a drink for grown-ups.”


“Speaking of Côtes du Rhône,” Michael said, “send that bottle this way.” He looked at Andrea. “More, sweetheart?”


“Always, as you know.”


Elizabeth bent her head as she cut Katie’s pizza into eighths. Just get through the meal, she told herself. Ignore them.


Still, she couldn’t help wondering what Ben was seeing and feeling. He had to be reminded, as she was, that they never flirted with each other. They never alluded to sex at all. It struck her, suddenly, that for people who loved to talk, their coupling was oddly silent.


But not hopeless. Surely not hopeless.


She raised her eyes, hoping that Ben would feel her looking at him and that something would pass between them. A glimmer, a possibility.


Ben was staring at Andrea and Michael. His eyes were hooded, his mouth pressed in a downward arc. Elizabeth assumed, at first, that he was eyeing them with disapproval—a Ben expression, full of superior aloofness. But it was a different look, complicated and unfamiliar, a troubled wistfulness that sent a shiver right through her bones, as if she’d caught a glimpse of someone she didn’t know or wasn’t supposed to see. Her knife hovered in the air above Katie’s plate.
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