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for Annabel Eicher





Author’s Note



This novel is based on the true story of a crime that took place in Quiet Dell, West Virginia, over eighty years ago. The names of the characters whose lives the crime claimed or influenced are real: their thoughts, perceptions, and relationships are imagined. Their letters, the trial transcript, and various excerpted newspaper articles are quoted exactly from original documents. Minor day/date discrepancies reflect discrepancies in the original coverage or documents.





I.



This book is intended to be of wholesome helpfulness to mankind, and not to engender morbid desire or taint human souls.


—E. A. Bartlett, Love Murders of Harry F. Powers (Beware Such Bluebeards)
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(Special)—In the backyard of the Eicher home at Park Ridge, a suburb of Chicago, stands a little marker, with the inscription, “Graveyard for Animals,” scribbled in the childish handwriting of Annabel Eicher, 9. There the Eicher children had buried a bird, playmates said.


—The Clarksburg Telegram, December 9, 1931
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Cost of Living, 1931






	New house ..............................................................


	$6,796.00







	Average income per year ..........................................


	$1,858.00







	New car ..................................................................


	$640.00







	Average rent per month ...........................................


	$18.00








—Remember When . . . 1931, A Nostalgic Look Back in Time





  Christmas Eve



December 24, 1930



Park Ridge, Illinois  



Annabel Begins



When the year turns, there are bells on the wind. All the old years fall on the ground in lights. When you walk across those lights, it sounds like walking on all the piled-up leaves of giant trees. But up high the bells are ringing for everyone alive. There are silver and gold and glass bells you can see through, and sleigh bells a hundred years old. My grandmother said there was a whisper for each one dead that year, and a feather drifting for each one waiting to be born.


My mother says that’s just a story, but I always do hear the bells, even in my sleep, and everything in front of me is all white and open like a field. Then I start dreaming.


The trees in my dream sparkle. It’s quiet in the dark, and I’m indoors, on a stage. The trees are behind me but they are alive, touching limbs and stirred just so. A silent spirit seems to move among them, and the light has found me. It’s a large theater, rows and rows before me, and a balcony I glimpse through a gleam that dazzles me. The audience is quiet, waiting for me to speak. Perhaps they are watching a play, my play, or a play in which I perform. I can’t make out faces beyond the footlights, but I see the tilt of heads and the shapes of ladies’ hats, and a glow seems to float amongst them. There’s a hum of admiration or excitement, and a swell of whisper like applause. Then the lights on the stage darken. I hear people weeping, so moved are they by the production.


Grandmother used to say that I might find myself upon a stage one day, as an actor (“don’t say ‘actress,’ ” she told me, “the word garners no respect”), or the author of a play. Grandmother admired the suffragettes and said they would open all fields of endeavor to women. If she were younger, she said, and not required at the bosom of her family, she would have joined their movement, to help them fight their war of argument and reason. She was required because Heinrich died. Her “beloved Heinrich” was my father, an only child. We called him Papa. He called Grethe “Miss” or “Missy,” and he called me “little Nell,” though my name is Annabel. I try very hard to remember him, but I don’t, not really. Papa is his portrait, in the gold frame over the parlor mantel (“That is not a photograph, my dear, that is a portrait in oils”), and he is the man in the wedding picture with Mother. One day he didn’t come home. I was four years old. Nothing was said that evening to alarm the children. Betty, our nursemaid, sat with us at dinner and put us to bed, for the police had summoned Mother and Grandmother.


Papa was struck by a streetcar in the Loop, just after dusk. He was walking from his club to the station.


I believe there was a crowd, jostling and shoving, distracted by the siren of a passing fire truck, or startled by sudden rain. He was a fine designer of silver in our own backyard workshop, and an actuary for Metropolitan Insurance and Casualty Company of Chicago. He advised on odds and probabilities. This was the irony, Grandmother said, for no one could ever have predicted the sudden death of a man so strong and healthy, who never smoked or drank and was well liked and much respected. He did business at his club because that was where business was done, and was an artist at evenings and weekends, a man known for his talent and easeful charm. He performed in theatricals at university and sang a fine tenor, but pursued mathematics. One job his entire working life, Grandmother says, and head of actuaries when he died, as well as Mother’s adviser and manager in the art of silver design. One home from the time Grethe was born, and Grandmother sold their Chicago apartment to relocate with the family. Papa wanted fresh air for the children, and fine schools, and a garden with a barn for his workshop, and a stable for a pony, and the park nearby, where we float our boats and walk through forest paths to the meadow. The meadow is high in spring and mown in summer, and Papa helped us fly kites.


I think I do remember the kites.


Grethe was eight then, and he told her to take off her glasses and run, run straight out and follow the tug of the string; there was no one in the meadow but us and the wind was high. I was little and he held me on his shoulders, clasping my knees, while the kite went up and up. The string played out in his hand against my leg.


I felt so tall, with the grass so far below me, and the kite so far above, dipping and bounding. I was holding on to Papa’s hair, which was dark and thick and combed straight back, but blowing that day, blown up like the wide collar of my dress and the ribbons on the kites. I can’t see Papa’s face, or his eyes near mine, but sometimes, when I’m alone and I think hard, I can feel his hair in my fingers, cold and coarse, and I clinch my fists to hold on.


I know all of Grandmother’s stories about Papa, but the kites are not her story. Her stories are in the photograph box that she kept on her dressing table. It’s a tall wooden box and the sides are four glass frames: the photographs slide right in. Heinrich, a baby in a blousy dress. Heinrich, ten years old, with Grandmother and Grandfather Eicher (“Like you, Annabel, he read the dictionary, and wrote out new words”). Heinrich in his graduation portrait. Heinrich in military uniform (“To have survived the Great War, and be killed by a streetcar in his prime”). The carved top of the box lifts up, and the other photos fit neatly, each thick card snug in the velvet-lined inside.


The box is mine now. Grethe never looks at photographs. The faces are too small for her to see, and she doesn’t care for stories. She had measles and a high fever when she was two. They nearly lost her, Grandmother said, and the crisis affected her eyes and concentration (“Due to her limitations, it’s best she’s not imaginative. Grethe can learn to run a home and she will marry. Until then we must protect her”). Grethe doesn’t go to school any longer; she is quite as tall as Mother and goes with her to the shops and the bank. She helps plan meals, and Mother instructs her on etiquette.


Grethe is delicate. Her hair is dark like Papa’s. If she doesn’t remember things, I must remember for her. She plays the princess or the pilgrim in my plays and dioramas. I say the lines and she acts them out, for she has a calm slow way of moving and can hold quite still. Hart ruins the dioramas and rouses Duty to barking and running about. My brother Hart is very quick and I must give him long speeches and grave actions. He must be the hero or the villain, and lay flowers at Mother’s feet by the end.


Duty is our Boston terrier that follows Hart everywhere and sleeps on our beds by turns. Betty brought him from the pound and Mother let him stay. The pony had been sold by then, to a family on a farm. Duty was already trained, Betty said, because he’d lost his family in a tornado, and a boy needed a dog. Hart wanted to call him Topper because he has a white spot around one eye like a gentleman with a monocle. But Duty wore a collar with letters sewn on and wouldn’t answer to any other name. Just as well, Mother said. A pet needs walking and feeding, and his name will serve to instruct. Duty knows to sit, and Hart taught him to fetch and dance. When Grandmother was sick, Duty lay at her door. The nurse was coming and going with trays and said that dog would trip her, he must be shut up.


Duty is in my dream. I stand upon the stage before the trees and Duty is there, sitting just at the edge of the light. His little legs are stubby and his chest is broad and his short brown coat shines like a mirror. Duty’s eyes are wide apart and he can seem to gaze in two directions, but he only looks off toward the wings, to where no one can see.


Grandmother always told me that our dreams are wishes or fancies, gifts of the dream fairies that guide and care for us in our sleep. She said that poems and stories are the whisperings of angels we cannot see, beings once like you and me, who know more than we can know while we are here. “Address me in your mind when I am gone,” Grandmother told me. “I will hear you always, and will send a reply in the sounds of the grass and the wind, and other little signs, for we no longer speak in words when we have slipped away.”


The nurse didn’t come on Thanksgiving. I think Grandmother was glad. Mr. Charles O’Boyle, our former roomer, would come for dinner, and the Verbergs from next door, who were bringing the turkey and the chestnut dressing. Mother was making the vegetables and her gelatin surprise, and Charles would bring the pies. Charles is a great one for making pies. He baked them every Sunday, the years he roomed with us, before the Dunnegan Company posted him back to Chicago. Grethe was setting table with the Haviland china and Hart was to lay fires in the dining room and parlor grates. We roast marshmallows on the long forks at Thanksgiving, and figs with chocolate. It was my turn to sit with Grandmother. I brought up tea for one.


“My dear,” she said. “You gladden every heart.”


I fed her with the teaspoon. She could not hold the cup.


She talked about the silken cord that binds her soul to mine. She slept and woke and slept and woke.


The cord is a real cord and I keep it under my pillow. Not all of it. Once it was very long, the last of the silk braid Mother used on the sofa pillows and parlor drapes, and Grandmother made a game of it for walking through the park. She invented games for us after Papa died, and took us everywhere, to the circus and the moving pictures, but always to the park (“So near it is like our own backyard”). Betty was seeing to Mother and Mother was settling accounts. We children went, afternoons, with Grandmother, single file, holding to the cord. She used to say there was one of her and three of us, we children must hold to the cord just so. She fashioned one large knot for each right hand, and I was first behind her. Then came Grethe, and then Hart, our gentleman protector, with Duty at his heels. We walked two blocks to the park and the arched gates, past the fountain and the pools, into the woods where the trees grow close. We held to the cord in silence, for Grandmother liked us to hear small sounds—the cricket and the mantis, and grasses moving in the meadow beyond the pines. Sound travels even in the cord we hold, Grandmother said, for the heart beats in the hand.


The cord that’s left is but a curl wrapped round a knot and tied in double bows. Now if we go to the park, I tie it round Mrs. Pomeroy, who is only a rag doll, no bigger than my two hands, so the cord goes round her waist four times like a golden belt. She was a gift from Papa. We all have our beloved companions, Grandmother said. Where I found such a name she did not know, as I could barely lisp the words when I was two.


Hart says Papa brought him to the park to ride the pony on winter Sundays, and led him all around the meadow. Grethe has asthma and the air was too cold, but Papa and Hart dressed warmly, like explorers on an expedition. Their breath was white as smoke and the afternoons were blue.


I was too young to ride. I don’t remember the pony, but he was dear to Grethe, to Hart, and all his friends. A Shetland, Hart says, small as a big dog, with his mane in his eyes, and long eyelashes like Mrs. Pomeroy’s, though hers are sewn in thread. One could lead him about the yard with a carrot (“A farmer’s son brought hay and feed, cleaned the stall, exercised the animal in bad weather. Your father would have that pony, but the expense was too much, you see, after he died”). There were fine parties at birthdays and May Day, with mimes and jugglers, pony rides and rolling hoops.


Now we have balloons and Mother makes ice cream.


There wasn’t ice cream on Thanksgiving.


It was understood I would sit for the blessing. Then Charles carried my plate upstairs. Mother brought a clear broth for Grandmother, but Grandmother was asleep.


“You are not like others,” Grandmother liked to tell me. “Your dreams see past us.”


Once she bade me close my eyes and touch my forehead to her cool, dry mouth. She kissed me and blessed me and said, whispering, not to ponder the pictures I see, but to hear and see and feel them. Their stories are truths, she told me, for each foretells the eternal garden in which we’ll all walk together.


I wonder if that garden is earth or air, if one hungers there, or feeds on nurture that renews itself, like the dew and the wind, like the bells, ringing the old year into the dark, snow swelling every sound.


I asked Grandmother, did she remember Denmark. Min lille svale, she said, and slept.


I ate my dinner. Snow fell past the windows like a picture in a book.


Duty does not really dance. Hart calls it dancing and taught him with bits of meat. Duty stands and moves forward, then back, holding his front paws up before him. Like a suitor at a soiree, Grandmother said. Not such an old dog, Mother said, if he can learn new tricks.


The trees in my dream shine like trees on a glittery valentine. The sparkle looks like snow, catching light, or drops of rain held fast. It is a wonderful effect. Living trees could stand upon a stage in pots of earth, and the limbs might move on wires, gently, as though stirred by a breath.


Grandmother woke and said, “I fear your mother has not been entirely provident.”


Then she slept.


Betty has been gone some time now, as we are too old for a nurse. Mrs. Abernathy was a medical nurse, and very strict. She wore a uniform and kept me out of the room. Grandmother told everyone I was the only nurse she needed, but I was not allowed. I could hold her hand at certain times, or read aloud the speeches from my plays.


Mrs. Pomeroy is old and soft. Her arms and legs are mended. She will wear the silken cord in my Christmas play and I will voice her words. She will be Grandmother and speak as Grandmother speaks.


We took turns at Grandmother’s bedside on Thanksgiving. I stayed longest, and scarcely left her side. Grandmother told me, when she was still up and sitting in her chair, that she would sleep longer and longer, and then not wake up. She said her death would be a blessed death and one she wished for me when I am very old. She told me a poem to write down, and I wrote each line exactly. I read the poem out for her two times. Then she told me to put the paper in her bedside table, and to open it again when she was gone (“Death is not sad if one has lived a long life, and been of service”).


I wanted to look at the poem, but I knew the words.


What lies behind is not myself


But a shell or carapace


Cast off, an earthly taste.


I have gone on you see


To make a place for thee.


Grandmother can hear me. I do believe so. And I hear her voice in the words of her poem, and in other words that come to me.


Perhaps she has sent me the dream about the trees. I could hear a sigh in the branches, a bare whisper. No doubt there was a fan offstage, blowing a breath of motion.


Grandmother used to say, so little can move so much.





II.



In the partial darkness he imagined he saw the form of a young man standing under a dripping tree. Other forms were near. . . . He was conscious of, but could not apprehend, their wayward and flickering existence. . . . His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly. . . .


—James Joyce, “The Dead”





  Christmas Day



December 25, 1930



Park Ridge, Illinois  



Charles O’Boyle Considers



He woke at dawn, certain of a course of action.


They understood one another. Asta was not like others, and would never condemn him. She was the sister he’d wished for, sensible, stalwart, and they were the family he returned to, every holiday, and nearly once a month. The boxes in the garage, his tools, books, drawing implements, the archery set he planned to pass on to Hart, held his place. His job and promotion at Dunnegan were secure; he could put most of his salary toward keeping the family afloat. He must convince her, plead his suit gravely, lovingly, for he could not live as he did forever, and she could not go on as she was. Anna, Asta, Anna! It was madness to sell the house in the middle of winter, in this grim economic climate that showed no signs of abating. What she’d said last night had really quite disturbed him. To move the children from their neighborhood, their schools, and with what means of support? And in the aftermath of Lavinia’s death, which had surely wakened memories of the sudden loss of their father, memories nearly unconscious for Annabel, who was so young at the time, and clearly a highly imaginative child.


Asta was not thinking such. Early in their friendship, she’d offered him the privilege of addressing her by her pet name, Anna. It was that girl within the woman he must now protect.


He lay back in bed, considering. The air at the windows was white and mist obscured any view. He felt marooned and comforted, afloat in the fairy-tale world he associated with this home in which art and music quietly underscored the players: Lavinia, old world grandmother, matriarch of dwindling fortune; Asta, artist widow, aging Cinderella abandoned by any prince; innocent Grethe, whose steadfast gaze belied her lost acuity; intrepid Hart, equally adept at playing the clown or the explorer; and Annabel, recording all in her childish tableaus and plays, reciting and remarking, strewing her bright optimism before her like bread crumbs across a frozen steppe.


This Park Ridge enclave of Lutherans was so determinedly American; the Eichers no longer referenced their Northern European heritage, but Andersen and Grimm had originated their horrific tales in Denmark and Germany. Grim indeed, Charles considered them: seductive trickery, leading little children to the slaughter like fattened lambs. Make-believe encouraged the fantasy that virtue was finally rewarded: Charles knew it was not.


His own mother’s innocence had victimized them both. Had she not possessed her small inheritance, they’d have lived in penury. Undeterred by the approaching birth of his child, her husband had left her, disappearing almost professionally when he realized his lawyers could not break the terms of her trust. Devoted to son and church, she taught Charles her own father’s belief in ambition, hard work, husbandry, for poverty was the end of safety, a casting upon the waters. Her trust assured her a decent life and protected her into middle age; she sold bonds to pay for Charles’ education at Notre Dame: engineering—solid, architectural, eminently useful. His fine arts instructors encouraged him, invited him into their circles, but he demurred, consciously denying the father whose chiseled profile, stylistic flair, and dark good looks were his only legacy. Charles modeled his behavior, if not his meticulous dress, on the portly maternal grandfather who’d provided for him even in death. He went to work immediately after graduation, easily supporting his mother and himself until her last illness depleted all. Charles borrowed to assure that she was privately nursed and died in her own bed. Then he broke up the house, sold everything to cover the debt, accepted Dunnegan’s transfer to Park Ridge. He’d begun again, and found rooms with the Eichers.


Lavinia had opened the door to him, smilingly remarking that he resembled the Arrow collar man just then familiar from advertisements. No, he’d assured her, he made an honest living with the respected Dunnegan Company, and he held before him the newspaper in which Asta’s notice had appeared. “I am Charles O’Boyle,” he told Lavinia, “the gentleman roomer you seek.”


He became Asta’s confidant, her trusted friend.


They knew one another’s secrets. Asta was German, not Danish, brought up in London and schooled in Copenhagen. She’d met Heinrich at the Artists League and married into his secular Jewish family. The Eichers were moneyed, assimilated intellectuals, all of them passed away, save Lavinia, who managed an inheritance at the behest of her only son. They’d emigrated in luxury on the Queen Mary, a wedding trip: husband, wife, and the husband’s elegant mother, a kindly dowager whose every remonstrance to her new daughter was couched in compliments. Lavinia had purchased the Chicago apartment, then the Park Ridge Victorian with the expansive barn; she supported the growing family with deepest pleasure. The children didn’t know they were half-Jewish. It was collusion Heinrich had framed and sealed in his marriage to a Lutheran. Asta insisted on Lutheran religious education for her children; they’d chosen Park Ridge for its Lutheran community and the artisans’ collective husband and wife immediately joined, as much as for Heinrich’s ongoing insurance employment in Chicago. The inheritance wouldn’t last forever, though it might have ensured good schools for the children had Heinrich lived.


He had not. The Eichers were a charmed and beautiful village on which dark stars fell. Misfortune was common, of course, but the family persevered with such well-bred patience, and made of pretense a brave and moral art.


The holidays made much of celestial markers. Wonder. Light. Royal beauty bright. Charles had spent every Christmas Day, the past four years, in this house. Yes, it was that long now. Usually he arrived for tea, arms laden, and stayed for dinner. Good he’d allowed more time this year. Yesterday was calmer, time alone with Anna to talk, observe. He hadn’t seen them since Thanksgiving. Lavinia had died that night, and he’d canceled his appointments, stayed on to help with arrangements, sleeping in the room he’d left two years ago. Yesterday, on his arrival, Anna made a point of directing Hart to “the guest room” with Charles’ bag. Annabel of course followed, carrying the parcels of presents, except for the very large one, which he’d left on the porch behind the wicker swing. Anna watched approvingly as the children clambered up the stairs. He’d glanced at her, surprised, and she nodded, indicating that yes, he would sleep in Lavinia’s room, undoubtedly the first “guest” to occupy it.


“Charles,” she said, and took his arm. “Let Hart settle you in. I’ll take your overcoat, and that lovely white scarf. There’s tea in the dining room.”


Perhaps, when they’d come to their arrangement, she would address him differently. My dear, she would say, and he would answer, My darling Anna, my dear Anna, for she was very dear to him. Making money, flying as though driven, he’d lost sight of what mattered, including her, and this home, even the idea of home. Sending the children souvenirs, postcards, valentines, from Mexico, Canada, California, as though to reserve what he couldn’t embrace, he knew his attentions pleased Anna; his every remembrance of the children was a gift to her.


He rose now from Lavinia’s bed, a strange thought, though everything in the room was changed. The closets were empty. Anna had told him she’d discarded the sheets and bedding, even the curtains and rug, warning Annabel days in advance. Her grandmother no longer needed a room; she did not need earthly things; a room was not a shrine. The floor was bare, the bedspread a simple muslin coverlet. Wooden half-shutters afforded privacy. The room could house a maid or cook. Or not yet. Let them all first adjust to other changes: to his permanent residence, to a marriage and sacred contract, and the easing of financial burdens. He would free Anna, fund her work, upgrade the studio barn behind the house, which was now so shabby and run-down.


Charles had resources. Yes, he must make that point strongly. He’d prospered, invested well, risen in his profession, and he wanted to protect this family, cosset them, as much for his own sake. Theirs was the only unspoiled world he’d ever encountered. He would give generously, gladly. Money should mean more than discretion and foreign hotels. Far from home, he pursued his indulgences voraciously but avoided youth who might attach themselves, and anyone who spoke English, never revealing personal information, or even his name. He returned dazed and satiated from these sojourns, plunging into a work schedule grueling enough to provoke exhaustion and dreamless sleep.


This Christmas was bitterly cold. The radiators hissed.


Charles went to the window in his nightclothes, glimpsing the backyard outbuildings through denuded trees. The playhouse windows were partially shuttered. The studio behind, an expanded barn, sagged visibly. Quite an operation in its time, a thriving, part-time cooperative, numerous artisans forging Eicher designs marked with the lovely inverted EAE. He remembered Anna working when he’d roomed with the family, small pieces, but she couldn’t support her design business after she was widowed.


He’d thought Lavinia’s death a release for the family, as well as a sorrow, that her resources would go to Anna and the children. Now he knew that Lavinia’s funds were exhausted. Years ago, she’d purchased the Cedar Street property with the understanding that her son would support her. Anna had mortgaged the house to pay expenses, and used Lavinia’s savings to pay for medical bills and private nursing those last months. Charles should have known. He’d worked from home half a year, supervising his mother’s care. But Anna had no income. And so this decision to sell her house, the only home her children had known, and do what?


His breath fogged the glass, and he placed his hand upon it. Instantly, the condensation withdrew and the laden pines appeared, their limbs piled with snow near the window. A few strands of metallic tinsel, tangled in the branches, blowing wildly, no doubt bespoke Annabel’s attempts to decorate the playhouse. Heinrich had built it when Grethe was a baby, anticipating the lively daughter she might have been. Now the starlike fissures in the playhouse window glittered with ice. Heinrich’s death, yes. Sudden. Away from home, Charles recalled. An accident—a streetcar, a rail station. Exactly as might happen to anyone, to Charles, tomorrow or in ten years’ time, and no one to care or bury him, unless he made a change.


He opened Lavinia’s window wide and leaned forward onto the sill, chest deep in cold suspended air. The silence seemed doleful, eerie and total, the air very still. He fancied he heard, distantly, the jingling of bells. No, it was the dog, the skittering click of the terrier’s nails as Duty made his way across floor and carpet runner, from Grethe’s room to Hart’s, to Charles’ room, the guest room, for Charles was a guest.


The dog nudged his door, waiting. Charles shut the window and admitted his visitor. Duty walked briskly to the bed and jumped up, settling against the pillows before peering at him attentively. The baleful, slightly walleyed gaze seemed disconcertingly human. Charles leaned down to stroke the dog’s short, alert ears and wondered guiltily if his leave-taking two years ago, necessary as it was, had contributed to Anna’s present financial crisis. Selfishly, visiting on the odd weekend, he hadn’t noticed the leaner look of things. Anna had sold most of the silver, Heinrich’s designs and her own. The clocks from the mantels were gone, the German music box with the bell jar casing, and the lovely Danish cabinet with the blue tiles. Charles himself had purchased a tea set with classic, masculine lines, an early piece of Anna’s she obviously valued, when he moved back to Chicago. He would bring it home; it belonged here. He could not restore what Anna had surrendered, but he could assure her safety.


He must shave. Go down early and speak with Anna, before the children wakened. The dog yipped at him once as though in reproof, and settled closer against the pillows.


•   •   •


Charles lathered his face, regarding himself in the mirror. Hart had arranged Charles’ mug and shaving brush, just so beside the soap, as though to make him welcome. It wasn’t ideal, a lone boy among women. And Hart, so aware he was the man of the house, would struggle in future to mitigate the needs of three females whose characters and requirements were so disparate.


Charles understood, especially on this day. Christmas moved, saddened, excited him. He’d loved the holiday as a child. All of Chicago lit up. Mother took him skating before Christmas tea at one of the fine hotels, and he was confirmed near Christmas, an altar boy whose priest spoke of “our Father who will never forsake us.” Mother adored Father Kerrigan and urged her son toward him, the better to supply Charles with good and holy influence. Innocently, Charles accepted the priest’s attentions; he learned subterfuge, hypocrisy, secrecy at Father Kerrigan’s knee, at his hands. He learned to hate the man’s diminutive physical stature, his peppermint smell. The sound of his footsteps, the rustle of his vestments and surplice, provoked a sick, gnawing shame. Charles left the Church at fourteen, embraced academics, track, archery. Later, throughout the years at Notre Dame, he avoided services except at Advent and the Festival of Epiphany. The words of the Latin hymns, so familiar from childhood, made betrayal seem universal, his own confusions relative and unimportant.


Gaudete! Gaudete!


Christus est natus ex Maria virgine!


Gaudete!


He could, almost, rejoice, and his mother stood beside him, proud of his success, his excellent marks, his athletic prowess. A sprinter, he sailed over hurdles at all-conference meets, an acknowledged champion whose long legs flashed like blades. His mother had relocated to Bloomington and displayed his trophies there before their return to Chicago and the start of his career. But that home was gone, and Charles’ apartment was not a home.


He ran the water hot, filling the small room with steam and shaving the lather from his face. He was needed here. He could have children. Not squalling infants but these very well-brought-up girls and boy with their European manners and courtesy, children whom he already regarded as family, like nieces and nephews. He would never interfere, of course, or presume to take their father’s place, but Charles was not a stranger. Surely they’d accept him as their mother’s husband, someone to care for her, and he did, truly. Grethe, at fourteen, was adolescent now; she would need protection, someone to see she met the right sort of man someday, or no man. Let the three of them go on happily, Asta, Charles, and Grethe, as Hart went off to school, and Annabel, the charming minx, opened a theater company. Joking. Perhaps she could become a librarian, settle her head-in-the-clouds sensibility. She was still young, chunky and solid, but would grow slender and tall, like Grethe, who was plain, thank God. Annabel, though, would be lovely, quick: that round, catlike face and high cheekbones, and sparkling hazel eyes.


Charles leaned into the mirror. He was still virile, attractive, but he’d torn himself on one shoal after another these last years, and righted the wreckage, never obvious, considerate of his job, his position, yet he’d aged, his face was fleshier, while Anna looked exactly as she’d looked five years ago. As she would look five years hence.


The age difference was not so great. He was nearly thirty-seven. Anna was forty-five.


He bent to wash off the last of the soap in the basin and thought of Hart, learning to shave soon, taught by whom? Charles knew the reality of widows and children, families drawn closer by the dampened fire. Perhaps it was why the Eicher home had so appealed. He’d recognized the tenor of feeling immediately. Intent on becoming a man of means, he’d arrived on Anna’s doorstep, an aging orphan whose inclinations set him apart.


Inclinations: Anna’s word. She saw his desires, his compulsions, as inclination, nothing more. Years ago, she’d spoken to him frankly, understanding all he didn’t say. Charles, you’re getting older. The senses bank their fires. Other things grow more important. Her dear, good face, her strength, her lovely gray eyes! And then she’d touched his wrist and whispered, beseeching him: You must be careful. Promise me you’ll be cautious.


Amazing what women knew if they cared for one.


Anna, what depths were yours? What tortured you? He would know. She would tell him as they lay side by side, her hands in his. He would install his gramophone on the large corner table in her room, his record collection on the shelf below, and play for her all those sweeps and phrases that set his mind aflame. He was certain he could perform if called upon. Yes, why not? If that was what she wanted.


A man was not one thing.


The pathology of hiding and shame was the harmful element. The Greeks had not regarded love and morality within modernity’s narrow frame. And he carried Catholicism’s weight. He’d not told his mother of his experience, his helpless anger, but she knew or suspected, or she’d never have accepted his lapse of faith, his refusal to enter any sacristy. He’d walk her to confession if he was at home, and sit smoking outside on the broad bench beside the street. He imagined that boys coming and going from services glanced at him, and once a tall young priest met his eyes openly, then turned away without speaking. Charles’ temples burned, thinking of it.


The risks he’d allowed himself. The devastation he’d narrowly escaped, or not entirely. But that was past, must all be past.


He bathed his eyes in the water once more and toweled his moist skin dry. He’d taken care. None of it would follow him, but he could not combat his tendencies alone, nor trace the confusion to one cause. He must gain focus, stability, reason to live differently.


Now he stood at the bedside, listening. The dog yawned and stretched on the coverlet, watching him. Charles chose a pleated shirt with French cuffs from his open suitcase and dressed carefully in a suit made for him in the Loop by a London tailor. He thought of Anna in her room, awake, he was certain, lying still before the tumult of the day. Snow was falling steadily. Last night, after Anna went up, he’d placed his presents for them under the lavishly ornamented tree, retrieving the large one from the porch. He’d purchased a fine gold locket for Anna, and a set of tortoiseshell combs, but he wished he’d bought her a ring, an engagement ring. Better if he’d planned his proposal, rather than reacted to news of her rash plans. No—best to be completely honest. He could say, honestly, that they were the only family he knew, that he loved her deeply and more devotedly than any mere paramour could or would, that he cared for her children as she did. He’d no idea her circumstances were so dire. He would make it up to her, to the children, to himself.


Why should all be denied him? He felt confident, hopeful; he would display that confidence and hope. Their faces shone before him. He’d left prayer behind, forcibly, forever, but his soul turned toward them.


He sat on the bed, the smell of his clean face and throat like flowers near him. Too early to go down, perhaps. He pulled the dog onto his lap. “There, there,” he said, “Duty, you silly creature. We shall see.”



Anna, Asta, Anna



“Annabel, darling, we simply can’t have candles burning in rows across the living room carpet. You may mark off the space with blocks or books, and the curtain will make a border for the stage.” Asta, checking Grethe’s table settings, moved a water goblet slightly higher, to the tip of the knife.


Annabel turned to regard her mother and said, in a conversational tone, “The rooms where Grandmother’s gone are very dark.”


Why did she say such things? Asta touched her palm to Annabel’s forehead: no fever. She stroked her daughter’s soft, tousled bangs, and kept her tone even. “Annabel, your grandmother is surely in heaven, and heaven, surely, is not dark. Don’t speak that way, and on Christmas, and before company.” Asta looked to Charles, sitting companionably near her, his chair pushed back from the long table.


“I’m not company,” Charles offered, “but you should listen to your mother.”


Annabel stood motionless, as though declaiming to them both. “The rooms lead one to another, down below. Outside there’s a meadow full of sounds and creatures. Crickets, whirring and buzzing. And birds, singing and clicking.”


“It must be summer there,” Charles said.


“Annabel, that’s enough.” Asta pretended to consternation with the punch bowl, which she was about to fill for the sideboard. “Go and help your sister plate the figs and chocolate.”


“She doesn’t like me to help with her settings.”


“Nonsense. Go on now, and Charles will be in shortly to help with your theater curtain.”


Annabel gave her mother a long look, then turned on her heel. Goodness, that child! Asta watched her leave the dining room, touching a hand along the high back of every chair, her lace curtain cloak drawn about her. Her short dark hair, grown now to the nape of her neck, glimmered like a silken cap.


Charles stood to help with the crystal bowl, holding it steady while Asta poured it full from pitchers of cream soda and seltzer. “I must say, I like the short haircut. Very stylish. Has our Annabel been reading about flappers and gin joints?”


“No, but it does suit her.” She didn’t mention Annabel’s dramatic gesture, two days after Lavinia’s funeral. She’d cut her braids off just at her ears, and taken them in her pockets to lay atop her grandmother’s grave at St. Luke’s cemetery, three blocks away. Charles had left for the city, and Asta had not sent word, lest he rush back, when he’d already spent a week helping them. “I’m putting out six cups, Charles. Annabel will want one for Mrs. Pomeroy, who—just to prepare you—plays Lavinia in the pageant.”


“Our girl is fanciful,” Charles said, “and misses her grandmother.”


“Yes, she does.” There’d been nothing for it but to send Hart to retrieve the braids while Asta sat Annabel on a high stool in the kitchen and cut her hair, feathering it at the chopped bits with Lavinia’s sharpest sewing shears. Very short hair, troubadour style, was the fashion, she announced, aware that Annabel understood the term and would repeat it next day in school. She didn’t want her daughter teased. She’d spoken to Annabel’s teacher so frequently; she hadn’t the heart to discuss the haircut as well, but noticed, at a class concert the next weekend, that several other girls had cut their hair short, in imitation or adulation.


“Punch!” Charles announced, “but I won’t ice it yet.” He turned to Asta. “How are the children doing, really, do you think?”


“Grethe is helpful. Hart does very well at school, tries to be perfect. Annabel seems cheerful enough, but she brings her grandmother into everything. It worries me. I tried to get her to use Christmas colors in her pageant, but she insists everyone wear white, and has dragged out the contents of one of Lavinia’s chests. We shall be surprised at what manner of thing adorns the players. Tablecloths, curtains, sheets with monograms, doilies perhaps—time will tell!”


“Annabel does need time, Asta. All of you do. Her plays are a way to see things through. Better she chooses white than black. And let her have her candles. Just give me some paper lunch sacks. I’ll fill them with sand from the bucket on the porch, and arrange them as luminarias, placed just as she directs. Let her have her way and feel she’s made a success.”


“I suppose, but she’s nine years old, precocious, and so preoccupied with fairies and spirits and pronouncements. Hart says she talks in her sleep, and I often hear her, perfectly alone in her room, whispering away.”


“The plays are her games. She’s her own society. And she is providing our only after-dinner entertainment. The more elaborate, I say, the better.” He reached to touch her hand. “Anna, Anna. I’d love to see you smile.”


Looking at him, so tall and handsome and beloved, she did smile. He wore a man’s oilcloth apron that Heinrich had worn in the workshop, years ago. Those aprons were indestructible, unlike so much else. But all that could change. She thought of the letters in her bureau drawer, tied with silk twine, one nearly every day for the past weeks. Still smiling, she felt a blush rise to her face, and her eyes moistened.


“That’s better,” Charles said. Noticing her warm glance at his attire, he untied the apron and thrust it into her arms.


She laughed, folding the thick thing in squares, smaller and smaller, just as she had years ago, walking through the grass from the workshop on summer evenings with Heinrich. They worked hard on weekends while Lavinia entertained the children, then stayed up late en famille, eating fine meals Betty kept in the warmer, hand-turning ice cream, playing croquet by lamplight, listening to gramophone records. Heinrich loved teaching them ballroom dancing and boxing postures. Annabel was his poppet, his Nell, and Hart followed him everywhere. There were good things to remember, things she must hold fast.


Charles had followed her into the kitchen. “Madam?” He put his gold cuff links in her hand and held up his wrists like a cooperative prisoner.


Anna fastened the French cuffs of his shirt and watched approvingly as he pulled on his suit coat. He was fine and dear and she would miss him. But surely he would forgive her someday, and visit them often. He seemed much valued at Dunnegan, and came and went as business dictated. He would stay for holidays, just as now. Cornelius’ Iowa holdings were not so far from Chicago, and she would write to Charles from the property in the South, explaining all. Better to tell him by letter. All was so clear when one held a letter in one’s hand. One’s handwriting was intimate, a reflection of one’s deepest nature. Cornelius had spoken volumes; page after page of his flowing script had comforted and led and reassured her; he’d questioned with her, answered, deepened their bond to one of lasting strength.


“Anna.” Charles touched her hair, smoothing it back from her face. “Sit down with me. We’ve been working from the moment we lay eyes on one another this morning. The bird is in one oven and the vegetables in the other. Everything must cook. And I insist we have a glass of wine.”


“Yes, let’s do. Where shall we have it?”


“In the dining room, at our own Christmas table.”


His warm touch was on her shoulders. Dear Charles. He’d insisted on ordering in all the provisions, for he knew the local tradesmen, apologizing that he hadn’t time to actually bake the pies this year but thought the children would appreciate apple and cherry tarts, as well as a chocolate bûche de Noël and another treat he’d kept fastened in a cardboard cake box. A surprise, he’d said.


“I must speak with you now, Anna. You must give me leave.” He turned her to face him, and looked quite grave. There was a high color in his cheeks.


A chill gripped her heart. He might be ill. She knew this happened. Lavinia’s husband, Heinrich’s father, had died young, hidden away in a sanatorium, poisoned with the mercury antidote to his disease. Lavinia had known, never reproached him, and stayed with him to the end. “Of course, Charles,” Anna said. “What is it? You’re not ill?”


He smiled to reassure her, and put his mouth against her hair. They stood quite still for a moment. “No, of course I’m not ill,” he said.


Anna was too relieved to speak. Such a catastrophe would have canceled everything. She could not have left Charles, alone and facing terrible difficulty. She felt him take her hand and followed him to the dining room.


“Shall we?” He held the opened wine, and touched her fingers to his mouth.


She laughed. “Charles, you’re such a storybook character today.”


“My dear,” he said behind her, “we live storybook lives. Do open your eyes and observe.”


The dining room before them was transformed. Clearly, Charles had been under orders to distract her in the kitchen while Grethe and Annabel, who stood expectantly at the end of the table, finished preparing their tableau. The votive candles inside the cardboard houses and church of the Christmas village were lit, and the little houses glowed in a long row down the length of the table beyond the place settings. Grethe had arranged pine boughs and cotton snow, mirrors for skating ponds, the miniature flocked trees. Annabel had no doubt placed the little porcelain figures, ice skaters and shopkeepers, children with sleds, men in top hats, women carrying parcels. They were Lavinia’s fine hand-painted German Christmas sets, and they stood about in conversational groups, glided motionless atop their reflections, or bent to their work, all in concert.


“Girls, it’s so beautiful.” Anna felt Charles gently embrace her from behind and was glad, for she was almost faint. The chandelier’s teardrop crystals caught the dipping sparkle of the candles and the gold of the stenciled border on the cranberry walls. Such a warm color for a dining room, Lavinia had said, and stood on a ladder to paint the stenciled pattern, a filigree of barely present fleur-de-lis.


“Mother, I lit the candles for Grethe.” Annabel held out a stump of matchbook, beaming. Anna could see the soot on her fingertips, and a dark little smear on her cheek.


“I’m very glad I dressed appropriately,” Charles said into Anna’s hair. “This is the most beautiful Christmas table ever seen by man or angels.”


“Man or angels,” Annabel repeated, clearly impressed with the phrase.


“She did very well,” Grethe said, “but she wouldn’t use the kitchen matches. She wanted to use the old matchbooks from Grandmother’s collection.”


“Never mind,” Charles said. “That’s fine, Grethe. And now your mother and I will have a glass of wine, and enjoy your work while you guess what’s in those presents.”


The girls, under strict orders never to leave candles burning in a room, turned away to finish their preparations. Anna sat gratefully. Charles pulled his chair close beside hers, and offered his handkerchief. “There, you see? Everything is going to be all right, Anna.”


She took the wine he poured for her and felt its warmth in her mouth. “Annabel insists on keeping Lavinia’s old matchbooks. She found a cache of them and won’t let me throw them out. She likes to arrange them in rows on the kitchen table.”


“They’re interesting,” Charles said. “Little pictures of Copenhagen and London, names of exotic restaurants, but I’m surprised the matches still light. Look, our dramatist has written the place cards with great style.”


Annabel had written their names in script that approximated Lavinia’s, with swooping serifs on all the capital letters. Well, let her. Charles was right. She must express it all, somehow. Anna saw that Grethe had assigned Charles the seat at the head of the table, with Asta to his right, and Hart to his left, and the two girls opposite one another. They were all so happy to see him. She herself was so glad she’d not invited the Verbergs or the Breedloves, neighbors who would have kindly provided distraction, given Lavinia’s death a month ago. Anna wanted this last Christmas in their home to be just for the five of them.


“All right?” Charles asked.


She nodded. She’d told Charles of her plan to sell the house; she would tell the children in the spring, after Cornelius visited; she’d no wish to involve the neighbors and their gossiping. She and Cornelius would protect their privacy and minimize the upset to the children. She glanced out the casement windows to the right of the long room. “Such snow,” she told Charles. “So good that you arrived yesterday.”


He held his wineglass to hers. “Salud, Anna. To the storm. It’s lovely, because everyone we love is here.”


Not everyone, Anna knew. But soon, in April, she hoped, when spring allowed easy travel and she could see to real estate decisions. Snow whipped against the house, drifting in the yard. Grethe had lit the gas sconces and the room glowed like a refuge.


“Anna,” Charles was saying, “this is the perfect time and place to say what I have been wanting to say to you.”


“Of course, then,” Anna said. “What have you to say to me? Shall I drink my wine down first?”


He looked at her with shining eyes and seemed to contemplate the question. “Umm, yes, have a bit more wine. And don’t forget this drop.” He put a finger gently to the corner of her mouth and drew it across her lips.


She smiled into his face. He’d seemed to her a handsome younger brother when they first met. Now he was her counterpart and adviser, and so attentive and courtly today. She felt as though they were playing a scene together, a scene in which she was young and whole and knew nothing, and he was her well-intentioned suitor.


Holding her gaze, he took her hands. “Anna, there is no one I can or would love as I love you. You are right to think of change, but the change should be ours. Let us be together, Anna, always and completely.”


“Charles, what are you proposing?”


“I’m proposing marriage, Anna. Marry me and let me take care of you. You are my family and I am yours. If I can’t be a father to your children, I can be their friend and guardian and constant support, and love them as my own.”


“Charles—” She could not answer. He’d thought on this, to help them, and was quite serious, and would be deeply wounded.


He took her response as encouragement. “I’m doing very well, and will do even better when this wretched Depression ends. There is no need to sell the house. Let me support and help you as one who loves you, as your husband, Anna, devoted only to you. Let us truly be a family.”


She leaned toward him, her heart pounding. “But, Charles. Wait, please—”


“Yes, Anna? Yes?” He put his face gently against hers.


Her temple fit against his smooth, warm cheek, and she felt the tense, strong line of his jaw. Fleetingly, she thought, If only he was different. But he was not. “Oh, Charles,” she whispered, “what you suggest entails such sacrifice. I cannot let you.”


He whispered in kind, in a rush of emotion. “That is over, Anna, that is over. It has not made me happy and it is over.” He pulled away to look at her. “Understand that I dedicate myself to you and the children completely; I will not deceive you or myself, ever, ever again. I pledge my fidelity and my means and my life.” He saw that she was crying, looking at him as though stricken. “I will make you happy, Anna. I love you completely. I can be a husband to you, in every way. Let me.”


Anna gripped his arm. The room, the very air, seemed to pull her backward as though into a deep well. “Heinrich once denied himself, and sacrificed his true desire at my request, completely and for always, and then he died, Charles, he died. But for me, oh, I know he would have lived—”


“Anna, what are you saying? It was an accident, a motorcar—”


“A streetcar, Charles, in the Loop. Yes, in the snow. There was a great deal of snow, on the tracks and everywhere, and the crowd—” She stood suddenly.


“Shhhh, Anna, be quiet, be quiet and try to breathe.”


They were in the kitchen. He was holding her in his arms at the sink and bathing her face with cold water, icy water that tasted of salt. He pushed her sleeves up and held her wrists under water that dropped in galloping clumps into the deep double sink.


“Anna, sit down.” He helped her into a kitchen chair and knelt beside her. “You aren’t making sense.”


“You are so good, Charles, so good to me, and I thank God for my good fortune, that I am not required to accept your sacrifice, but I ask you to wait—” She pushed him a little away, bracing her arms against him. “Trust me, for I will explain in time, and you will be my good friend, just as you are now—”


“Of course I’m your friend. And you must listen to me. Heinrich died in an accident. Whatever was between you had nothing to do with it. Do you hear me?”


“Yes.” Her eyes were wet and dark.


“You are confusing regret with responsibility. It was reasonless. That is the meaning of ‘accident.’ ” He paused. “Anna, why have you never told me of these feelings? Why did you never speak of this?”


She looked past him, into the room. “So much is becoming clear to me. A great change must happen. Is about to happen.”


“Anna, the change should be that I am here with you, and we are married. Promise me that you will not dismiss me. Think on what I’ve said, when you are calmer. And you must not make any decisions that we don’t discuss. Look at me, Anna.”


She took the wet, squeezed towel with which he’d bathed her forehead, and held it to her face. She would not tell him, and she would not take advantage of him. His offer had moved her, blinding her with remembrance. “Yes, all right. I’m all right, Charles. I don’t know what came over me.”


“It’s very hard to be alone,” he said.


“Yes, it’s hard.” She smiled at him tenderly, knowing she was not alone. The letters in her room were a presence, constant and deep.


“I’ll stay a few days. We’ll think it through,” Charles said. “Do you mind?”


“Of course not; you’re welcome to stay.” She drew him to her and kissed his forehead. How would he, how could he ever, find the heart’s companion she had found? The world would not allow him.


He stood and lifted her to her feet. “Are you recovered?” He sighed as she nodded affirmation. “Anna, I feel as though we have traveled a great distance. I’ve surprised you, I know, but I’ve told you of my deepest hope. Anna, depend on me.”


“Charles.” She realized he must have carried her into the kitchen like one of Annabel’s pageant heroes, and touched her palm to his face. “We love you very much. It would never be Christmas here without you.”


A crash resounded from the living room. They heard Hart’s cries of “Duty! Duty! Give it up!”


“I’ll go,” Charles said. “We’d best have the pageant soon.”


•   •   •


Annabel has taken off her shoes in order to stand on the camelback sofa and attempt to hang the theater curtain for her pageant play. Grandmother had made the curtain long ago, for what Annabel can’t remember; it is red velvet in two floor-to-ceiling panels. Grandmother kept it rolled like a rug around a cardboard tube between shows, to prevent it wrinkling, and now Annabel is in charge of it. Last night Charles fetched a length of rope from his trunk in the garage and helped her thread it through the sewn panel at the top. Rope will hang it so much better than cord, and reach from one wall sconce to the other, across the living room. If only she had a piece of white organdy, big as a bedspread, gauzy and see-through, to hang as a backdrop with the Christmas tree’s lit candles shining through: heaven behind the players in the glade. It is the sort of idea Grandmother would have liked, and Annabel imagines Lavinia, just for a moment, standing as she did on Christmas mornings, in her vanilla wool robe with the silk cuffs. Her pink leather slippers were patterned after ballet shoes and fit so nicely, with one silk strap across. They are palest rose, and French. Annabel has them still, under her bed in a special box. She has put them on her feet, but they are far too big; Grandmother was vain of her long thin feet and high arches. Some nights, Annabel sleeps with them, for the kid soles are clean and smooth. Turned in together, they are the size of a thin doll tucked under her arm; Duty would sneeze at the lavender scent when he lay his head upon them. Heaven is certain, Grandmother had said. So it will appear in today’s pageant.


She reconsiders: a backdrop would only mute the effect. The players are in a forest, their backs to the glowing candles and tinsel shimmer. Annabel gazes around the room, balanced on the sofa back. “Hart,” she calls out. “Come and help me tie up the curtain.”


He appears from the hallway, tossing his juggling balls. Duty runs at his heels, ready to fetch one when it drops, for it always does. Hart glances at Annabel. “You’d better hope Mother doesn’t see you there.”


“It’s angled against the wall,” she says, “and won’t tip. You don’t have on your costume.”


“I’m not putting it on until the last minute.”


“Hart, you said one should wear one’s costume beforehand, to get into character.”


“It’s a window curtain. God’s sake, I’m not going to walk around in it.”


“It’s embroidered in gold and hangs quite nicely, if you’ll pin it like I said. And Mother doesn’t like you talking that way. Did you practice the voices?”


“Sister, I practiced for hours. What’s here? Your shoes? Thrown down just where I’m walking. I might have tripped!” He’s field goal kicker as well as quarterback on the freshman football team, and takes aim in perfect form, arms outspread, kicking one of her Mary Janes hard into the air. Duty is immediately after it, barking wildly. The shoe skims shining through the prisms of the chandelier and bounces off the wooden baseboard under the window, hitting the dog in the face. Duty snarls and grasps it by the strap, shaking it viciously.


“Hart, he’s going to mark it with his teeth, and make it filthy wet!”


Hart is after him, eyes alight. He catches the cord of the heavy brass floor lamp, which crashes to the floor resoundingly as he leaps over it. “Duty! Duty! Give it up!” The terrier races away with the shoe, skittering behind the sofa and out in a burst of speed.


Charles comes rapidly in from the kitchen. “Annabel, get down from there! I told you I’d hang the curtain. What fell? What’s going on? Anything broken here? Are you broken?”


“Nooooo.” She lifts her chin and peers at him through her lashes.


“Aren’t you the coquette. Did you tease Duty to mischief?” He helps her alight, as though from a coach.


She looks up, wide-eyed. “I never, Charles. Hart kicked my shoe to be smart.”


“And he is, very smart, but I hope he hasn’t broken your mother’s favorite lamp.” Charles rights the pink silk shade, reaching up under the fringe to feel for the bulb. “Ah, there. It was only loose.” He twists it tight, and the lamp glows again, lighting up the Chinese scene embroidered in the silk. “You’ll undermine your own play,” he tells her seriously, “with all this drama.”


“We haven’t hung the curtain or got the costumes on, or even lit the tree yet,” she says. “They’ll forget.”


“You’re not actually nine years old, are you?”


“My teacher says I’m more ten than nine, and might have skipped a grade.” She picks up her shoe and displays it on her palm. “I like your winter scarf, that you wore yesterday. It’s white.”


“You’re more thirty than twenty,” Charles says, “and yes, my scarf is white silk. You want it for your play.”


“Everyone is in white. Like angels.”


“Hall closet,” Charles says, “in the sleeve of my overcoat. As long as you won’t have the dog mauling it.”


She knew he would say yes. She hears Duty rush past again in the hallway, round the corner at the banister, and start upstairs, slowed by his ascent. He’s big chested and strong jowled, but short in the legs and sausage shaped; Hart will catch him easily.


Her mother stands in the doorway, holding Hart by the arm. “Are we put to rights here? Hart, be still. Let Duty go. He’s running because you’re chasing him. He’ll drop the shoe as soon as he thinks you’ve stopped playing. Charles, here are the paper sacks for the luminarias. Eight should certainly be enough, and I have glass holders for the votive candles.”


“What are luminarias?” Annabel, pleased, smoothes her lace-curtain cape.


“For your footlights. Charles’ idea. And you’re to do exactly as he says.” Her mother steps over to give Charles the sacks, and he drapes an arm around her, pulling her companionably close. Annabel notes that her mother fits under Charles’ arm, exactly as the woman should fit to the man. Perhaps she will write a play for grown-ups, and her mother and Charles will perform it. She could dispense with a narrator and write herself a part at last.


“I’ll find Duty,” Hart says.


“No,” Charles replies. “I’ll find Duty. Fill these sacks half full with sand from the bucket on the porch. Then you will take them carefully to the kitchen, and your mother will set the candles. You must all make haste. Dinner is served at noon sharp.”


“Charles,” asks Annabel, “what is in that very big box behind the tree? I know you won’t tell. Do you know, Mother?”


“I have no idea.” She steps over to have a look. “Heavens, Charles, when did you bring in such a big box?”


“Last night. You were all dreaming of sugarplums. It’s for the children.”


“It’s a race car with a motor,” Hart says. “Or a team of sled dogs, asleep and folded up.”


Charles gives him the sacks. “To your task, my man.”


“Hart, your costume is on your bed,” Annabel prompts him. “For when you come in from the porch.” She knows what their mother will say next.


“Put on your coat and hat,” their mother tells Hart. “It’s snowing to beat the band.”


•   •   •


Annabel, her shoe in her hand, gazes at the crèche atop the shiny piano. She’s quite disappointed that the Verbergs aren’t coming, for they always clap loudly and make exclamations. And she will have to put up with Hart’s additions and tricks, as he must amuse himself. Grethe, her stalwart, can be counted upon to strike the right attitudes while Annabel says her words. They always have flowers at the end for Mother, but today there are no flowers. Hart said he had no allowance to spend on them; in fact, they’ve all made their presents for one another this year. Mother said this was the true spirit of Christmas, but Annabel knows they are being provident.


The piano is shut to save the keys, and Annabel places her shoe there. The living and dining room sconces are gaslit and scarcely used, but one glows now above the crèche, day and night, until Epiphany. Grethe said it means the eternal flame, a phrase Annabel noticed but hadn’t time to question. Her present to her mother, in response to direct request, must be her “Play for Christmas,” and Annabel has typed the words, key by key, on the old Corona typewriter Charles had left in the back bedroom. The pages look well enough, with the cutouts of doves pasted on. Hart consented to type in the lines he planned to ad-lib, though he didn’t promise to say exactly those, for ad-lib meant to improvise, and one could never tell if Duty would perform as instructed. She told him he was so annoying to ruin her play and he lectured her about setting off the serious bits with humor, if she insisted on using a rag doll as a character. To make it up, he stapled the pages into a cover. The glade, he said, was a good idea, at least.


Annabel leans in to peer at the crèche and wishes for a magnifying glass, to see the faces on the figures. Only Grethe is trusted with the crèche; she prizes the Holy Family, the kings, the shepherds, the angel holding the banner, the sheep and cows that stand and lie in real straw. It was their mother’s crèche, in her childhood. Annabel looks closely at the white feet and delineated toes of Mary and Joseph, who are barefoot; the kings’ and shepherds’ feet are covered by layered robes and tunics. The colors were painted in Italy long ago; the white of the bisque seems to glow from within the pinks and browns and blues and scarlets.


Dreamily, Annabel scoops a handful of straw from within the stable and stuffs it loosely into the shoe she holds in her hand. She folds under the strap and puts the Baby Jesus, who lies molded in his swaddling clothes, into her shoe amongst the straw. She pulls her lace cloak around the Christ protectively and takes him to the big window, standing close against the glass to let him feel the cold. The Palladian window in the living room is like a door of falling snow, for the window starts at her knees and runs upward nearly to the ceiling. Annabel breathes with the snow, holding the shoe to her chest, until she hears sounds upstairs. Quickly she covers the Christ with her hand and moves to the piano. The crèche scene is much changed. Joseph’s flared fingers are alarmed. Even the animals gaze pointedly at the empty porcelain hole, and Mary’s prayerful expression strikes in Annabel a tiny thrill of fear. She puts back the Christ, which fits snugly in, porcelain lip to lip, like one tray inside another.


She sees that her glade must be littered with straw, and the lights off but for the gaslit sconces, and reaches behind the crèche, where Grethe has heaped the extra straw. She sweeps it all into her arms. The players will be barefoot, of course. It would have been ridiculous otherwise. She will write in her final changes.


•   •   •


Outside, Hart is shoveling, clearing the walk. Be sure it’s clear to the street, his mother kept telling him, as though anyone would arrive in the middle of a storm, and on Christmas. The Verbergs and Breedloves have gone away to relatives and their porch lights glow eerily in the snowy whirl. Lit trees twinkle in the parlor windows of houses up and down Cedar Street. All is deserted. The snow is so deep that he will have to rescue Duty if the dog even walks into the yard.


“Stay there, Duty,” Hart calls. “Stay on the porch.”


Snow falls in pieces and great puffs, like a magic show. He still has to fill the luminarias, and put on the round tablecloth Annabel says is his costume. God, how they cater to Annabel, but she’s the closest he has to a brother and at least gets up to things, while Grethe is more and more quiet, as Mother presses her into more cleaning and arranging. Nothing must be moved or touched in the whole downstairs, or she puts it back again. Irritating how she has gotten so pious, and is a full head taller than he.


Girls made presents, it was easy for them, but what was he to make?


By accident, he’d gotten something nice for everyone.


Grethe will like her beads, strung on knotted string with a cross. Lutherans had no need of rosaries, his mother said when he showed her, but these were Venetian beads, and a real gold cross; wherever did he find it? She insisted he say. He told her about the Catholic church rummage sale, on Saturday mornings. He didn’t tell her about the girls that ran it. The one with auburn hair said he must look her up when he was out of knickers. They were cheeky girls, and let him look through boxes in the back. He traded his jar of cat’s-eye marbles for a pair of tarnished cuff links—Charles always wore posh shirts with turned-back cuffs. And he gave his Tom Mix books for a doll’s celluloid vanity and chair. It was yellowish, like vanilla ice cream, and would fit Mrs. Pomeroy, Annabel’s daft rag doll. The girls prized the vanity and wrapped it carefully in layers of pink tissue from the hatboxes that toppled everywhere in leaning tiers.


Duty is barking, biting at snow blown on the wind. Hart rounds off the opening to the street between the hedges and starts back, running the shovel before him, sliding and skidding.


He’s in a quandary about the present he found for his mother—a silver ladle, tarnished nearly black, tossed on a tray of unsorted dinnerware at the Catholic rummage, but he’d picked it up and felt the raised A on the handle, then saw her mark on the back. He’d asked how much. Oh, have it, said the girl, and dropped it in the box with the doll furniture, the cuff links in their velvet ring box, the rosary in its hosiery pouch. Hart polished the cuff links and ladle, with rags and the strong-smelling salve in the garage, until they shone; he knew to wear gloves, and he liked how the dark lifted off in oily smears. His mother would love having the ladle she made come back to her, as she didn’t make anything anymore, but where would he say he’d gotten it? She can’t know that someone threw it out, or worse, died and lost it to a rummage sale. And she will know unless he lies, for she knows where he got the rosary. He has nothing else to give her.


“God,” he says aloud, and “God!” again, in frustration.


On his knees, he begins filling the luminaria sacks with sand. The wind gusts and he ducks his head, squinting, pulling the open bags closer to the front door. Halfway full, Charles said. Hart spades sand into one bag after another, using his mother’s garden trowel to throw sand, every other spadeful, over Duty’s head onto the icing steps. Duty rushes to and fro, chasing it.


Snow swirls and the sun is a dull glow. Hart looks out and sees headlights, searching slowly along the unplowed street. A flower delivery van stops just at their walk; a red-faced man emerges, coatless, wearing a stocking cap and coveralls.


The man comes inside the hedge, leaving the van running and the door open. “This the Eicher residence?” he shouts. “Asta Eicher?”


“This is the forest glade and luminaria factory,” Hart calls back. “It is my glade and my factory.”


“Are ye drunk, boy? Shall I ring the bell?”


“No, it’s my house.” Hart stands, brushing the sand from his jacket. “I’m Hart Eicher.”


The deliveryman produces a swathed object, stepping along the snowy walk in an odd, dancelike gait until he stands at the bottom of the steps. “Well, come here then, lad, and give these to your sister, that’s a good lad. I’ve miles to go. The devilish truck is full.”


Hart breathes in the roar of the man’s breath. He’s the one who’s drunk, and thrusts the vase into Hart’s arms. Turning, he gains the van and slams the door. The van rumbles and lurches off into the middle of the drifted street.


The flowers look to Hart like a bandaged head on a pedestal. He rips off the paper, pocketing the small sealed envelope that falls out. They’re red carnations, a slew of them, perfect for Annabel’s purposes. Charles has certainly sent them, and won’t mind if they’re delivered as part of the pageant. Hart is cheered, for he will put the flowers under the sofa and produce them at the end in a flourish.


He hears a sound then, an immense groan overhead, and a crack like a rifle shot. A tall bent pine near the house breaks before his eyes, dropping a slide of snow, throwing off clouds of spray. The tree lands soundlessly across the drifts and the front walk. One long branch reaches up onto the porch like a finger.


•   •   •


The pageant was put off, for the goose was done and cooling before the children could ready themselves, and everyone was hungry. Charles carved the bird as they passed the plates, while Asta served vegetables: the garlic mashed and brandied sweets, the peas and green beans, the oyster dressing, cranberry relish, and onion chutney, and hot giblet gravy for every plate. The children sipped punch from their cups, water from their goblets, clear cream soda from their wineglasses, drinking toasts. Grethe and Annabel cleared and rinsed the Haviland dishes while Hart was told which dessert plates to take from the good china. The Cambridge glass with the gold rims, yes, would look best with the bright tarts, while the bûche de Noël elicited sighs. No sooner had Charles sliced the chocolate, giving a meringue mushroom to each child, than he brought out the surprise: swans that were cream puff pastries, their flaky wings dusted in powdered sugar, their long regal necks and proud heads a perfect first bite. Everyone cheered. Only Annabel placed her swan before her like a prize and said she would keep it always. Her mother told her it would spoil, but she maintained she would freeze it in a block of ice and keep it in the snow.


•   •   •


Finally, all was in readiness.


Annabel insisted Charles draw the heavy drapes across the windows, for snow had ceased falling and the afternoon light had gone brighter. The candles were lit on the Christmas tree behind the players, and the luminaria arranged in front like half-circle footlights. The setting was a forest glade on the last night of the year.


Asta settled herself. Charles looked at her, raising an eyebrow as he and Annabel stood back-to-back, each holding an edge of red curtain. Presenting, a Play for Christmas, Annabel announced, as she and Charles revealed the scene. Scattered straw softened the bare floor, and the twilit space before the tree did look a bit like a glade. Hart stood in place, looking off to the right. He was barefoot and bare legged, though his cloak, white damask embroidered in metallic gold thread, hung nearly to the floor. Jingling bells sounded softly as Grethe entered from the left. She looked quite lovely in her white velvet chorister’s robe. Where had Lavinia gotten such a thing?


Annabel’s play had to do with cold and snow and a wandering pilgrim on New Year’s Eve. The angelic traveler had saved some unfortunate birds from a fox, thanks to her brave dog. Mrs. Pomeroy’s toy high chair sat midstage, heaped about with straw. Hart worked in a few tricks for Duty, who performed rather well, and Annabel intoned offstage as Grethe struck her poses. Asta followed her every movement and quiet expression; Grethe was so practiced and comfortable in Annabel’s tableaus.
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