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For Sandy, again and always


. . . and I thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked in.

—Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own


2009

THE BLACKBUCK
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Before it all begins, Nell looks up at the arched gables, hesitates at the heavy front door. Everything here is a test. No Quincy, not even a peripheral one, knocks unless she aggressively wants to announce herself. A true Quincy would bound in, secure in her welcome. But Nell creaks open the door and silently slips through like an intruder.

Lighted by the wavy leaded glass windows, a taxidermy antelope head gazes down with hazy glass eyes. An Indian blackbuck—she thinks someone told her this as a child. The ears show patches, as if something’s been nibbling them. Bits of fur and dust fuzz the floor beneath it. A time-warp feeling settles over Nell like weather. She sneezes.

Her cousin Pansy looks over from the living room and mouths “Gesundheit,” then turns back to the small group of women Nell should recognize but doesn’t, no doubt in conference over last-minute details for Loulou’s wake tomorrow.

What does one call Quincys in multiple? A clutch? That’s eggs. A murder? That’s crows. A judgment? That’s perfect. A judgment of Quincys brings to mind her ancestor Increase Quincy and his infamous verdicts at Salem, and makes her wonder if judgment is encoded in the Quincy double helix.

She feels an arm around her waist and a kiss on her cheek. “Nell-bell.” Her cousin Emerson, Pansy’s younger brother, is Nell’s age and adheres to the male Quincy uniform of dark suit and tie. Despite this, he’s rumpled. His tie with a pattern of tiny clocks is fraying at the wide end. He smells like he’s been here for at least a few Old Grand-Dads.

“Hey.” She gives his waist an extra squeeze, and lets it go that he knows she hates that nickname. She hasn’t seen him in years. Then again, a few years is not particularly long between her and the Quincys.

Her parents preferred living in Oregon, where they’d met, and where Nell lives now. They’d put a country between themselves and the Quincys reflexively sizing them up. Despite this removal, Nell’s mother would insist they make a pilgrimage here most summers. She’d instruct Nell for the length of the car ride from the airport to use her best manners—please, thank you, pass the hors d’oeuvres before taking one for yourself. She’d turn fully in her seat, lean over the armrest, and inspect Nell’s fingernails for dirt while her father drove.

A transformation would come over her parents here. Her mother would become brittle, short with everyone, even Nell’s father, whom she adored. Her usually witty and erudite father would go silent. They’d both drink bourbon at lunch, something Nell never saw them do anywhere else. And Aunt Loulou, as her mother called her, would lead everyone into that big dining room for luncheon. She’d seat herself at the head of a table that gleamed with silver and yellowing brocade and proceed to dominate the conversation with the self-assurance of a favorite child who had never been told to shut up. It was here she’d dish out what Nell’s father witheringly referred to as “Loulou Lessons.”

“Only wear fur between Halloween and Valentine’s Day,” Loulou had said once when Nell was seated next to her. An unusual honor. Loulou had a confidential, chummy tone in her voice that day. Nell had been conscious of her table manners and had taken miniscule bites. She still can’t remember what she ate. The glamour of the statement had delighted her, though now she wonders at imparting this lesson to a ten-year-old. Her mother’s lips grew tight across the table. She volunteered at the wildlife animal sanctuary. No one they knew in Oregon wore fur. But this piece of advice seemed important to Nell if she were to become a Quincy-type grown-up. One would have furs, and of course one would follow the rules for wearing them.

“Red shoes should really only be worn by very small children and prostitutes,” Loulou said to Nell’s mother once when she thought Nell was out of earshot. “Don’t you think she’s getting a little old for those?” Though Nell didn’t know what a prostitute was, she was no baby and she’d refused to wear the red patent Mary Janes after that, much to her mother’s exasperation. Until then, they’d been favorites.

And the one she could never remember without a hot flush, even now, happened on the same day as the fur instructions. “Picking one’s teeth should be done in private, dear,” Loulou had stage-whispered loud enough that everyone at the table heard. “Like most pleasurable things.” She’d turned to Nell’s mother. “Really, she should know the basics, shouldn’t she?” As Nell’s ears reddened, she’d watched in baffled delight as her mother stuck her finger in her mouth, aiming toward a back molar. Her father had choked on his bourbon, silently laughing.

Today, Emerson steers Nell by the arm into the flower room, which has always served as the bar, and tries to get her to drink whiskey with him, though it’s only lunchtime. She accepts a glass. It’s easier than openly refusing.

“Is Vlad here?” she asks. Emerson’s partner, Vlad, works in the conservation department of the Met and is a great favorite of all Quincys. He’d come close to walking away after demanding that Emerson stop being ashamed and come out to the family. Nell still couldn’t believe Emerson had manned up and brought Vlad to the farm. “This is a farm?” Vlad had asked. Emerson had explained to his Czech lover, product of a communist childhood, the concept of a gentleman’s farm.

“No, he’s not,” Emerson says now, sadly. “Work. But he wanted to come. They were buds, you know.”

Nell did know. Vlad had managed to charm Loulou with his European manners and wide knowledge of art.

“I’m not a hayseed,” she’d scolded Emerson after Vlad’s first visit. “Why have you kept him away?”

“So that’s why you’ve started early,” Nell says now. “If he were here, he wouldn’t allow it.”

“If he were here, I wouldn’t need it.”

Nell’s wishing she also had someone with her, a plus one, a partner, a human shield. Lately, she’s been accepting of her single fate, embracing of it even, and it didn’t chafe. But it’s days like today that she wishes she had an effective distraction at her side—a charming and successful husband maybe, or a cherubic and precocious child.

Glad of her little detour with Emerson, Nell has a chance to take it all in. The Canaletto over the living room mantel is hanging next to a calendar from the local arboretum Scotch-taped to the wall. The carved jade emperor’s bowl sits side by side with a plastic candy dish in the shape of a cow, which moos when anyone reaches for a treat. The two-foot high stack of National Geographics from the sixties still stands in front of the bookshelf that holds a complete set of first editions of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essays and poems—her cousin’s namesake and a distant Quincy relative. It’s a tableau from her childhood preserved intact—from the highball glass sweating and leaving rings on the marquetry table to the Ritz crackers and cheddar cheese on a chipped demi porcelain dish. She’s underestimated the impact of seeing it again. And the scent of the place—mildew mixed with Windex—sends her neurons firing down a wormhole that strips away decades so she is a girl again, self-conscious and bewildered and filled with a fraught desire to belong.

She’d been careful never to let on to her mother that she was intrigued by this side of the family. Since earliest remembering she has known where her loyalties should lie. Despite her mother’s efforts to impart her own reticence, Nell’s feelings for the Quincys have always been tinged with never-admitted longing and a secret pride.

As she walks into the living room now, her uncle Baldwin is sunken into one end of the loveseat listening to the preparations for tomorrow’s services, an untouched glass of something amber at his side.

“Saved a place for you right here,” he says, inclining his head without dropping a stitch as he works on a painted needlepoint canvas depicting an elaborate buckeye tree. Needlepointing allowed him all sorts of cover at family gatherings. He could sit in the corner and pretend he wasn’t eavesdropping or didn’t hear a question, or exit a conversation by concentrating on his work. And damn anyone who dared to so much as raise an eyebrow at his traditionally “feminine” hobby. It was just the sort of eccentricity born of privilege that Baldwin enjoyed flaunting.

“Why, men make the best stitchers,” he’d say, his blunt fingers flying over patterns of sailing flags or hunting dogs. There was a wink in it, an acknowledgment that unless you were a Quincy, you probably wouldn’t know about such things.

He’d sent Nell’s mother a pillow one Christmas depicting what was supposedly the family crest.

“Good Lord,” she’d said when she’d opened it, setting it aside quickly and barely looking at it. Though she’d send a gushing thank-you note, Nell knew. Nell had squirrelled away the pillow in her room, blending it in with her menagerie of stuffed animals. She has no idea where it is now.

Nell settles in next to Baldwin, glad for his rapid-fire questions about her life, which cover any awkwardness.

“Still working so hard or have you found time to hike? Isn’t that what you Oregonians do out there? Go hiking in the forest? Do you eat the salmon or have you become one of those vegans?” He is too restrained to nose around in her romantic life. Whether it’s good breeding or because his wife, her aunt Sharon, ran off with a fly-fishing instructor a decade ago and now lives in Wyoming, she couldn’t say. Pansy and the female relatives have stopped talking about their plans for tomorrow, listening in on Nell’s debriefing.

Nell can’t help but feel that Baldwin’s faux chumminess and the room’s silent spotlight marks her as the outsider, the guest. “We don’t actually belong there,” her mother would say with a little relieved sigh when they’d settle into their seats on the plane back to Portland.

When the wireless doorbell rings, a quotidian digital buzz that replaced the old chimes years ago, Nell’s relieved. A true non-Quincy has arrived.

From the formal tone of his emails inviting her to this meeting, Nell expected someone older. But the estate attorney, Louis Morrell, is about her age. His boring suit and subdued tie contrast with his shaved head and corded neck, which indicate he might spend some regular time at the gym. The effect is of a Mafia don’s right-hand man, a true consigliere, and not at all the sort of lawyer Nell imagines Loulou hiring. A homegrown boy, Nell’s guessing, but she reminds herself about books and covers.

He removes his suit coat and throws it on the long bench near the fireplace, as if he’s home from a long day at work. “Louis,” he says, pronouncing it “Louie.” “Like the song.” He walks toward Nell with an arm extended, welcoming her as if he owns the place. “Great to see you, Nell. You’re the only one I haven’t met yet.” A heavy gold link bracelet shines next to his shirt cuff.

She shakes his hand and cuts her eyes to Pansy for confirmation. (“Really? This guy?”)

Pansy’s knowing smirk gives Nell a reassuring sense of coziness—a judgment of Quincys, indeed.

Pansy doesn’t pull her punches for anyone. Even as kids, she often duped the gullible and ditched the slow, including the younger Nell. Uncle Baldwin had given her the name Pansy thinking it old-fashioned—harkening to some long-dead aunt and a flower. The name had made it a virtual certainty Pansy would grow up to be a badass. Five feet ten inches of marathon-honed control, her Patagonia fleece and practical running clothes, even at a meeting like this, convey her complete comfort in her surroundings and telegraph that she’s up for anything coming her way—a run, lifting heavy objects, combat. Next to her, Nell feels conspicuous in the tailored clothes she bought especially for this trip, hoping they’d convey an air of easy appropriateness.

Emerson stands. “Great to see you again.” They do that one-armed man-hug thing.

So, clearly Louis has been around awhile.

Baldwin manages to stop needlepointing long enough to raise three fingers and shake Louis’s hand, but he doesn’t get out of his seat. It gives Nell pause, considering her usually gregarious uncle. And then Louis makes his way around the room, greeting Pansy’s companions in order of importance, clearly in on the Quincy family hierarchy.

By unspoken cue, they leave after greeting Louis. None of them are invited to this meeting. Nell dives a hand into her purse for a piece of nicotine gum, but pauses. “Never chew gum,” Loulou would say. “You look like a cow with a cud.”

Pansy’s smile disappears as she closes the front hall door behind the exiting relatives. “I’m the only one around here who’s planning anything. I’m, like, the matriarch now, or something.” She throws herself on a low sofa and puts her feet up on the butler table, mindless of the loose hinges.

“You’re the one in town,” Emerson says. “Settle down.”

“Really?” Pansy asks. “You’ll want to be nicer to me. Connie Rensselaer is making those spinach things for tomorrow. I told her they were your special favorite.”

Emerson groans. Connie Rensselaer’s mini spanakopitas were a bland and soggy mess, which isn’t surprising, given that the Rensselaers aren’t Greek and none of them have ever cared a whit about food despite having “hot and cold running help,” as Loulou used to say.

“You did not.”

“No, I didn’t,” she admits. “But don’t tempt me. I told her the caterers were taking care of everything, but she insisted.”

If Louis hears this sibling back and forth, he doesn’t show it, and Nell recognizes a fellow pro. She’s honed similar political skills in depositions and courtrooms and knows exactly how much effort is required to make this look natural. As she watches his finesse, she decides that if one of the most expensive firms in town, plus Loulou—who’d been a notorious snob—can trust him, then she’ll keep an open mind.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Louis says, calling this meeting to attention. Tactfully dealing with death is a requirement in his area of law. He sits on an overstuffed chintz loveseat, the bottomed-out springs forcing his knees up to his chest as he roots through a document bag, unpacking clipped stacks of paper onto the floor until Pansy clears the coffee table.

Emerson slumps in his chair, the caning long ago busted out on the sides. He scrolls through his phone, so big it’s like a piece of toast. Emerson works for one of the big New York banks, a fact Baldwin enjoys strategically wedging into conversations. He’s taken a hit in the downturn, but managed to save his job by working twice as hard. His phone is now an appendage.

His slumped posture and distracted manner say “I don’t see why we have to do any of this.” His attention to his phone says “We all already know what’s in these documents.” And Nell feels that familiar mix of envy and yearning she’s often felt when confronted with Emerson’s place in the family.

Louis’s email had said he wanted the three cousins, Emerson, Pansy, and Nell, here to go over procedure and process since they’d be in town already for the memorial service and wake. He’d have private meetings with each of them later.

He passes out copies of the will. In her reply email, Nell had requested to be given a copy as right at this meeting and the others had followed on. She’d probably annoyed this Louis lawyer with that, but the pro shows no inkling of it as he hands her a stack.

As a warm-up, he walks them through small gifts to the nurses first, then moves on to a few charities where Loulou had long served on the board, followed by token legacies for well-remembered godchildren. She had about a half dozen of them. It’s not something they need to go over, and Nell recognizes that he’s leading them in slowly. After a diplomatic amount of time, and proper mutterings about the propriety of all this, Louis continues.

“The firm has been privileged to work with this family. This is just going to be a preliminary discussion about the timelines moving forward.” He passes out more papers, which are flipped and shuffled in earnest.

“And as you know, the firm has a long track record with families such as yours—”

“Nell’s the executor?” Pansy’s voice is calm, her back ramrod straight, feet on the floor now. “Daddy, did you know?” Like a jailhouse lawyer who’s picked up enough law to advocate for his fellow inmates, being an old-line WASP means Pansy’s picked up enough legalese to read a will. She looks at her father. “What does that mean?”

They’ve all zeroed in on Nell’s status first. Nell feels the effort they’ve been putting into appearing friendly while they were controlling their curiosity. She rifles the papers in her lap for something to look at, shock and a slight edge of excitement racing through her. She can feel Baldwin’s eyes on her.

He leans back. “I did, honey. Your grandmother and I discussed it.”

“You’ll see,” Louis says, cutting off this topic, “she left very specific bequests to each of you.”

The prized Canaletto goes to Emerson, along with the first-edition Emersons, which is only fitting.

To Pansy she’s left the jewelry in a safe-deposit box downtown. Louis hands Pansy a tiny key and a printout of passcodes and PINs.

And to Nell she’s left a necklace.

“We haven’t managed to find it yet,” Louis is saying to her. “But I’m sure it’s here somewhere. I apologize,” he says, perhaps noticing Nell sit up straighter as her lawyer brain kicks into gear. “But your grandmother—” Nell starts at the word; she was Aunt Loulou to her. “Sorry, your great-aunt was easily upset at the end and it was decided it was best not to have a bunch of strangers in the house looking for it.” It’s then that Nell’s lawyer armor fully slips on, because if he were her associate, he’d be getting a dressing-down right now. As the lawyer for the estate, he should be on this. He should have made sure someone found it, whether or not Loulou was acting cranky.

“She was pretty loony tunes at the end,” Baldwin says to Nell, and then turns to his children and says, more loudly, “She was hoarding scrap silver.”

“We did manage to clean out the basement. We had a team that was very sensitive,” Louis says directly to Nell, as if she is already in charge.

“Found a whole room filled with nothing but quart mason jars filled with rancid water, like a typhoid version of an air-raid shelter,” Baldwin is saying. “And then the scrap silver, of course.” He nods his head at Louis. “Bins and bins of it. There was a shoebox with some gold Krugerrands, too. Couple of cases of Chartreuse as well.”

Nell’s picturing Ali Baba’s cave in that dirt-floor basement, but filled with gold formerly under international sanction, tarnished flatware, and liquor that tastes like a Swiss cough drop.

“The gold has been valued and included in the statements,” Louis says, trying to sound thorough. “The silver is going to be dicey.”

“She was concerned with the collapse of Western civilization, like, legitimately concerned with a coming Armageddon,” Pansy says, and Nell can’t tell if Pansy shares this belief or is just protective of her grandmother.

“Like the zombie apocalypse?” Emerson says, eyes still on his phone. “You guys couldn’t have had her in some blue chips or something?” he says to Louis, who holds up both hands in defense. Lawyers don’t handle investments, and it was Loulou’s money to do with as she liked, however ill-advised. They all know this.

“So who knows if that necklace is real,” Baldwin continues, turning to Nell. “I never saw Mother wear it. Not once.” He stops stitching when he looks up and says, “I think she said it was cursed, but that could just be more bats-in-the-belfry stuff. Seems like you got the delusional gift.”

His quick dismissal of her single legacy makes her feel like this should be expected. She didn’t really think she was here to receive anything legitimate, did she? Nothing besides some leftovers or a mix-up should be expected, even if she is executor.

She can feel Louis watching them all.

Baldwin, of course, gets the house. As the last surviving member of his generation, and Loulou’s sole heir, this is expected. Nell’s mother, who has been dead a decade now, is not mentioned. Nor is her father, which is understood. Loulou claimed he was never a true Quincy, and, as an in-law, he wasn’t. Nell had called him in Italy, and he had refused to come. “Come see me afterward,” he’d said. “You’ll need it.”

“ ‘And the residue of my estate,’ ” Pansy reads out loud. “ ‘Keeping in mind the provisions I have made for my son, Baldwin, and his children in subsequent bequests and gifts, both in this instrument and throughout their lifetimes, blah-blah-blah to be divided and blah-blah by my grandchildren and my grandniece Cornelia Quincy Merrihew.’ Translation?” she says, looking at Louis.

“You split the contents of the house in thirds, notwithstanding the enumerated gifts, of course. The structure itself goes to Baldwin.”

Louis passes around another stack of papers without meeting Baldwin’s eye. “The trusts, and the money therein, remain much as they were when they were established during her lifetime. You’ll see little change there.”

Louis turns to Baldwin. “And you remain executor of those.”

Emerson is scanning his copy, mumbling to himself.

“There’s a bit of money left,” Louis says, nodding toward a stack of paper in Emerson’s hands. “That’s the most recent trust statement from the financial advisors that you asked for.”

“It was intended for her to live on,” Baldwin says, a touch defensively, as Emerson flips to the last pages containing the totals.

“She went through it like spaghetti,” Emerson says under his breath.

“Son,” Baldwin says with a shake of his head.

Pansy turns to her father. “Did you know about this, too?” She rises, unfolding herself in the lanky, double-jointed way of an athlete. “About the contents?”

Baldwin only shrugs at Pansy and then turns to address Nell, though she’s not asked any of the millions of questions whirring through her mind. “If you must know, she asked me if I wanted it all. And I couldn’t lie to her. I don’t. I have everything I need, and I don’t need a bunch of Mother’s old things.” At Pansy’s look, he says, “What? I thought she should do what she wanted with it. I have to say, I never thought she’d gift it to all of you equally.” He turns to Louis and says, “But that was silly of me—”

“As it stands, I know she took a long time considering her options,” Louis interrupts, ready to move this along.

“She always did feel guilty about your mother,” Baldwin continues to Nell in the magnanimous tone of someone secure that he’s gotten everything he wanted.

Nell’s neck feels hot, and she decides to opt for the nicotine gum, even though she’d really like a cigarette, an old habit she’s been able to fend off in times of stress with the gum. What she’d really like is a few moments to step outside and breathe. Even breathing in noxious poison would be better than sitting in this atmosphere.

“She had one of the nurses call very late on a Saturday night,” Louis is saying to Emerson in response to some question about the date of the will. “If you look you’ll see we had the nurse on staff as a witness. I couldn’t come until Monday morning, so she’d even had a few days to think about it, and she was quite clear.” Here he looks Pansy in the eye. “And she was quite lucid when she requested the changes. For good measure, because I knew—” Here he clears his throat. “Because I knew she’d want it done properly, you’ll see the affidavit at the end, signed by two doctors, stating that she was in sufficient health, not in pain, and not suffering under any mental deficiency when she requested these changes.”

“One of them’s Dr. Kelly, her old bridge partner,” Emerson says, looking up from the page. “He’s almost as old as she is.”

“I think you’ll find Dr. Kelly is still a practicing member of the AMA. And the other affidavit is from his younger partner in the practice, Dr. Chin.”

Louis is then met with a barrage of questions; no one waits for him to answer before firing another. What does this mean for taxes? Who’s to take care of the day-to-day? How does this affect the generation-skipping trusts? What do we do next?

All the questions secretly ask the same thing: do you know what you’re doing?

Nell watches as the chummy rapport with Louis fades away, suspicion falling into place quickly. She reaches into her bag for another piece of gum and adds it to the wad in her cheek, feeling the nicotine hit her bloodstream.

“Can I have one of those?” Pansy asks.

“It’s nicotine gum.” Nell mumbles her confession.

“Okay,” Pansy says. “I’d like one.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m open to all experiences.”

At that, Nell hands it over. She never has been able to say no to Pansy. No one has.

Pansy raises it in toast before popping it in. “Sorry to hear about you and Paul breaking up,” she says as she chews. Meanwhile, Baldwin and Emerson drill Louis on provisions she doesn’t care about.

Nell has to think for a minute about how to respond to a kindness from Pansy. Things have been over with Paul for months, but Nell recognizes the gesture. And there are other factors to consider. There’s Pansy’s smugness, backed by her seemingly successful marriage to Brian, a management consultant who travels constantly. There are their two boys, who are enmeshed in soccer and lacrosse. And then there is her job as a holistic life coach and intuitive guide, which seems to be doing well given the elite pricing Nell had seen when she’d stalked the website yesterday.

This is all in contrast to what Nell suspects is the Quincy view of her life, as ingrained as it is retro: a spinster with no kids, a sucking black hole of a career, and a wastrel father in Italy.

“But I never liked him. No one did.” And this is classic Pansy, thinks Nell, nodding her head at the predictability, but looking like she agrees. Pansy’s digs are not traditionally the type of thing you can call her out on without looking crazy or defending an untenable position. Paranoia hits Nell in the chest at the thought of a Quincy cabal discussing the wretchedness of Paul, of her life, only now letting their opinions be known. It’s one thing to suspect, quite another to confirm.

The shimmering glamour-spell of the Quincys is fading, as it does when she’s around them long enough, reminding her that her mother did know best and a wide berth is required. She cracks her gum in response to Pansy.

“I’ve got a new chanting group for healing you might like,” Pansy continues. “You should try it while you’re here.”

Louis is packing up his much slimmer document case. Paper is strewn around the room as if he’s detonated a bomb. Nell tries to catch his eye as he moves toward the door, but he won’t look at her. She has questions, and she wants to ask them away from Pansy. She gives up any pretense of disinterest and follows him to the front hall, ditching her gum in the wrapper and stashing it in her empty glass.

“You don’t know where this thing is?” she asks his retreating back.

He turns and holds up his hands, as if to say “Search me.”

Nell doesn’t want an enemy, so she won’t challenge his handling of the inventory. “Did she have any other messages for me? As executor, maybe?”

His forehead furrows and lines crease the corners of his intelligent eyes, drawing them down and giving him a competent look, as if he can handle anything thrown his way. She suddenly wonders what he thinks of this whole business, if he finds them all ridiculous. “She was sure of what she was doing, if that’s what you’re asking.” He places both of his bags at his feet and widens his stance, bracing for an inquisition.

“I’m glad she knew what she was doing. I have no clue.”

“She didn’t really confide in me,” he says. “I mean, beyond the professional.” Nell doesn’t doubt that. Loulou confided in few people. “But you being a lawyer certainly had something to do with her choice of executor. She did mention that a few times.”

“Loulou was a Libra,” Pansy says, coming up behind them, and not even pretending she didn’t overhear. “The scales, you know.” She holds her hands up with an imaginary set of weights. “They have an acute sense of fairness.” She addresses Louis as if Nell isn’t there. “As they define it, of course.” With that, she walks out to retrieve something from her car.

“She was kind of an outcast, my mom.” Nell tries to feel normal as the intricate gears of her family are revealed to him. But she shouldn’t feel uncomfortable. In his role as estate attorney, Louis’s already had an eyeful.

“From what I can tell, your mother was very much on Loulou’s mind,” he says generously.

“Are you staying?” Pansy asks, coming back from the car with a saddle leather tote. When Nell doesn’t answer, she says, “Brian’s out of town and I’ve scheduled sleepovers for the boys. You really should, you know.” She breezes past as if she is Lady Bountiful distributing largesse.

After Pansy passes them, Louis trains his blue eyes on Nell, so light they’re almost gray. “Yeah,” he says, not unkindly. “Shouldn’t say it. But even the little exposure I’ve had to your family, I’ve gotta say—I’m glad I’m not you right now.” And with that, he hefts his bags and leaves.


1925

THE BOOTLEG CHAMPAGNE
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May insisted on throwing Ambrose a party at the farm, as if she were auditioning for the role of wife, showcasing her skill as a hostess, trying to change his mind about leaving on his trip. He wanted to tell her that her strategy was obvious, and that no one doubted her abilities, least of all him. But he wouldn’t say that to her now; tomorrow he’d be gone.

She’d arranged it all perfectly, yes. The food was supposedly Chinese. The guests were avoiding it. She’d even found some recipe for milky Indian tea with spices, which everyone ignored in favor of illegal champagne. Little maps hung off the portico and fluttered in the hot breeze—Japan, Korea, all of Africa. A large poster shaped like a postage stamp, with “Bon Voyage, Ambrose!!!” written on it in May’s girlish looping script, was propped against the bandstand—the three exclamation points at the end like jabs.

Given that she wanted a real party, and that meant cocktails, she’d convinced his brother, Ethan, to throw the shindig at his newly built country place instead of her parents’ house in town.

Ambrose settled an arm across Ethan’s heavy shoulder as they watched the guests on the lawn. Ambrose felt a sudden wave of anticipatory nostalgia. He’d invited his brother on the trip only once, and Ethan had declined with certainty. But two brothers off to see the world, really that made such an engaging picture, didn’t it? Standing there now, Ambrose felt he should have pressed. His brother should be coming with him. He’d have taken their sister, Loulou, with him if she’d been older. Poor thing was dying for adventure and had been a willing audience as he planned his trip, living vicariously through his many choices as if they were her own.

“Wonder what Father would think of this.” Ambrose joggled his glass. The smell of the sharp pine water Ethan used for shaving mixed with the astringent bubbles from their champagne in the heat.

Their father, Israel Quincy, would not be pleased to see them drinking. He was a well-known teetotaler, a throwback to his Puritan ancestors, and a man who publicly supported Prohibition despite his two sons sitting at the hub of the young social whirl, which included illegal liquor.

“Sober mirth and controlled rapture,” Ethan said.

“More like ecstatic piousness and wanton boredom.” Ambrose enjoyed needling his older brother, something he’d been doing since they were boys. Teasing Ethan made him feel closer to his brother, as if they were on the same team. And today Ambrose wanted to confirm that they were still on the same team. He’d never outright thank Ethan for the party; that would only make them both uncomfortable.

“He disapproves of excess of any kind,” Ethan said, reflexive in defense of his father, in defense of anyone, really.

Yes, the teetotaling made Israel seem fussy and, Ambrose hated to admit it, a bit feminine. Temperance was a women’s issue.

“Except excess money in his bank account,” Ambrose said, and nodded deeply in mock solemnity.

“And your bank account,” Ethan said, clipped. “Your travel accounts.”

The brothers sipped their drinks in silent acknowledgment of their father’s munificence.

“It looks good,” Ambrose finally said, gesturing toward the house. “All it needs is a moat.”

Ethan kept his eyes on the house across the lawn, but Ambrose knew his brother recognized the olive branch in the backhanded compliment. It was the only type of compliment tolerated between the brothers.

It was then a third joined their group, shouldering into Ambrose, and sloshing a good amount of his drink on the lawn.

“Looking forward to those pearls of the Orient?” Richard Cavanaugh, or Dicky, as he was known, was dressed as an Indian dancing girl—complete with kohl-rimmed eyes and swathed in pink silk shot through with gold thread.

“Get ready now,” he said, swiveling his hips in a faux seductive dance. “They’re supposedly ruinous.” Dicky’s exuberance was his calling card and his fondness for costume the stuff of legend. Months ago, he’d come to the Union Club’s formal New Year’s Eve party clad only in an enormous costume diaper, though it was snowing, wearing an immense frilly bonnet and holding a gallon-sized baby bottle full of rye in his hand—a horrendous Baby New Year. He’d attended that debutante ball in Baltimore in a tuxedo with a Pied Piper hat on his head and set loose one hundred white mice on the dance floor, smuggled in a writhing tennis valise. The club had sent him the extermination bill.

“I prefer Ohio girls,” Ambrose said. “Buckeyed beauties.”

“Bucktoothed is more like it.” Dicky was frequently embarrassed by Ambrose’s penchant for the flowery. “I’ll pass.”

“Best to pass on the buckeye, they have poisonous nuts.” Ethan smiled.

“Nuts are not fearsome,” Ambrose replied.

“You’re a nut.” Dicky did the hip swivel again, and Ethan backed away in exaggerated defeat, hands up as if at gunpoint.

Ambrose knew this was when his brother felt best, welcoming people like a paterfamilias in training, though he was still a bachelor. Ethan preferred the beginnings of any party, those he attended or his own—before someone spilled a drink on his shirt, before the flowers wilted, before the champagne ran out—and why not? Ethan had built his house for parties.

Finished only last month, the faux Cotswolds mansion was meant to impress with its scale, its grit stucco and stonework, its leaded glass windows. Country, yes, but large enough for house parties with a half-dozen couples in the guest rooms and a small herd of bachelors sleeping on camp cots in the open third-floor dormitory. Ethan imported the coffered ceilings in the front hall from some monastery in Italy, and the library was paneled in black walnut milled on-site from trees felled on his land. The architect ordered all the furniture in one day from a Grand Rapids cabinet-maker—a different color and theme for each bedroom. The green bedroom furniture was painted with flowers and vines, the blue bedroom suite with a geometric Moorish pattern, the white bedroom with gilt and French curves. The rest of the house was styled in popular reproduction Tudor and fake Jacobean befitting a magnate in training.

“Come on now, you two.” Dicky rounded on them, linking one arm with Ethan, the other with Ambrose, and marching them out on the lawn, mindless of their drinks. “Form a brother team. Can’t have a race without the host and guest of honor.”

On the grass, Dicky organized pairs for a three-legged race. Men leaned forward, drunkenly tying their interior legs together with silk neckties.

“Really, I don’t want . . .” Ethan started. But before he could finish, Ambrose had loosened his orange and black striped tie, pulled it over his head, and leaned down, knotting it around their knees.

“Defend the Quincy name,” he said as he rose.

They put their glasses down and put their arms around each other. Someone to the side snapped a picture. At Dicky’s “go,” the contestants stumbled, some with glasses in hand, to the cheers of the onlookers. Ethan took off at a swift hop, rearranging his arms and hefting Ambrose with a forearm under the ribs. The brothers stumbled once. Ethan insisted Ambrose match his rhythm. Ethan huffed them across the grass so quickly that Ambrose felt like he might fall face-first. They were neck and neck with the Rensselaer twins when Ambrose’s foot slipped. They fell to the sound of tearing silk.

As the Rensselaers crossed Dicky’s makeshift finish line, May rushed to them and awarded the winners a ragged bouquet of late summer flowers ripped from a nearby garden bed. Each twin tucked a posy behind an ear and, with a mincing pose in their white flannel knickers, smiled for a photograph, their lady victory between them, laughing.

Pale in white chiffon with a bunch of violets pinned low in her dark hair, May played the hostess well. A sheen of excitement covered her heart-shaped face, her huge doll eyes alight. She was usually languid, carrying a sense of easy dreaminess wherever she went, but she brought her full attention to a party.

Ambrose unknotted what was left of his shredded necktie and swept the grass from his knee. He stood, fumbling in his pockets for a cigarette, which he lit, and then exhaled a plume of smoke through his nose. Shading his hand above his brow, he watched May walk toward them, her swinging gait mindless of two full glasses in her hands.

She’s happy, Ambrose noted, though she’d been arguing with him for the last week. She reached up and kissed Ethan’s cheek in greeting and handed him a coupe of bubbles. Ambrose watched his brother blush and look away and felt a lightning flash of pride. May charmed most anyone. Then she turned and landed a loud smack near Ambrose’s ear, saying, “They’re all drunk.” She reached for his low-burning cigarette.

He took his silver cigarette case out of his shirt pocket and nudged it into her elbow. “Come on, May, have your own,” he said, taking her offered drink.

She shook her head and lodged his cigarette in the side of her mouth, talking around it. “Nuh-uh. Nice girls don’t smoke in public. Just steal little bits here and there.”

“Since when are you a nice girl?” he asked, surrendering his cigarette to her and repocketing his case.

She laughed. It was one of the things he liked about her, that she could laugh at herself. She hip-checked him, and to hear her laugh again he purposefully fell down on the ground and rolled forward in an exaggerated somersault, as if she’d really toppled him. He spilled his drink in the process.

Righting himself and brushing his white flannels, he said, “Now look what you’ve done.” He reached for his overturned glass and picked bits of grass off it. “ ‘Waste not, want not’ is the motto of all Quincys.”

A look of annoyance crossed May’s face, and then she resettled it into its usual bright social arrangement. “How was it down at the mines?” she asked, handing Ambrose back his ashy cigarette and surveying him through a haze of smoke. “Saying good-bye?” She turned to Ethan and, in an exaggeratedly confidential tone, said, “He was down at the mines this week.”

Ambrose’s eyes widened; he hadn’t told anyone he’d been out there. May had a way of finding out all his secrets.

“You can’t possibly accomplish anything down there,” Ethan said to his brother, ineffectively masking his irritation.

“Who says I’m trying to accomplish anything?” Ambrose threw the cigarette to the grass, grinding it under his foot.

Ambrose was leaving his job at their father’s iron ore and shipping company on the Great Lakes. He’d been an undergraduate when the US got into the war, and he’d immediately wanted to enlist, along with half his class at Princeton. His father tried to convince him that finishing college was more important than dying in a trench in Europe. Such a justification might be fine for others, but Ambrose knew what his conscience told him to do. Action, that was the only basis for judging a life, or so he’d decided after declaring a major in philosophy. When Ambrose revealed that he intended to refuse officer’s training and enter the army as a private, he delivered the news with a pert lecture to his father on Rousseau and the veil of ignorance.

But Israel was nothing if not a seasoned strategist. Appalled, he promised his son a trip around the world after the war, if he’d only graduate college before enlisting. Ambrose couldn’t resist the lure. In this way he was weak; he’d admit it. But then the war ended quickly, with most of the men Ambrose knew barely finishing their training before the armistice was announced.

He still wanted his trip, even more so since he felt he’d been cheated out of fighting. But after graduation Israel lagged on his promise, insisting Ambrose come home and work first.

If Ambrose was going to work, he had thought he might at least be useful. So he’d taken his Kant and his Kierkegaard and his Nietzsche down to the mines and talked to the men about their lives. After a few trips, his father asked to have lunch with him at the Union Club downtown. The men were uncomfortable with him in the ore yards, his father explained. The manager at the mine was complaining. You have to respect their work, his father told him. Ambrose had quoted St. Augustine to his exasperated father, who patiently explained that such things were fine for study, but one didn’t live one’s life based on them.

“He just gets in the way when he goes to the mines,” Ethan said now, turning to May as if Ambrose weren’t there.

“It doesn’t matter,” Ambrose said. “Thank you for the party.” He put an arm around May’s waist, wanting to bring her close, wanting to change the subject. He was leaving to see the world, his dream for years. He didn’t want to think about the mines. He landed a kiss in May’s hair, which he’d meant for her cheek.

“Just don’t come home with some tropical disease,” May said, elbowing him. He kissed her again, this time at the corner of her mouth.

“Come home with a bride,” Ethan said, and Ambrose held May a little more tightly into his side. Ethan could sometimes blunder.

“Corrupting a spinster?” Ambrose said, trying to cover his brother’s faux pas.

Ethan fumbled with his glass and then drained it. “Some maidenly sister of a British officer stationed out in God knows where.” He said it in a hearty, joshing tone, trying to cover up his suggestion, in front of May, that Ambrose come home with a wife. “Even you could land a girl like that.”

Ambrose had a moment of mercy for his brother. Could Ethan be blamed for saying what everyone else thought? Ambrose’s travels would have him gone for at least a year, perhaps longer.

“No corrupting,” said May, joking and clearly not upset by this topic, to Ambrose’s surprise.

Ethan cocked his head, as if hearing something far away. Then he held a hand out to May and said, “I seem to remember that you like this song.”

Ambrose watched his brother lead her off, wishing he’d thought to ask her first. May did like the song, how attentive of his brother to remember. A sour note echoed in Ambrose’s head like a faint memory. He watched Ethan take her in his arms, watched them begin to sway on the dance floor—parquet over grass in a corner of the lawn surrounded by summer phlox and asters.

Ambrose had met her first. He’d been intrigued from the start, lots of men were. And he’d spent a good amount of time trying to unravel why. May was lovely, yes, but so were lots of other girls. She was smart, but not uncommonly so. Ambrose had finally decided, after a good amount of contemplation, that what May had was an appealing underlying hunger. An appetite that peeked out at him through her varied reading, her smoking, her love of movement and music. She radiated a constrained want, glimpsed tantalizingly, but fleetingly, since they’d been going around together. She was the only girl in their set who knew the passwords to the hidden speakeasies he and his friends liked to frequent downtown. Really, most of those back rooms were grimy. May would order herself a lime-based cocktail and polish it off with a smart licking of fingers. Her subtle watching of the world, a lying in wait, as if given an opening and a blind eye, she’d grab the biggest piece of cake, the costliest jewel, the rarest prize. It was part of her allure—an appetite that matched his own.

Now, in a patch of afternoon sunlight, watching May laugh at something Ethan said, sweat dampened Ambrose’s collar. Their social circle was small, and he and Ethan went to all the same parties. In this way, May had become Ethan’s friend as well. But that laughter, it lit an unfamiliar feeling in Ambrose, a tiny spark of anger, fanned with a breeze of envy. He noted how close Ethan was holding her, and how quickly she’d agreed to dance. But this laughter between them—it was as if he’d caught them doing something much more intimate. He tried to remember the last time he made May laugh like that.
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