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In memory of my mother who believed in the importance of family.




It is not enough to believe what you see.


You must also understand what you see.


—LEONARDO DA VINCI
1452–1519





PROLOGUE



People who live on the shores of an ocean or a sea know what to do when a squall comes in. Lovers of salt-whippy air and fermenting waves enjoy the kick they get from the sudden, short-lived storm.


But not Winter Peregrine, sole owner of a small island, and mother and grandmother of a family insulated by the waters of the Long Island Sound. Never has she waded out to a waiting skull, rowed till she collapsed, nor has she experienced the thrill of hooking a bluefish, a flounder, or a sea bass. Nothing she does allows the sport of the sea into her life. She prefers to observe it—and from her shut-tight windows, she has learned its secrets well. Nevertheless, in a squall, Winter would probably perish.


Unlike her daughter, Elsepath, who relishes risk. Hooking a fish is child’s play for Elsie, as she prefers to be called. She enjoys a fight for survival. Water-skiing upside down on her fingertips while ricocheting between rocks at low tide—this is another one of her passions. And squalls—one would assume Elsie thrives on them.


Her daughter, tiny Peda, however, would never hook a fish, never water-ski where crabs multiply and make their homes. To become one with her habitat and to safeguard sea life from sudden ravages—this, she sees as her mission. Particularly in a squall.


In our mind’s eye, we picture the family on the beach: the grandmother on wet sand, her forehead coated with the sweat of icy fear; way ahead of her, the daughter, looking back, knee-deep in a stony tidal pool. And behind them both, we imagine we hear humming, and the skip and splash of a little girl’s feet. The three of them together are like inharmonious survivors on a raft, fated to capsize if thrust together too long, we think. But then again . . . maybe not. For what you see, or think you see, on Peregrine Island is seldom what it seems.





Chapter 1

WINTER



In the beginning, when Peda told me that an old man named Jake lived with his dog, Scarecrow, under the pier, I didn’t believe her, because, like me, she is a storyteller and a follower of fantasies. In retrospect, I should have paid more attention to her: when she crouched low, as if she were dodging rats that hid in the shadows of the derelict jetty; when she spread her ribbon-thin arms wide to describe the radius between the boulders that formed the old man’s living space. And I should have heeded her when, giggling, she announced that Scarecrow was as sleek as Jake was dated, and that with a shine to his coat Scarecrow was a braggart of a dog who led Jake, neglected and bedraggled, around by his belt. Down on the beach of the Long Island Sound, on an island off the Connecticut side where one wouldn’t expect to see rats as big as cats living in seawalls.


But no one believed Peda, least of all me. Not about the rats, or about Jake, or about his smooth, silky dog, Scarecrow. At least, not in the beginning. At that time, even the girl’s mother, Elsie, dismissed Peda, lamenting that her daydreams were unnatural. Because after spending time with Jake, Peda would often repeat riddles she claimed had fallen from the old man’s tongue. Once, she said blithely, “There’s nothing that concentrates the mind like the prospect of death.” Naturally, I, Winter, as the girl’s grandmother, was quite concerned. Still, after keenly watching my granddaughter, who sat at my knee, I determined that she possessed a precocious imagination, is all. Or maybe I merely misinterpreted her words.


So I nodded patiently while I passed yet another afternoon resting on my chaise, and I directed my attention, instead, at the painting on the wall in front of me. A small girl like Peda couldn’t hope to compete with my fantasies—the people in the painting who were often in my dreams—or with the artist’s quiet, clear colors, muted toward the sky, where the lighted street lamp casts shadows on the cobblestone lane below, which runs adjacent to the sea. The painting’s saga, its elapsed time and gone-by place, seemed much more appealing to me than did the stories of my granddaughter.


Unperturbed, Peda would prattle on anyway, pretending that Jake and Superman were one and the same: a godlike individual with rare, miraculous powers who, with one divine swipe, could erase the hurdles that prevented us from having the warm and loving relationship for which, I learned later, she so yearned.


At the time, however, I didn’t realize the extent of my granddaughter’s sensitivity—or her loneliness. I thought only of myself. Of my own sensitivity and my own loneliness. You see, whenever I caught Peda staring at me, I tried to envisage looking at someone such as I through her eyes. Sometimes, after she chattered on about her imaginary beach friends, she would just watch me. It made me uncomfortable. I would wonder, who does she see? You understand, of course, that inside I, too, am still a girl. To this day, I glance behind me when someone yells out, “Missus, Missus,” searching for the old lady who walks behind me.


So, you see, although I wanted to help the child, at the time I simply didn’t know how. Thus, when Peda stared at me, I studied my painting that hangs over the small fireplace. Immerse myself in art, I told myself. Immerse myself in the conversation of those strollers, people who seem to move about more comfortably in their early-evening twilight than I do, people of maybe sixty or more years ago. If there is no discussion with Peda, I decided, then there is no problem. Ignore her fantasies, was my motto. Delve into my own. Eventually, she’ll have to join the real world. Look at me as a real person, the young girl behind the powdery skin and the sticky fluffed hair and the old-lady aura. And forget her raggedy man with the slick skinny black dog who chases super-rats in seawalls.
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As I recall, when our story began, it was the first day of summer. I was on my chaise, as usual, stirring from an afternoon nap, when a tinny sound slipped into my consciousness. I thought I heard, “O . . . mum, O . . . mum,” like a faint, recurring water drip. And then again, the tinny sound, leaking through the thick, beveled glass of the window. I listened, cocking my head toward the Sound.


There, playing on the beach, squatting on a sand dune, was tiny Peda, with eyes the color and consistency of honey and a forehead marred by a magnificent bruise, purple, its indent a scalding yellow. Healing, all right, but such an imprint on such a small person. Before her, she had gathered bunches of pure green seaweed, like stacked firewood ready to be lit, their necks tied by closed, stuck-together clams. Fingering the seaweed strings, she alternately held them up and waved them at me, the figure in the window, her omum, to whom she called while she picked and pierced the moist, bulbous pimples on the voluptuous seaweed. The skin, I saw, was similar to a toad’s—wet to look at but surprisingly soft, I imagined—and I believed she wanted to tell me so. Her voice, though, kept fading into the salted wind, and finally, annoyed with the futility of her calls, she leaped up from her seat on the dune. Grasping her booty in one hand, she ran to the water’s edge and threw the vibrant bunches of seaweed back to the ocean, to save them, I guessed, from the fate of their dried-up kin on the upper beach.


“Winter?” My daughter interrupted my reverie. “Winter? . . . Mother? Are you in there?”


Her presence, I remember, filled my senses like a heady perfume one can’t avoid when crammed into the close confines of, say, an elevator or a crowded subway. Potent and relentless. Life rippling from her pores, seeping into mine. Helping me to breathe, I think she believed. Unaccountably, I sank backward against my chaise. Squinting against the glare of the day—which almost obliterated my view of the jetty and the stone-strewn beach at the entrance to the harbor—I wished that I could escape her vitality.


“Clay is here,” she announced coolly, always in charge, outwardly always in control. But to my mind, after the shock of her homecoming three years earlier, after half a decade of silence and accompanied by a child of whose existence I was unaware, Elsie had taken on the aura of a warrior, impregnable and ready for battle. Spirited, too, but scared, I felt. And so closed up. Worse, she was unwilling to talk about it, at least not to me. Very different from the young, effusive Elsie, blooming and full of hope, who had returned home to her father and me the summer after her graduation from Vassar.


I watched her carefully now for a giveaway, something to betray the scene I had observed after lunch from the pantry door. Over the last year, Clay had stolen covert glances at Elsie—this I knew—but I never paid much attention. He’d make a point to slide his gaze over her bare back whenever she ran to the sea, to rip the suit from her bottom with his hot stare. In one graceful swoop, those long, rippling muscles in her legs thrusting her trunk into the waves—it was lovely to look at. But Elsie had ignored him. Maybe by confronting him in the way she did now, she expected to be done with it. I shrugged, curling into my thoughts. From the little I had seen, I thought she had manipulated him admirably. But then, of course, I didn’t see everything. He was insatiable, and for one brief moment I experienced a sharp inclination to shield my daughter from the hot wind of his penis, a burst of feeling so unexpected it quite startled me. My daughter is hardly the vulnerable child who needs my protection—anyone’s protection, for that matter. Though she exited from my womb, flatulent and flabby as it is now, she has truly become a child of steel.


“Hey, Winter,” Clay said, slipping from behind Elsie when he entered the conservatory. “I figured you’d be napping.”


I’ll just bet you did. My fingers followed him, acknowledging him, as he moved into the circle of faded afternoon light thrown from my window. When he reached me, I extended my cheek for his kiss. “Hello,” I said sweetly.


“What time are those curator fellows due?” Clay sat down, too familiarly for my taste, on the foot of my chaise, perching on its edge as if he wanted to make a quick getaway. He looked nervous, wound up, but then, this was his way. Bending down, he moved my ankle to make more room for himself. How did he know about my experts? My meeting with a curator? I raised my eyebrows at Elsie.


Disregarding me, Elsie lay down on the nubby-knit green sofa, careful to arrange her bare legs so that they covered the entirety of it. Pink on green. Though she pretended to close her eyes while Clay and I discussed the painting and the museum, I noticed that she kept one eye slightly ajar, and with it she regarded the painting, studying it closely while we talked, so much so that furrows appeared on her forehead like tracks on wet sand.


“Hadn’t you better see to little Peda?” I asked. “She woke me, you know—”


“So?”


“She could use some attention, don’t you think?”


“Why don’t you go if you’re so concerned?” Elsie didn’t budge, just rolled her eyes at Clay, who turned and stared out at the sea, shading his eyes against the glare while he made a show of searching the vista for her daughter.


I sat up and with much sighing puffed the cushions, as if to leave, but Elsie jumped up first. “Don’t bother,” she said, “O . . . mum.”


She made Peda’s name for me sound old, senile and silly. Something out of a nursery rhyme. Not cool enough for my daughter, who would rather my granddaughter call me by my first name. I had vetoed that idea immediately. I’m not her playmate, I had said when she broached the subject. Shrugging, she had walked away, leaving the youngster with me anyway.


Clay shifted in his seat and scowled at me from under his bushy eyebrows, while Elsie, in her long stride, stalked from the room. Neither of them, I decided, was worth my aggravation, and I pulled my attention back to my painting, the one the museum experts were coming to see, where it hangs in the middle of the faded cherry-paneled wall.


A misty, dreamy scene by the ocean, the Long Island Sound, near here, I supposed, on a quay off an old, cobbled road, rough waves slapping at the stone wall. People I have stared at all my life: A woman in a fitted, ankle-length skirt holds the hand of a child. A few feet away, a man in a fedora bends over the railing and gazes into the water. People who seem to belong more to my past than my own. Early evening interpreted by shades of gray and a lit brass lamppost with an ornate overhang. Even so, the colors of the half-light remain remarkably pure, for every line, every shade and curve, is delineated. Every stone, every wave—you can see that it is high tide—each grain of sand, each section of seaweed, the mother’s slight smile, the gloved hand of the man with the hat. Clear and haunting in the pale, diffuse light.


I looked out the window. It could be this evening but for their dress and the time of year. The figures are familiar to one another—even the suited gentleman in the near distance whose hand is raised in greeting, a small, curly-haired dog at his heels. I feel as if I know them all, and well. The smell of the Sound: a reek of fish mixed with brine; the damp coolness in the air; the wind that blows my hair and scrubs my cheeks. I put my hands up to my own cheeks and held them there for a moment, mesmerized by the probing black eyes of the young woman in the painting. . . .


“I never asked you,” Clay said. He pushed my foot. “Whatever possessed you to call the Getty? It looks to be such an ordinary picture.” He got up and moved to the painting, blocking my view of the figures.


“I didn’t call them,” I told him. “They called me.” I paused, trying not to look at the hairs in his neck. “It’s an honor, you know,” I said softly.


It was an honor, and some part of me longed to have others learn the grandeur and sublimity of my painting. In my heart, though, I wondered whether I had forfeited my privacy by allowing people to come here to analyze and dissect a painting I had grown to love. The thought so upset me that I had to restrain myself not to jump up, shove him out of the way, to restrict his view of the painted figures.


Whatever induced me to befriend you? I wanted to shout at his affected back, that languid pose: his hand draped nonchalantly over his jutting hip, his other hand just so, pushing aside his navy-blue blazer, resting in his jean pocket, and on top, the tiny ponytail he sometimes favored and styled with such pride, dyed, I knew, by my own hairdresser. I snickered into my teacup. For here stood my lauded landscape architect, the man responsible for replacing my Burberry bushes with windswept pines, my Kentucky bluegrass with tidewater grass, both meant to bend under the weight of salt and high winds. Here, we had first met, on my worn-out, dried-out, filled-with-crabgrass lawn, aged, just like me. The lawn that runs down to the rocky beach of the Long Island Sound. A horticulturist, an arborist, a lawn doctor, a man who came highly recommended, Clay had been there when my grounds needed tending, when I needed fixing up, too, someone to call upon when Daniel left, a tonic, someone to stroke my wounded ego.


Alas, what did Clay see in me? But I knew the answer, and I didn’t like it. I ticked off the reasons in my head, like so many points one needs to win a nomination for political office. He enjoyed associating with someone who lives in an inherited, albeit run-down, island waterfront home; he admired my style; he relished Elsie’s youth. He liked being admired, cajoled, catered to, pampered, and paid for.


“Well . . . ,” he said, with a sudden ferocity, his face still to the wall, “what time are your guests expected?”


The grainy, hoarse voice that had attracted me at one time now sounded petulant, and it annoyed me. He annoyed me. He wanted to home in on every aspect of my life; he reminded me of mistletoe, an alluring parasite that inevitably sucks the life out of its host. Hence, on this occasion I decided to stand on my own, get rid of him before my guests arrived, and hoped, for once, to stay firm in my decision.


“Dinner. They’re coming for dinner,” I snapped. “A curator and an archivist, I’m told.” He turned to look at me, arced his eyebrows. “Who just might want to borrow it for an upcoming show,” I added proudly. Although I hope not, I thought privately. To forfeit my painting, even temporarily, would be a severe blow.


We were interrupted by Elsie, followed by the elfin Peda, who blew into the sunroom from the stone-mildewed loggia—built by my great-grandfather, who, though he had never lived in Europe or even traveled abroad, had sections of Venetian palazzos copied from paintings he favored, tacking pieces onto his home as if with sticky glue, with no rationale except that he admired them: a too-long arm, a round eye to go with one that squinted, a loggia, a terrace, a stairwell, three fireplaces planted in a Victorian hodgepodge.


Peda came fast on Elsie’s heels with the purposefulness of youth, the door behind her swinging on its hinges. Galloping toward me, she whipped up the air in the room. Like so many particles of dust, cool humidity settled around her when she planted herself at my feet. I wanted to heave a sigh of relief, for this time in her wake no porcelain figurine crumbled, no patch of salt water marred the Oriental, and no sand scuff dented my satin shams, as is generally the case when she enters. While a remarkably small child for her age, she is unusually active—probably to compensate. She also has an overly active imagination.


“I’d like to stay,” Clay said, ignoring Peda’s intrusion. He faced me with his hands on his hips.


I shook my head. “There’s no room. I’m so sorry.”


He looked toward my daughter. “Elsie?” he said.


As if she could help.


Peda put her small, chapped hand over mine. “Can I come?”


“Of course,” I said. “You’re my granddaughter.”


“What am I, chopped liver?” Clay glared at me; his fists were clenched.


“You’re a good friend,” I said, “but this night’s for family, and I didn’t know you’d be here.” I was talking too fast, and my excuses sounded pitiable.


“I wasn’t invited.”


I stood up and smiled at him, role-playing. “Next time,” I said. “Okay?” And I opened my hands to him, tantamount to/no better than a vacuous and flirtatious teenager. I hated myself.


“Oh my God,” I heard Elsie say from behind me. Dragging out the “oh . . . my . . . God” as if she, too, couldn’t stand me. “Come on, Clay,” she said. “I’ll walk you out.”


She slid past me and grabbed his arm, then propelled him from the room. Clay’s fists evaporated into a wave, and, with a weak grin pasted on his face, he leaned toward Elsie. I saw him breathe deeply, taking in the scent of her hair. Elsie glanced quickly at me, then looked up at him and, attempting to cover her mouth with her palm, murmured, “We need to talk.” I frowned, straining to hear their conversation as they passed through to the foyer. They had lowered their voices, and their whispers fueled my aggravation. Their shuffling of feet, their procrastinating.


Peda took hold of my hand and swung it.


I stared down at our loose-hanging arms, and mine felt disjointed, as if it didn’t belong to me.


“Tell me again about your name,” she said in between breaths. Her long lashes batted at me, pale as wave froth beneath sand-colored bangs, which are straight and fine as spun silk.


“Not now,” I said, and gently disengaged my hand.


Her sweaty little fingers struggled to retain their hold.


She raised her voice. “Please?”


“O . . . kay,” I said, at length. “O . . . kay.” It was easier to give in to her than to argue. I leaned down and patted the pillows on my chaise, which she at once settled into delicately, belying her tomboyish reputation. Grinning at me with the satisfaction of her victory.


I sighed. “Well, I was born in the winter, right here in this house. Upstairs.” I pointed to the ceiling, and her mouth fell open, and she peered up to where I pointed. “A quiet time, it was the season my father preferred; he used to say there were no distractions then.” She looked at me quizzically, prompting me, and with my fingertips I touched her cheek. Then I edged her over so that I could sit down next to her, leaned back on a cushion, and closed my eyes. “On cold winter days he’d sit before the fire and stare at a favorite painting or a piece of porcelain or a cherished photograph. Sometimes for hours.”


“What for?”


“It was a sort of self-hypnosis. He’d travel to another place.” I sat up to glance sideways at her and said, “Not physically, of course. But in his mind.” I thought for a moment, trying to remember my father’s face, the look on it when he concentrated on the rhythm of his breathing. Peda would never comprehend the significance of it, even I had a hard time. “Certain monks, I’m told, do the same thing by meditating: concentrate so hard that they’re able to leave their bodies—fly away, escape the everyday.”


I hummed in a drone, tented my fingers as if I were praying, and then bowed, bobbing up and down, until Peda cracked up. Bobbing too, she grabbed a praying hand and laced her fingers through mine. She bent over the other, quiet for a moment, and examined the lines that run through my palm.


Embarrassed, I gave a little laugh. “Anyway,” I said, and tapped her chin, “he named me Winter when all this time-traveling occurred. In the summer my father reverted to the stodgiest of men, disciplined and stern, never too much fun.”


“I wish I had a father.” Peda leaned forward and stared at me intently. “Sometimes I pretend that Jake is my father, but he’s too old—even if he is magical—and he smells like clams. My father, if I had one, would be young and handsome and smell . . . like what, Omum?” She screwed up her nose. “What would my father smell like?” She pulled at my sleeve.


“How would I know?” I sucked in my breath. How indeed would I know? Elsie had never married, had been deliberately evasive about her child’s paternity. Maddeningly so.


I waved my head, tilting it toward the door, and averted my eyes until she got up—she knew I meant business. “I need to rest now,” I said. There was no way I’d get into that one—not an hour or so before the Crandor experts were due. Not before I climbed the stairs to dress, organize my outfit, shoes, stockings, earrings. God, it made me tired. For what purpose, all this? This struggle to keep up appearances? To blink away tiny Peda’s pretend games. To absorb Elsie’s sins, bury them under a feigned cloak of goodwill. To stifle the throes of my own mushrooming fears? My fantasies? My rapidly deteriorating sense of self-worth? Would the world’s recognition of my treasure be sufficient recompense?


But Peda refused to move; she just stood there, biting her lip, while the two of us listened to the slow tick of the Seth Thomas clock. I massaged my forehead and stared outside at the branches of my favorite willow tree, which, pushed by a surge of wind, swept the ground repeatedly. “Never mind,” I said after a minute, and started when one of the branches broke from the force of the wind. Feeling guilty, I spread my palms. “I don’t have time for a nap anyway.”


Peda looked down at me. “What’s wrong, Omum?” When I grinned weakly at her, she placed her hand on my forehead. I looked outside to where the broken willow branch scurried across the grass, closed one eye, and squinted at it when a stump caught it around its tail. In the gusts it squirmed so that it looked almost alive. “Remember when we had to evacuate?” Peda asked. She pointed at the tree, whose remaining branches hit the ground now—thump, thump—with a vengeance.


It was a hurricane I’ll never forget—we were totally unprepared, the three of us, with no evacuation plan and no shelter available to us in case of emergency. I remember I refused to act until it was almost too late, but when the rising waterline reached the house and the eroding soil uprooted the huge willow closest to the foundation, we actually feared for our lives. So, risking the fury of the winds, the rain, and the swollen tide, which threatened the outdated bridge we had to cross to reach safety, at the last minute we abandoned the island to the elements.


After landing on the mainland, safe but cut off and helpless to prevent our home from flooding, we watched—bare-faced and then through binoculars—as, piece by piece, the bridge collapsed behind us. Today I had the same feeling of impending doom that I had had the night before the storm hit. It was so strong that I shivered and waves of goose bumps crawled up my head from the stem of my neck.


When I felt a sharp draft cross my shoulders as well, I quickly raised my hand to Peda’s for a helpful pull-up. I needed to hurry, prepare for the dinner party. Because the sooner I understood the motives behind the imminent arrival of the Getty archivists, the better I’d feel. This time, I told myself, I intended to be prepared.





Chapter 2

ELSIE



At seven o’clock promptly, the doorknocker sounded. I knew this because I heard the knocker at the same time I heard the chime of the seventeenth-century gilt-edged gold clock, which sits on the attaché in the upstairs landing, the Venetian one I wanted my mother to sell to raise cash.


“Get it, will you?” I heard her shout. “You’re dressed.”


No bell for Winter. Too déclassé, she had always told my father. I proceeded slowly down the stairs. One foot in front of the other—with immaculate grace, I fantasized. I loved the way I felt when I moved. I would have liked to have been a dancer. Too gawky, too big, my mother had always told me. I heard the caterers juggling pots in the kitchen and noticed in the living room that the candles were lit and, in spite of the spring weather, a fire started. I rubbed the curved post of the banister with my thumb and pictured my mother at her dressing table, combing, rouging, powdering, and these days girdling as well, with her paints spread around her, like an actress about to walk onstage.


In the foyer, the thick oak of the front door vibrated from three prolonged knocks, so insistent this time that I grabbed the brass handle to stop it from shimmying, then fingered the smooth, heavy metal while I deliberately stalled. I leaned back after counting to sixty, tossed my hair from my eyes—annoying me with its fine, flyaway texture, all static and squeaky clean—and opened the door.


Two old men. In dark suits. One tall and stooped and thin, like Rip Van Winkle, awake but just. I laughed to myself. The other one short, stocky, sweating in the cool of the evening. But behind them, that was another story. A good-looking guy, late thirties, maybe forties; average height, well built; with dimples, dark, oiled hair, and chiseled cheekbones. A suit worth well over a thousand bucks. Too slick for me, but still, I felt my muscles tense. In my form-fitting slacks, I have the figure, I think. I perked up. Not so dull an evening after all. I stood aside to let them in.


“We got a phone call,” the older, sleepy one said as he crossed the threshold.


The other two crowded behind him, the small, sweaty one peering around his friend’s shoulder into the foyer. In the bright light, his face assumed the consistency of soft yellow pudding.


“You’re with the Getty?”


“Not quite.” The good-looking guy gave me the once-over. Not as friendly as I had hoped. “They sent us, yes. But I’m not affiliated. Never met them before an hour ago.” He gave the two men a sidelong glance and sniffed, moving away from them as if to disallow any connection.


“Who are you, then?” I stepped backward, stopping them with my right hand. “Two guests from the Getty for dinner, my mother told me. If not you,” I repeated, “who, then?” I tapped my foot.


The good-looking guy put his hand on my arm, and I shucked it off.


“Winter said you flew in from California?”


The older men stared at each other. In unison, they shook their heads. “No, we took the train,” said the shorter, nervous man. “Him . . . ?” He threw his thumb at the younger man. “Before today, we’ve never laid eyes on him.”


“Who’s Winter?” The younger man had moved into the center of the stone floor and before the Florentine mirror was rearranging his tie. He looked at me in the mirror. I stood behind him, wondering how I could throw him out. Thinking that my mother had done it again. One of her crazy schemes. She didn’t even know these people.


Once before, Winter had invited a radio announcer, his assistant, and the weatherman from a radio talk show. Hadn’t they just shown up, too? For lunch, and what a farce that had been. The weatherman, his fat roll covered over by a T-shirt he had picked up at Disney World. Winter had handed him a jacket, which, when he struggled into it, fired eagle-stamped brass buttons onto the cherry dining table like bullets. They exploded with pops, I remember, and they scratched the table’s smooth surface, defacing it with faint skid marks that to this day we can’t erase. And the other guy with him, Jesus, what a loser. Short of breath, short of teeth, but high on words like motherfucker, which Winter had either ignored or bitched about behind closed palms and clenched teeth. To escape, I had finally excused myself. Winter later explained to me that she had wanted only to educate herself, learn about the subjects they discussed on the radio. I didn’t blame my father for getting the hell out. My mother was a kook. Who would ever have thought we were related?


“My mother—your hostess,” I replied, and then, watching the young guy closely, said, “Why are you here if you don’t know who she is?”


The man held out one navy-blue-worsted, well-clad arm, his hand open, fingers spread, begging me to take hold. Accept me, he meant. Shake my hand. I obliged, because his gray eyes flecked with red specks were hypnotic. With them he held on to my own—as if the red specks were darts of light, lasers that had attached themselves to my brain. I was reminded of Peda’s Jake, the Superman of the waves, and wondered if he indeed resembled this Mr. Slick of the Getty.


“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. A hint of a Southern accent. Slurred vowels. A deliberately slow, low tone that I had to strain to hear.


I wanted him to continue speaking and concentrated, mentally willing his darts, his laser look, back to him. I forced myself to drop my gaze, but I took his hand. He held it gently, not moving, as if he were cradling something of great value, something delicate and rare. I snatched it away then, as if I had been burnt.


“I’m Hamlet Crandor, grandson to the painter, Simon Crandor.” He was sure of himself. Pleased by his announcement. His face was fixed on mine, waiting for my astonishment. When there was none, he said again, “Hamlet Crandor. Startled you, did I? You can call me Ham; everyone else does.”


I nodded, thinking that he had the most beautiful lips I’d ever seen on a man, as full and as contoured as a Greek statue’s. I turned to face the other two. The old men, waiting, waiting. I thought that the younger, stockier one smelled like days-old garbage and cringed when I shook his hand.


“Barry Zinger, expert on the artist, I’m afraid,” he admitted, with a slight apologetic grin. “The only one, I’m afraid. So I get a call. Thought I’d know what to look for, if you know what I’m saying.”


I smiled slightly.


And then Rip Van Winkle, the one with the worn-out hat, the drooping eyes, and that bent-over stoop. With a shock, I realized that the poor man couldn’t straighten up. He stared at the young Mr. Slick with distrust. “Simon’s grandson was invited? What for? I know about Crandor. Who needs him?” He snorted. “Hell, for a while we even shared the same woman.” When Hamlet stiffened, the old man waved his hand at him and inclined his head toward the small, sweating man beside him. “Didn’t pay much attention to his art, though,” he went on. “Zinger here took care of the business angle.” Still bending, he swung toward me. “Miss Peregrine, I take it?”


“Call me Elsie,” I said. “Miz Peregrine is what people call my mother.”


I didn’t feel like being polite. It was Winter’s place to deal with these people, not mine. She should have been here to greet them, instead of anchoring herself to her dressing table like some sort of femme fatale.


I shrugged and, enjoying myself, said, “Maybe Miz Peregrine can shed some light on the mystery.” Though I sincerely doubted it.


I led them into the living room, where, from the corner next to the bar cart, I said abruptly, “Sit down” and yanked hard on an old needlepoint bell pull, hoping that it still worked. Puffs of dust motes immediately filled up the light halos under two lamps next to where I stood. I fingered the fabric of the bell pull, afraid that the needlepoint would disintegrate, and felt my cheeks flush, after which I sent up a silent plea for Winter to come down. After all, she was the one obsessed by the painting.


But why, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out. Value? Maybe. But the painting was no Sargent or Monet. On the other hand, these people had Getty connections. Obviously, there had to be others besides my mother who were attracted to the picture hanging in the conservatory. I wondered why her visitors hadn’t mentioned it yet.


As if a mind reader, the bent old man asked, “Would it be possible to see the masterpiece while we wait?” He stood up and looked down at me where I had settled on the ottoman, and for just a second, his drooping eyes appeared sinister to me.


“You said you weren’t interested in your friend’s artwork. . . .” I was such a smart-ass.


He turned away then so I couldn’t look at him, but his labored breathing told me that he had sat down again and was rearranging his rusted joints on the wing chair. When I finally glanced his way, he was staring out the window, and briefly, I felt a stab of remorse, because his hands, I saw, were frail and twig-like: mottled and twisted together in his lap.


“I thought it would give us something to do while we wait for your mother,” he said.


I looked through the door, hoping to hear her footsteps, and thought back to the fourth grade, the hostility of my teacher when he realized I wouldn’t obey his rules. How my mother had hated me, hated the phone calls from him. “Who are you?” my picture-perfect mother had once said to me, when to protest Mr. Mofey’s injustice I had refused to go to school—because for one whole morning Mr. Mofey had locked a kid in the supply room to punish him for stealing an eraser. To study alone, he had told him. “Why can’t you listen to your betters?” Winter had demanded when I went on strike. And then dragged me to Mr. Mofey’s office to apologize, to spend two whole mornings in the supply room in place of the boy, with no key and no way out—or so I thought when I was a kid. And Winter had been supportive of the old bastard. Betters? What made Mr. Mofey better than me?


When I considered how I had retaliated, I didn’t even have a guilty conscience. I had hit my mother. Slapped her full in the face, so hard that a flaming red streak—my handprint—had settled on her cheek for a good two days, and she had had to wear sunglasses and extra makeup.


Did I love Winter? I wanted to . . . but I wondered whether I knew the meaning of the word. I was fond of her at isolated moments, I suppose, but I certainly had no respect for her. Returning to live at home had been a matter of convenience. No rent and someone to look after the kid while I was out selling yachts, sailboats, and Whalers to mainland yuppies. I could even make my own hours.


I pressed my forehead between the tips of my fingers. I hoped Winter’s ways wouldn’t rub off on Peda. I thought not—Peda was too locked away in her own fantasy world. But then, come to think of it, so was Winter, staring up at that painting like she did, for stretches at a time.


“Good evening,” my mother said, when at last she entered. Her hand was extended in greeting: the benevolent dictator, sweetness through and through.


After introductions were made and drinks poured, I managed to take Winter aside. In a hushed voice I whispered to her, voicing my skepticism about her guests, giving her a quick rundown on each of them. I felt pleased with myself, her knight in shining armor, as I provided descriptions, replete with adjectives, of her visitors—the self-proclaimed experts on the artist: Mr. Good-Looking Grandson, Zinger, and Droopy Horatio Guardi. Blinking madly as she listened to me, she furtively cast looks at them where they were ensconced around the coffee table in front of the shelves of Limoges figurines. At length, she plucked at my arm and insisted that we join them.


Because of her perfect manners, we made small talk for at least half an hour. I know because I timed it, glancing at my watch at five-minute intervals. She asked about their trip, their health, complimented their graciousness in visiting her, inquired how long they were staying. Their answers strained to reach two syllables, so you can imagine how many conversational chasms she had to negotiate.


Finally, the younger man said, “Aren’t we here to discuss the painting? To see it?” Like I was, I guess he was fed up with the formalities.


“My grandfather painted well but rarely,” he continued. “As far as I know, most of his important pieces are in the hands of the Selfe and the Kobein families, the rest spread between the Met, the Whitney, and one or two lesser museums.” He paused and caught my eye. I looked away, embarrassed by his attention, by his lips.


“No others that I’m aware of, except for one or two images my father swore he remembered seeing, even dreaming about”—he laughed—“when he was a child. And I have only one of his works, and a minor one at that. So where does this one fit in?”


“That’s precisely why we’re here,” said Barry Zinger. “To find out where it fits in.” His eyes, shining behind his glasses, darted around the room. He waved his drink and stopped his hand before his droopy-eyed colleague.


The man nodded. “All of Crandor’s paintings have been cataloged,” he agreed. “There are no other pieces.”


Though he sounded definitive, I heard an element of doubt in his voice. “You told us before that you knew nothing about his work,” I reminded him. I stared at the slack mouth, which quivered under my gaze, and sat up straight, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.


“I know nothing about the style,” he said, “the paints he used, the subjects he painted, but I know who owns his work. I make it my business to know.”


“Didn’t you say that Mr. Zinger handled the business side?”


Droopy looked confused, and Winter came to his rescue. “Elsie, how rude,” she said. “Of course this nice gentleman knows about the paintings. He was the artist’s best friend. You told me so yourself.”


She must have been in seventh heaven after hearing that her guest was best friend to the artist. I gave her a withering glance and set my attention on the other one, the sweating, short man, whom, when he walked in, belly jiggling, I had pegged as the real expert anyway.


“If indeed he was the artist,” said the small man, emboldened by his lovely hostess’s approval. “None ever left Simon’s possession, not without my knowledge. So I’d bet that this painting you own is a copy.” He caught Horatio Guardi’s eye. “Don’t you agree?” The old guy returned his look impassively. “Right?” Zinger persisted.


Jeez, that sleepy old man was a cold fish, no two ways about it.


Winter looked at Zinger and wrung her cocktail napkin. Her left lid had developed a nervous tic, and she had forgotten to pass the salmon canapés, had just left the tray on the table, the fish congealing in oil and soggy toast. “How will you prove it?” she said. “How can you prove it?”


Louder, I wanted to yell. Her voice was always so soft, so patrician.


Zinger couldn’t stand it. “May I have one?” He pushed his meaty hand in front of her and reached for an hors d’oeuvre with hairy pink fingers.


I had heard that gorilla hands were gourmet delicacies in the Kenya marketplaces and pictured his hand for sale next to the apes’.


“How thoughtless of me,” Winter said in a tiny voice.


“Maybe we’re wrong,” said Zinger, swallowing. “It’s better to say nothing until we’ve seen it.”


Fearing that the dinner would be a repeat of Winter’s radio-lunch disaster, I longed to skip out on these people. Except that I found myself glaring at the greedy little man and forced myself to stay put, at least for a while.


“So let’s go take a look,” said Mr. Good-Looking Grandson. He got up, and the other two rose as if on cue, as if he had raised his hand for the benediction.


Zinger bent over and grabbed two more canapés, shoveling the first one into his mouth before he straightened.


Though Hamlet had never been in the house before, he led the older men to the conservatory—passing me by as if I were an annoyance or, worse, something insensate and therefore unseen—where the three of them grouped around the painting and examined it. Yet none of them, I noticed from the doorway, seemed very surprised by what they saw.


Which disturbed me. A jab of an elbow, a nod of acknowledgment, anything would have been better than their deliberate lack of communication, which in the prolonged silence seemed fishy to me. And, also for me, blasé as I was back then, unexpected—and strangely unsettling.





Chapter 3

WINTER



As the hostess, I stayed behind to add a table setting and quickly reshuffled my good family silverware, worn thin in spots, I discovered, as I picked up a teaspoon. Feeling faint, I then moved the Lalique goblets and the gold-rimmed Tiffany plates. I felt clammy, and on my upper lip and my forehead cropped up bumps of cold perspiration, which I blotted with the back of my hand. An invasion, that’s what this was—an invasion of privacy. And to think that I was using my best china for these people. I had meticulously glued many of the chipped pieces myself, so I was proud of the job, and I had a fond feeling for the old pattern.
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