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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR RHAPSODY


“We all know Gershwin, but how many know he was ‘the man behind the woman,’ the conflicted, extraordinary Katharine ‘Kay’ Swift? Mitchell James Kaplan illuminates her in Rhapsody, bringing his impressive knowledge of history, composition, and the heart’s whims to bear on this shining rendition of Swift and Gershwin’s star-crossed love.”

—Therese Anne Fowler, New York Times bestselling author of Z and A Good Neighborhood

“Mitchell James Kaplan pens a lilting, jazzy ballad as catchy as a Gershwin tune, bringing to vibrant life the complicated relationship between classically trained composer Kay Swift and freewheeling star George Gershwin. Their musical bond is as powerful as their passion, and jazz-soaked, gin-drenched Broadway is their playground through the tumultuous years of the Great War and Prohibition. Rhapsody will have you humming, toe-tapping, and singing along with every turn of the page.”

—Kate Quinn, New York Times bestselling author of The Alice Network and The Huntress

“In Rhapsody, Mitchell James Kaplan brings to lyrical life the romance between Kay Swift and George Gershwin. A gifted musician in her own right, Kay was no mere accompanist to Gershwin’s genius; she was a true partner, unfortunately little remembered today. Kaplan’s vivid prose and empathetic characterization shines a spotlight on this remarkable woman who contributed so much to American music.”

—Melanie Benjamin, New York Times bestselling author of The Swans of Fifth Avenue and Mistress of the Ritz

“Mitchell James Kaplan’s Rhapsody shines a blazing light on the celebrated George Gershwin, uncovering the man behind the legend through the story of the woman he loved, Kay Swift, a brilliant musician caught in the swiftly moving mores of New York’s Jazz Age. Rich with history and packed with intricate detail, Rhapsody soars.”

—Randy Susan Meyers, bestselling author of The Widow of Wall Street and Waisted

“A luminous journey through the jazz age in fast-paced New York City, Rhapsody details the love affair between Kay Swift, composer and restless society wife, and the brilliant but elusive George Gershwin. Kay first heard him playing his ‘Rhapsody in Blue,’ but she was married to a wealthy man and Gershwin could be faithful only to his own genius. Still, they gave fire to each other’s music until nothing could stop his meteoric success, or their passionate love for each other, but time. I was utterly swept away.”

—Stephanie Cowell, American Book Award–winning author of Claude and Camille and The Physician of London
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In memory of my father

and for Annie





JULY 11, 1937, 7:43 A.M.

So dreadfully wet outside. Water spraying down like Morton’s salt in the Ladies’ Home Journal advertisement. The one with the little girl who clutches an umbrella three sizes too big. When it rains, it pours.

The office Kay shares with Al Stillman: a dolphin-gray cell, sensible and efficient. None of the art deco flourishes that have brought fame to the RCA Building’s lobby thirty-four stories below. Who needs all that ornamentation anyhow, way up here?

Way up here, where the music blooms. She smiles nostalgically, glancing around in appraisal of the moment.

The black file cabinet; Al’s oak desk with its three-footed swivel chair; his Royal typewriter. A few half-typed pages, fragments of someday songs, legs and heads awaiting torsos, faces, and minds. An unfinished letter to Al’s cousin in Frankfurt urging her and the kinder to get out, to come to America. “It is time, Ester.”

It is time. It is 1937. It is summer. A long, soggy summer of waiting.

The clock high on the wall, its red second hand slowly turning. The ebony Bechstein upright piano below. The magazine on the piano, Popular Songs, open to the two-page spread that features a photograph of Kay in a plastered bob. “She Is the Envy of Songwriters Everywhere.”

Tin Pan Alley puffery. What good, really? A momentary thrill. A burst of fireworks and then the black nighttime sky. A lingering residue of smoke.

The office mirrored in the rain-streaked windows, where she stands in a black sheath and heels. Her face reflected in the glass, less fresh than in the Popular Songs photograph. Her dark eyes gazing at the sea of umbrellas thirty-four stories below.

Thirty-four stories. Not sixty-six but also not one, three, or ten. In New York City height is eminence, which correlates with the number of people who pretend to be one’s friends and the larger number who claim to be their friends. Circles around circles all the way to the island’s jagged periphery.

The figures cowering under the umbrellas: men, almost all. Their cuffed slacks and black oxfords briefly visible beyond the edges of their umbrellas as they step forward, then retreating again. Working people. Each one, a story. A man starts here and wends his way there. Another begins over there and darts off somewhere else. A life. A burst of activity and then—poof. A trace of scent, perhaps—cologne, sweat, garlic.

Men shuffling resigned and courageous to their offices, others hurrying ambitiously into buildings, riding elevators up and down. Hundreds, thousands, millions of individual trajectories: melodic lines. Harmony. Dissonance. Counterpoint. Zigzag rhythms against the unheard ticking of the universal metronome.

But there, in their midst, slipping through and between them: a little girl! A child in a lavender raincoat with a matching broad-rimmed hat. What is she running from?

Kay wipes steam from the glass and peers. Couldn’t be. Same stride… similar raincoat and hat… Just a girl.

Her youngest daughter, Kathleeen, is in Washington, D.C. So are Kathleen’s two older sisters, April and Andrea. They boarded that train more than two years ago. White-gloved, in pearls, Kay waved and blew a kiss from the platform. She never learned whether they saw that kiss.

Kay shakes away the vision. She is sapped, having worked all night. The Roxyettes will have their boogie-woogie leg-kicker. It is time to go home.

But in this deluge Kay hesitates. She takes her trench coat and clutch, steps into the hall, and locks the door. The elevator dings and whooshes her down thirty-two floors.

She strolls through a carpeted corridor to the projection booth, a closet teeming with metal canisters and sprocketed strips of plastic that magically combine with light to conjure tall, elegant men and women who are always in possession of the mot juste, the precise witty rejoinder that the occasion calls for, and the right moves. The projectionist beams, a young buck two years out of college, round black glasses, slicked black hair. “I got it, Miss Swift!” He brandishes a film can. “Just for you they flew it out. Now a good time?”

Crayoned on the can: Shall We Dance, Reel One. Kay smiles.

Shall We Dance opened two months ago and closed after a brief run. She delayed seeing it, pretending to be too busy. After all, George was too busy for her, was he not? But she fooled no one, least of all herself.

Then, last night, her phone rang. It was George. What he told her changed everything.

She is frazzled and spent, but it is raining. Better to remain indoors, in the glow of the movie screen, in the afterglow of that conversation. “Now’s a wonderful time,” she tells Marvin.

He glances at the clock. “We got two hours exactly, more or less.”



The International Music Hall: its hollow immensity, its six thousand seats, its four-thousand-pipe Wurlitzer. Desolate and dim, the ultimate monument of music-hall impresario Samuel Rothapfel, and his sepulcher. Poor Sam, with his soaring ambition and his weak heart.

No windows. No street sounds. Rain? What rain? To stroll down the right-hand aisle under these gold-and-aluminum-leafed telescoping ribs, which taper to a focus at the one-hundred-foot-wide stage, is to relive Jonah’s adventure in the belly of Leviathan, swallowed by the sea and a world away from everything.

Leviathan, the Moby Dick of Israelite antiquity…

Years ago Kay taught herself to remember dreams. Now a fragment drifts into her mind. She is standing in a crowd before the gangway of an ocean cruiser. The sign, indicating its destination, reads “Nineveh,” where she is to perform. Not on the piano. She is to sing. Her dreaming mind conflates the word cruiser with the name of the famous tenor, Caruso. A poster on a building across the street showcases her face, under his name. She does not belong there, a woman in a man’s poster. She is no Caruso and so, instead of excited anticipation, she feels dread. Her voice is weak and of all the places in the world, Nineveh is the one she most fears visiting. The gates open. Passengers flood aboard the SS Leviathan and the next thing she knows she is descending a metal staircase alone, into its bowels.

Another memory, this one all too real: Zilboorg, the psychoanalyst who interpreted her dream of the SS Leviathan. His glasses askew on his nose. His tweed jacket falling off one shoulder. She wishes she could erase this image. Undo its existence. But she has no choice. The memory-Zilboorg speaks to her: “Nineveh. Does that evoke nothing for you?”

The memory-Kay shakes her head.

“Nineveh is where God sent Jonah, to prophecy to its citizens. But he refused, and ended up in the belly of Leviathan.”

She nods, recalling the story of Jonah that her pious Grandma Gertie used to tell her at bedtime.

“Leviathan,” repeats Zilboorg. “The out-of-control sea monster. The id, swimming in the ocean of the unconscious mind. And Jonah, the ordinary man—or in your case, woman—who runs away from her prophetic powers. Her inspiration, her passion, her aggressive urges, dare I say her repressed sexual urges. The woman whose voice is weak. But in the end that irrational monster gets the better of her, doesn’t it. It swallows her whole. You see, we’re all helpless against Leviathan.”

Zilboorg. Brilliant, of course. But she longs to forget. To forget his tweed jacket. To forget his glasses. To forget his brown Ukrainian gaze. The tendrils of the past shoot up through the soil of the present. They wrap around your consciousness and tug it down, down into the earth.

She takes a seat in the sixth row of this leviathan, the International Music Hall. Up front and center, the way she has lived her life—perhaps for better, arguably for worse. The lights dim. Marvin switches on the dream machine. And with a sigh of relief Kay feels her dark mood seep away as George Gershwin’s unmistakable overture spills into the theater.

Shall We Dance is precisely what she expected, a lighthearted, crossed-stars romp, hardly worthy of his talent. But then, George, like Louis Armstrong, like Scott Fitzgerald, has always refused to think that way. “Why only fluffy entertainment, or only serious art? Can’t a great chef grill a hamburger now and then?”

The leading man dances out of the shadows: Fred Astaire, a plain, reedy, middle-aged fellow, neither an exceptional singer nor a gifted actor. His loopy smile and aw-shucks eyes call to mind a down-on-his-heels encyclopedia salesman. But Fred is as nimble and weightless as a kitten. Kay knows him, not terribly well but well enough that she sees not only the screen icon, bigger than life, careless and self-assured, but also, lurking behind that image, plain old Fred, George’s dear friend since they were scruffy kids with dreams as wide as a Nebraska cornfield.

Which is where Ginger skips in, the corn-fed Midwestern blonde, the embodiment of a concept of America, the audience whose adulation both George and Fred crave. Together Fred and Ginger float and spin, twin feathers in a breeze. They twist, dip, and fly across the screen, acrobats illustrating George’s music with their feet and arms.

Fred plays Peter, who has achieved fame under the pseudonym Petrov, a Russian ballet dancer. Peter has two problems: he secretly yearns to tap dance to American jazz and he is infatuated with Linda, the New York showgirl played by Ginger Rogers. Linda oozes contempt for Peter but worships his alter ego Petrov. Familiar thematic territory for the man who composed An American in Paris and Show Girl: European loftiness, secretly craving American authenticity; the New World party girl worshipping at the altar of Old World sophistication.

Despite the pat story line, tears pool in Kay Swift’s eyes when Fred croons to Ginger that he will never forget her, the way she wears her hat, the way she sings off-key. And again when, in the finale, he sings the title song to a troupe of Ginger Rogers look-alikes, from which the real Ginger emerges like Aphrodite from the sea. As Fred and Ginger sashay, swirl, and reel with romance, an invisible hand reaches into Kay’s gut, or is it her heart, and gives it a squeeze.

Invisible but not unfamiliar. Through these characters, this music, these songs, a lanky man with dark hair and a disarming nonchalance speaks to her. To her alone, soliloquizing on his past and present, his longings and misgivings. The same man who phoned her last night, changing everything.

Again she feels her mood slipping. A dissolve-to-darkness answers the opening fade-in. What is this knot in her gut? As if someone punched her. Something is wrong. Somewhere. It’s about him. It’s about George. She rises and stumbles to the street for air.



She spots a black DeSoto taxi, the new model, the Airflow, with its oversized, swept-back grill that guzzles rain and air the way a largemouth bass gulps water. She waves and the cab lumbers to the curb. Its portly driver splashes over. Water dripping from his cap, he tugs on the chrome passenger door handle and holds an umbrella for her as the long door swings rearward. Kay places one high-heeled foot onto the running board and ducks into the velveted passenger compartment. The door clunks closed. She leans forward, slides open the window to speak to the back of the driver’s head, and mumbles an address.

“Yes, ma’am,” and the car rumbles off, water spraying from its tires.

Still she struggles to breathe. Something is wrong, awfully wrong. She sinks into the bench and closes her eyes.



George flew to Los Angeles following the box-office failure of his magnum opus, Porgy and Bess. Kay urged him not to go. New York City was home. He owned the city but by the same token, it owned him. George knew this. He did not like it.

He clasped her hands: “It’ll be swell, Kay. Fred’s kicking up a storm out there. Someone needs to save him from himself. Ginger’s begging me. It’s been too darn long.”

Seven years ago he had plucked Ginger Rogers out of a chorus line and anonymity for Girl Crazy. One leg-and-arm-flinging, give-me-my-break moment, supported by musicians Benny Goodman, Gene Krupa, Glenn Miller, and Jimmy Dorsey in the pit, transformed Ginger into a star. And then, in a New York second, she abandoned Broadway and Gershwin for Hollywood. Now, desperate for the unforgettable dance numbers only he could pen, Ginger was yodeling and waving to him from the Pacific coast. And George’s ears were pricking up.

As he looked into Kay’s cloudy eyes his face softened. His smile fell away. “I’m goofy for you, kid. You know that.”

She let her cigarette fall and smashed it with her toe. “Then why the hell are you flying off, George?”

He waved as if greeting someone in the sky. “This isn’t a pair of wings, Kay. This is a tin can rolling down the road.”

But it was a pair of wings.

He touched her cheek. “Besides, you deserve a break.”

“Whatever you say, George,” she said bitterly. “You’re the genius.”



Now, from her handbag in the back seat of the DeSoto, Kay fetches her monogrammed ivory and silver cigarette holder, a gift from George. She lights a Marlboro, cranks her window down a slit, and sighs. Rain mists her face as she smokes.

She knew even then that what George longed for he would not find in Los Angeles: his boyhood, the sense that his future lay before him, escape not just from New York but from a variety of entanglements. From Kay herself. How did it come to this?

Somewhere a horn honks—once, thrice—a slightly underpitched A-flat. Below it, like a supporting bass line, the rumble of tires against asphalt, an occasional shout.

“Watch it, buster!”

“Extra! Extra!”

She looks. A newspaper boy on the corner. A crowd has gathered around him. They reach excitedly for the information he is peddling. What has happened?

Another horn, lower, F-sharp. She cannot help identifying the tones. She was born that way. She smiles, remembering the rubber-bulb taxi horns George brought back from Paris. He sat at the piano in his Riverside Drive apartment playing his new composition and shouting “Now!” when she was to toot one or the other. A bold touch, evoking the bustle and chaos of the French capital through off-key honks. His was not the Paris of Puccini-esque garrets and Monet’s soft-hued Gare St.-Lazare but the urban jungle of towering ironworks and exuberant primitivism.

In the distance, the rising howl of a siren, calling to mind another of his sonic gags, the klezmer-style clarinet wail at the beginning of his earlier Rhapsody. And in that lament, so much humor, so much melody, so much pain.
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CHAPTER ONE


THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER. WINTER 1924

The Aeolian Hall on the third floor of 29-33 West Forty-Second Street: a spacious room with a broad stage and fan-shaped lamps that supported the side balconies. Kay, or Katharine as she was then known, thought of it as the home of the New York Philharmonic, but Paul Whiteman, the P. T. Barnum of New York’s music scene, promised a different experience.

Whiteman was a big man in every way, with a basso cantante growl that he modulated as if riffing in the low range of a flügelhorn. He had telephoned her to insist that if there was one concert she and Jimmy could not avoid this year, it would be this one. “An experiment in modern music,” he drawled. “New sounds. New rhythms.”

“New pieces?” asked Katharine, sucking on a cigarette. “Or old pieces, newly arranged?” The former might interest her. The latter might upset her. Some modern arrangers, imagining themselves superior to composers, disregarded their intentions.

“Entirely new pieces, Katharine,” Whiteman assured her. “We open with a series of short works, sassy and moody and sweet to establish the mood. And then a big, spacious, exuberant piano concerto. The heart of the thing. George Gershwin.”

“Gershwin? The songwriter?” How could a songwriter compose a piano concerto? The idea seemed ludicrous.

“Yes, that Gershwin,” said Whiteman. “But no, not that vocation. We are not talking about a mere song, my dear Katharine. We’re talking about Brahmsian lyricism, Joplinesque ragtime, rip-roaring Souza band music, all stewed together in one luscious gumbo.”

Really? And just what does George Gershwin know about orchestration? Or counterpoint? The study of music, its intricate machinery, had been the focus of Katharine’s youth. Of her entire life. If a song was a hot-air balloon, a piano concerto was a locomotive. Ask a balloon maker to build a train engine, he will not have a clue.

Whiteman, meanwhile, was charging ahead. “What we are talking about, Katharine, is jazz. Clarinet smears, muted trumpets, blue notes, misplaced rhythmic accents, rubbing up against modern chords and Gershwin’s dizzying melodies. You of all people will appreciate this, with your perfect ears. Oh, and did I mention? Jascha will be there. And Sergei. And Igor. The warmth and good spirits of a family reunion. But even with these dear friends in attendance, what pleasure would there be without you and Jimmy? Where the gaiety, the wit, the sheer delight?”

“Oh, dry up, Paul,” Katharine chuckled.

That was how he did it, though. Paul Whiteman thrust people together the way he hammered sounds together, with a brashness that bordered on boorishness, delivered with a wink and a smirk. Heifetz, Rachmaninoff, Stravinsky—anything but a family. More like a zoo. The carnivore division. How could anyone herd a grizzly bear, a Siberian tiger, a Eurasian wolf, and a Tyrannosaurus rex into one cage? Together with a few feral cats and a brood of starving rodents. Somehow, though, Whiteman got away with it.

“I’ll have to check with Jimmy,” said Katharine. But she knew they would go, if only for the illustrious company. They always did.



The trouble began before it actually started. Or vice versa. It commenced with the preparations. She and Jimmy were running late. Her strap pumps were too tight. One of the hidden buttons at the side of her silk column gown flew across the room and burrowed into the rug. Olga, her chief domestic, squinted and fumbled as she tried to align the clasps of Katharine’s jet and crystal choker. Together they dug through hatboxes searching for her matching cloche. “You must have misplaced it,” Katharine snapped. But then regretted her tone. Olga deserved better. She was one in a million.

“Here we are, madam.” Like a magician Olga extracted the hat from a silver box. “And here is your velvet wrap.”

“Oh, what would I do without you?” Katharine pulled the hat low as Olga draped the cloak over her shoulders.

Wearing a bespoke worsted wool suit that he had picked up on Savile Row four months earlier, reclining into the back seat of their chauffeured car, Jimmy opened the window a slit. “What’s on the program?”

“Music.” Katharine dabbed her lipstick with a handkerchief. “Music that Paul Whiteman thinks terribly innovative and exciting.”

“Well that narrows it, doesn’t it,” said Jimmy.

“New music,” said Katharine, “brassy and lively, according to Paul. And finishing with a piano concerto that doubles as a New Orleans gumbo.” She replaced her lipstick in her clutch and stretched her legs. “George Gershwin.”

Jimmy frowned. “La La Lucille?”

“La La someone or other,” said Katharine. “As if I followed these things.” Which was misleading. She had seen the posters, if not the shows.

The theater doors were swinging shut when their driver released them. Jimmy escorted Katharine to their third-row places like a window dresser wheeling a mannequin. Katharine removed his hand from the small of her back and smiled as she waved to Jascha Heifetz’s sister, Pauline.

They took their seats two rows behind Igor Stravinsky. Such a large head for a man who stood five-three in elevator shoes. Thank heavens, though, it was Igor and not Sergei. Rachmaninoff was taller, with a fuller head of hair than his rhythmically and harmonically more adventurous compatriot. Katharine opened the program.


George Gershwin has written a “Rhapsody in Blue,” which he has consented to play accompanied by the orchestra. Delicacy, even dreaminess, is a quality he alone brings into Jazz music. His sense of variation in rhythms, of shifting accents, of emphases and color, is faultless.



Consented to play. She sniggered at Whiteman’s too-clever wording. She had never met George Gershwin; indeed, never set eyes on him. But one thing she knew even then: the fellow did not shy from the spotlight. During the last few years she had seen his name clambering higher and higher on broadsheets for George White’s Scandals, the long-running series of musical revues on Broadway.

Katharine did not care for popular music. She found it predictable and trite, boring really. She was certain Igor, Jascha, and the rest of Whiteman’s validators shared her feeling. By inviting so many serious musicians, financiers, and politicians—no, not inviting them, corralling them—Whiteman was pegging expectations skyscraper high. But what fresh notions could show-biz hacks like Irving Berlin and George Gershwin possibly plant in the febrile mind that had birthed The Rite of Spring? And to lecture about “dreaminess, shifting accents, emphases, and color” with Sergei Rachmaninoff sitting in the front row—now that was what one of Jimmy’s relatives might call chutzpah.

She closed her program as the audience lights dimmed and Whiteman waddled out to polite applause. She liked that word, chutzpah, probably because her husband loathed it, along with every other grimy expression his people had hauled through Ellis Island in their battered cardboard suitcases. (My people? Perhaps, Jimmy would grudgingly admit. But not my immediate kin. Not any Warburg or Loeb. Our suitcases were crafted of Florentine leather, and we did not carry them. Our servants did. Except that he would never actually utter such words. He would transmit them with a glance and a raised eyebrow.)

The concert began, essentially a series of popular songs without voice, scored for wind ensemble. Saxophones, clarinets, and trombones delivering squiggly marginalia to melodies by and large carried by the other horns. Dixieland spread its messy tentacles everywhere in banjo twangs, whistling, oompah-oompah tuba bass lines, and grandstanding solos, all delivered in strict four time and diatonic scales. How could anyone express anything new and original, as Whiteman had promised, with such a paltry musical vocabulary?

It was celebratory music, entertaining, at times vaudevillian. She did, indeed, hear evocations of New Orleans brothels although she had never set foot anywhere near such an establishment. And of course, it went without saying, there was not a Negro in the house.

At intermission Katharine sipped a sarsaparilla, lemon, and cream soda; James clutched a tumbler of dry ginger fizz. Pauline Heifetz, in a knee-length print dress, sucked a pink beverage through a paper straw. Around them other guests chattered about mundane trifles, but no one mentioned their collective ennui or its cause, Whiteman’s overhyped dud. Katharine enquired whether Pauline and her brother were free to join a group of mutual friends for dinner next Tuesday. “Century Magazine picked up one of Jimmy’s poems.” She slung her arm through Jimmy’s. “It’s so terribly exciting, we have to celebrate.”

“Well done, Jimmy,” said Pauline. “But I’m afraid Jascha and I will be traveling next week.”

“Where?” asked Katharine.

“Oh, only everywhere east of New York.” Pauline sipped. “Everywhere that matters, that is. London, Paris, Rome, Berlin.”

“Nice,” said Jimmy in a tone that sounded, to Katharine’s ears, more than a little patronizing.

“Jascha’s touring,” said Pauline. “Me, I’ll be shopping. Shopping and drinking. Il vino’s still legal over there, you know.”

“You must try a Biondi-Santi Brunello di Montalcino.” Jimmy smiled at a memory. “Exquisite.”

“Not everyone’s a banker,” said Pauline. “We’ll settle for ordinary Frascati.”

“Just you wait ’til they hear what Jascha does with Bach’s D Minor Partita,” said Katharine. “He’ll be a smash. You’ll be stuffing your trunk with Brunellos.”

“Brunellos and shoes,” said Pauline.

“And maybe a boyfriend or two?”

“You are so wicked.” Pauline tapped her hand. “But no, I’m fine in that department. At least for the moment. I think.”

“Who is it?”

Pauline smiled. “I’ll give you a hint. He’s in this theater right now.”

“Then why are you standing here, gabbing with me and Jimmy?”

“He’s busy. That’s all I’m saying. You’ll find out soon enough.”

The room lights dimmed and they ambled back to their seats. Katharine braced herself for continuing boredom. The stage lights rose and Paul Whiteman bowed. Everyone applauded politely.

George Gershwin strolled out, a tall man with pomaded black hair and a prominent nose. Attractive, certainly, but it was not about his features. It was the way he held himself; his bemused, blasé expression barely masking an underlying restlessness; his dark, soft eyes. All in all a coolness tinged with vulnerability and warmth. He wore his tuxedo like a shroud of sobriety. The finest evening attire, however, could not transmute a Tin Pan Alley tunemeister into a classical pianist. He lowered himself to the Steinway shoving his tails behind the bench. Whiteman raised his baton and that klezmer clarinet embarked upon its crazy discourse, complaining, wheedling, sulking. A hush fell over the audience. They had never heard anything like this.

At first, Katharine was not quite sure what to make of it. Then she realized she was holding her breath and wondered why she was doing so during a piano concerto, or whatever this was. How many concertos had she heard performed on this very stage? She could hardly count them. She exhaled. She inhaled again, and repeated the exercise until it felt natural. As natural as… as breathing. Or almost.

Gershwin played like a self-taught virtuoso. Everything was wrong, his posture, his fingering, the distracted expression on his face. But when Katharine closed her eyes and set aside all she had learned since early childhood about the code-bound ways in which individual notes, rhythms, melodic figures, and harmonic progressions were supposed to cavort with each other—when she allowed the music to justify itself—somehow everything sounded right, too. How could that be? She opened her eyes.

His fingers tapped the keys repeatedly; scurried up and down, passing each other; meshed together; flew apart to opposite corners of the keyboard. Swaying, smiling to himself, Gershwin appeared not to be thinking about his hands or the sounds they produced. Yet despite his apparent mindlessness each note sounded confident, even the phrases that conveyed wistfulness, longing, and sorrow. At times Katharine wondered whether Gershwin was improvising or performing passages he had meticulously composed.

She failed to notice the moment when the music persuaded her to stop thinking and just listen. What she heard then was a man pouring his heart out to the world. At the height of the soaring, lyrical passage two-thirds of the way through, Katharine forgot about the funny parts, the exuberant parts, the piano-against-orchestra quipping and cajoling parts. The sadness and beauty of it enveloped her.

She closed her eyes again and leaned back. For no particular reason she imagined herself drifting in a rowboat. The wavelets softly smacking its sides. Ribbons of undulating moonlight.

That was the moment when Katharine Warburg, née Katharine Faulkner Swift—and still Katharine Faulkner Swift deep inside—realized that something was lacking in her marriage. She tried to ignore the absurd claims of her heart. She did not know George Gershwin or what he intended to communicate with his music. This was lunacy. By all accounts, her husband was an extraordinary man.



She and Jimmy drifted the half block to their car. He tapped the window to wake the driver and opened a rear door for Katharine.

She slid open the window of the driver’s compartment. “Twelfth Avenue. Across One-Hundred-Tenth. Down Fifth.”

“Good lord,” said Jimmy sliding in beside her. “It’s a straight shot up Fifth Avenue and you want to drive over to the port, up to Harlem?”

“I’d like to see the water.”

“At this hour? When I have a meeting with Andrew Mellon in the morning?”

“May I remind you?” asked Katharine. “The last time you met with Mellon, he was two hours late.”

Jimmy shook his head and let out a deep sigh, his hands clasped on his overcoat. The driver twisted the key and the Duesenberg shook to life.

As the Hudson River came into view under a crescent moon, Katharine looked over the water to the Jersey shore, its lights, its Ferris wheel. She placed her hand on Jimmy’s. He twisted toward her.

“You’re going to get lucky tonight,” she whispered.

Jimmy responded with a thin smile. “And to what do I owe this good fortune?”

She looked out toward the water, the Ferris wheel, and the crescent moon. “To that,” she said.



The next morning, Paul Whiteman’s Experiment in Modern Music was no more than a fleeting dream. Or so Katharine told herself as she glided down the curved stairway of their five-floor townhouse in her white robe, and through the main salon and hallway into the tiled kitchen with its high ceilings and tall windows.

“Morning, Misses Warburg.” Lionel, their majordomo, poured a cup of coffee, with cream.

“And it is a lovely morning, isn’t it, Lionel.”

“Couldn’t be better, ma’am. Couldn’t be better.”

Katharine sat down and peered at the news. It was Jimmy’s habit to browse widely before heading to the office. On top, a one-week-old copy of the Berliner Börsen-Zeitung. It took that long for a newspaper to travel across the Atlantic, which made gazing at Europe through this lens somewhat like studying a distant star. What you were observing was the past of the universe, at least if you believed the famous theory of that disheveled whiz in Germany, Albert Einstein. Or what the newsmen wrote about it, anyway.

She saw splashy headlines about the legal woes of a young upstart named Adolph Hitler, whose coup plot had fizzled but whose trial was a smash. For Herr Hitler, it seemed, the courtroom was a stage on which to prance and strut, blaming “Jew bankers” for Germany’s predicament. By Jew bankers, Hitler meant the Warburgs and a few other families whose offices filled fashionable belle époque buildings in Hamburg, New York, and London. For Jimmy, this news was personal.

Under the Berliner Börsen-Zeitung lay this morning’s copy of the New York Times. She leafed to the Arts section and skimmed the review:


Rhapsody in Blue shows extraordinary talent… irresistible vitality and genuineness… a young composer with aims that go far beyond those of his ilk.



It had not been a dream, after all. The music surged back. She reread the article. But for all its praise, it failed to explain why the Rhapsody had moved her. Was it the music itself or something within her, a yearning that for some inscrutable reason attached itself to Gershwin’s melodies? It could not have been the music George Gershwin! Just a songster. Even the title, Rhapsody, was a dodge, as if to imply, sure, it doesn’t conform to the rigid structure of a classical concerto. That is deliberate. But she had to admit, Liszt and even Brahms were guilty of the same evasion.

And what of that other word, Blue? Synaesthesia, wasn’t that the term? Associating sounds with colors? A reference of course to the blues, the musical style and the mood. Also, perhaps, to Picasso’s famous Blue Nude, further suggesting sadness and modernity.

Leaving her cup half full, she went into the salon. She sat at the piano, attempting to retrieve portions of the composer’s long solo.

Katharine possessed not only perfect pitch but also an unerring musical memory. To these aptitudes her parents had added the finest musical education money could buy, although in her case there had been no exchange of currency. Her conservatory schooling had been financed with scholarships and grants. Not that her father would have hesitated to support her ambitions, had he been able. Her technique meant more to him than his own. Her dreams were his.

Katharine could ramble through almost anything on the piano after hearing it once. The Rhapsody, however, proved different. So much of it was wrong. Although she still heard it, she found herself unable to reproduce it and grew frustrated with the effort. She had never learned how to play wrong.

She tried again; a different portion. The part that made her think of horses racing around a track. Failing to reproduce Gershwin’s style, she bit her lip and gave up. She opened her book of Chopin’s nocturnes and meandered through his thoughtful, introspective opus 9, number 1, a piece her father used to play when she was a child.

As Katharine’s mind floated on the warm pond of Chopin’s nocturne, her daughters April and Andrea dashed into the room accompanied by their governess, Miss Louisa, and Andrea’s nurse, Miss Lainey. Katharine’s hands paused midmelody above the keyboard.

April clutched a doll. Miss Lainey cuddled Andrea on her shoulder. Both girls were dressed up, their curls brushed, their shoes shined.

“Go ahead, say it,” Miss Louisa instructed little April.

Sucking her thumb, April looked up at her.

“Say ‘Good morning, Mama.’ ”

“Good morning, Mama,” April recited.

“Come here, you little ragamuffin, so I can give you a smooch,” said Katharine.

April glanced up at Miss Louisa, who nudged her forward. Katharine gave her a peck on the forehead.

Two-year-old Andrea struggled and pointed. Miss Lainey set her down. Katharine opened her arms, but Andrea darted toward the gray cat on the corner table. The cat leapt off, dashed away, and squeezed under the sofa. Startled, Andrea began crying.

“It’s all right,” said Miss Lainey crossing to pick her up again. “It’s just a kittie.”

“We was going to go to the park,” Miss Louisa informed Katharine.

“That sounds delightful.” Katharine glanced at the window. “The weather is perfect, isn’t it.”

“It most certainly is,” agreed Miss Louisa with a toothy smile.

After they went out, Katharine stared at the piano feeling blue and unfulfilled, chiding herself for resenting her children’s interruption. They are not that disruptive. They are adorable.

She resumed playing, allowing her hands to guide her away from the present. She dipped into a Mendelssohn sonata, and another by Brahms, and finally traveled back to Beethoven. Music she found celebratory rather than contemplative.

Celebratory of what? Of their early days together. Hers and Jimmy’s. Of their courtship. Of a languid summer day, seven years ago.






CHAPTER TWO


SUMMER 1917

A heathered sky. Sun-drenched grass and flowers. A sweeping lawn. Rolling hills. A sculpted garden of roses, hydrangeas, and peonies. Her short dark haircut and bangs framing her saucer eyes and high cheekbones, Katharine sat at a Steinway grand that had been rolled onto a plank dais for the occasion. Her friends Edith, holding a violin, and Marie, cradling a cello, wore long neo-Grecian dresses similar to hers.

On Katharine’s nod they began plucking, bowing, and hammering: Beethoven’s Opus 97, a piece Katharine cherished for the way it wove melancholy and playful motifs into one unified whole. Beethoven had composed it while recovering from an ill-starred love affair at a friend’s lakeside retreat. Katharine heard this in the music: its composer’s solitude, his slow healing, rambles along flowering trails.

The guests clustered in small groups under a vine-clad pergola and on the lawns and walkways. Under towering top hats, New York’s bankers and politicians discussed the war in Europe, the price of steel, and The Immigrant, a new celluloidal dramedy by that diminutive British wunderkind, Charlie Chaplin. Between movements, as she glanced into her audience, Katharine noticed a striking young man with wavy black hair. He wore a naval reserve pilot’s uniform that stood out in the sea of tailored suits.

At the break, Bettina Warburg approached. She was three years younger than Katharine but seemed older in her dowdy dress and hair bun. “How about a drop of giggle water for the keyboard whiz?” She led Katharine down the promenade. “Everyone is positively drooling over your performance.”

“As long as they don’t drool into the giggle water,” said Katharine.

“We have measures to prevent that,” said Bettina.

“Such as?”

“Corks.” Bettina raised a bottle of Dom Perignon and handed it to a sommelier, who twisted it open with a muted pop.

“Is Margaret here?” Katharine glanced around.

Margaret Seligman, whose grandfather had financed the Union during the Civil War, had studied with Katharine at the Institute of Musical Art. Evidently burdened by a social-class obligation to master the rudiments of piano performance, Margaret had learned to execute a baroque trill and a legato slur with finesse, if not bravura. A dear friend of Bettina, she had recommended Katharine and the Edith Rubel Trio for today’s entertainment.

“Margaret is attending an event at the art museum,” said Bettina. “Invited me but museum appetizers bore me to tears.” The sommelier poured the sparkling wine. “Anchovy canapés, celery olives, crabmeat croquettes, and whatnot.” She handed Katharine a flute of champagne.

“Oh yes, museum events, terribly boring,” agreed Katharine. “Unless you happen to fall into that small contingent of humanity, only about ninety-nine percent, that has never set eyes on a crabmeat croquette. Is that something they hit with a mallet over in England?”

Bettina laughed. “You are exactly as Margaret described you. Petite, proper, and pétillante.”

Katharine understood the French term. Pétillante meant “sparkling, bubbly,” and in certain contexts “quick-witted.” And it was true that she enjoyed the challenge of a brisk verbal duel. In a contest of wits, the sparring partners, no matter their social milieu, stood on a level stage. Like piano performance, that was the kind of contest in which Katharine could excel. And although terms like pétillante hardly defined her, her public persona was all that the likes of Bettina and Margaret needed to know. Self-doubt and struggle were not concepts they could understand, but merriment and naughtiness they grasped with ease.

“Is that all she told you about me?” asked Katharine, remembering the time she and Margaret were caught smoking in a bathroom.

Bettina smiled. “She also said you were pretty, steel and silk, and tralala tralala.”

“Steel and silk?”

“Graceful. Charming. Determined. It’s a compliment.”

Determined. Just the kind of thing a rich woman would say about a social climber, thought Katharine.

“We’re cousins, you know,” continued Bettina. “Margaret is a Loeb as well as a Seligman. And I’m a Loeb on my mother’s side as well as a Warburg on my father’s. And of course, Margaret will soon be a Lewisohn, as well. Marrying Sam in February. Well, I’m sure you’ve heard about it. Sam’s a lawyer. Went to Princeton. Also fancies himself an author. His sister Adele married Arthur Lehman, of the Lehman Brothers family.”

Katharine nodded. Margaret Seligman’s engagement to Sam Lewisohn had lit up the society pages. The monstrous stadium up at 136th Street was named for Sam’s father. Not that Katharine bothered with the society pages—but her mother did. Aloud.

Much more important, for Katharine, was the involvement of Bettina’s parents, Margaret’s, and a few others in the financing of the Institute of Musical Art. The ink on Katharine’s diploma had been purchased with Warburg, Seligman, Lewisohn, and Kuhn gelt—as had all her scholarships and grants. And here she stood a couple of months after graduation participating in their private affair, albeit not as an equal but as an entertainer.

And with good reason. She had been a star at the Institute. The star. Everyone expected her to become its first celebrity graduate. She still recalled the remark of the visiting German composer Gustav Mahler to her instructor, New York Symphony Conductor Walter Damrosch, following her command performance of Schubert’s C Minor Sonata D. 958 at the age of ten. “Dieses hier,” said Mahler, pointing at her and nodding. “This one.” Coming from the conductor of the Vienna Opera—and the composer of Das Liede Von Der Erde—those two words were as powerful a compliment as one could hope for in a lifetime. No, not just a compliment, she told herself. A prophecy.

The very idea of an American pianist ascending to the stratosphere of world-class musicians seemed outrageous to many. But that was precisely what her sponsors expected of her. For if the Warburgs, the Loebs, the Lewisohns, the Schiffs, and the Seligmans were passionate about any cause, it was the cause of American culture. Everyone agreed that America was emerging as the world’s dominant economy, but if America sought the respect of the old continent, she would have to raise her unique voice above the din. And that could only be accomplished through artistic excellence. This was their mission, their pet charity, as Katharine knew. Indeed, through her trained hands, she was to be their emissary.

“Excuse me.”

Katharine turned. The lilting voice belonged to the young man in the naval reserve uniform.

A handsome gentleman. No, gentleman was too grown-up a word, what with his boyish cheeks. His long thin mouth conveyed a soupçon of amusement. Katharine also detected a gravitas and energy in his fiery blue eyes, his square cleft chin, his assertive eyebrows.

“I wanted to express my gratitude, Miss Swift. And to thank Tina for luring you here.” He held a tumbler of whiskey. It seemed too strong a drink for such a young mouth. “I’m an admirer of the Archduke Trio.”

So he knew the nickname for Beethoven’s Opus 97, which the composer had dedicated to his favorite student, Archduke Rudolf of Austria. Katharine cocked her head. “I didn’t know navy boys fancied Beethoven trios.”

He smiled. “Don’t believe what you hear about navy boys. Especially officers.”

“Oh, gee, so you’re an officer now?” cracked Bettina.

“Soon enough, Tina. Or I should say not soon enough.” He sipped his whiskey. “But sooner than not.”

Bettina turned to Katharine. “Jimmy’s twenty, going on thirty-five. Always in a hurry.”

“Well, isn’t that grand,” said Katharine. “Twenty is my favorite number. One of them, anyway. Matter of fact,” she turned to Jimmy, “I happen to be twenty, myself.”

“For me, being twenty is a disease, like mange or dropsy,” he replied. “But the good news? We’ll recover.”

“Oh, did I mention? Jimmy fancies himself a champion tongue-wagger,” added Bettina.

“Jimmy—?” Katharine fished.

Bettina wiped her forehead with her napkin. “James Warburg, Katharine Swift. Voilà.”

“Your brother,” said Katharine, looking for a resemblance.

“So they say.”

“And they should know,” observed Jimmy glancing at a gentleman with a wide, thick moustache, who wore a sober black suit and who was refilling his glass with soda water. His glistening bald dome, and the thinning black hair at the sides of his head, made it appear as if his forehead stretched all the way to his crown. Katharine recognized Paul Warburg, father of Jimmy and Bettina. She had seen him from a distance at a couple of Institute events. Like every student there she knew he was a director of the Wells Fargo Bank and the chief architect of the Federal Reserve system, although she had no inkling what that was.

“Come here, Dad.” Bettina waved him over.

“Thank you,” Paul Warburg told Katharine, taking her hand and bowing. “We all appreciate your playing.” In his German accent, playing sounded like plenk.

“Jimmy was just explaining how naval officers fancy Beethoven,” said Bettina, covering Katharine’s momentary loss as she tried to decipher what the older gentleman had just said.

“Bitte verschone mich,” Paul Warburg told his daughter. Katharine, who knew some of Wagner’s librettos by heart, understood his German more easily than his English. “Please, spare me.” He bowed again to her. “Excuse me, I don’t want another dispute mit mine son.” And strolled away.

Katharine frowned. Until she realized she was frowning. And then she smiled. She did not wish to be caught frowning at anything Paul or any other Warburg had to say.

“The patriarch’s in a flap,” remarked Jimmy over the top of his whiskey tumbler.

“Why?”

“I suppose because out of all my various and sundry outfits, of which I own at least two, I happened to select this uniform.” He pinched his lapel.

“He doesn’t like the navy?”

“Oh, he has no beef with the navy. He just doesn’t like what they do.”

“What do they do?”

“They fight wars.”

“Dad grew up in Germany,” explained Bettina as if it were not obvious. “We have relatives there. Oodles of them, apparently. Wilhem the Second’s one of his best friends.”

“Or so he thinks,” Jimmy said. A calico cat, wandering through the yard, rubbed itself against his leg.

“You don’t think so?” asked Katharine.

“My opinion?” Jimmy picked up the cat and stroked its neck. “The Kaiser’s hardly worth the effort. To quote Shakespeare, or to misquote him at any rate, he may have more wealth than hair, but he has more hair than brains.”

“Misquoting Shakespeare should be punishable,” said Bettina. And to Katharine: “It’s a naval officer thing. Or should I say, a future naval officer thing.”

Jimmy laughed. “A Harvard thing, actually.”

Katharine smiled again, amused as much by Jimmy’s arrogance as by his wit.

“You mean a Harvard crime,” Bettina said. She turned to Katharine. “Well at least the Harvard part is real.”

“Which part isn’t real?” asked Katharine.

“The costume,” said Bettina.

“You’re not in the navy?” Katharine asked Jimmy, utterly confused.

Jimmy smiled. “I will be, soon enough.”

“Well, you had me fooled,” said Katharine. “Or your uniform did, anyway.”

“I’m in training.”

“What do they teach you in that training?” asked Bettina. “How to shine your buttons?”

“How to ignore insults,” quipped Jimmy.

“A lot of good that’ll do at ten thousand feet, with German fighter pilots shooting at you.”

Katharine was starting to feel like an accessory to family discord. “Perhaps we should be winding up our break,” she suggested, glancing across the lawn toward Edith and Marie, who stood talking to each other shyly.

The trio reassembled on the dais, adjusted their tuning, and launched into Schubert’s Trio no. 1 in B-flat Major. Katharine performed with renewed spirit, hoping at least one person in her audience was actually listening.

So often she felt her role at events like this was to provide ambience. People associated classical music with aristocratic taste. As a result, the newly rich and the newly almost-rich, who aspired to an appearance of nobility, surrounded themselves with it, at least in society functions. Usually their appreciation stopped there. This crowd, though, was not newly anything. And Jimmy Warburg had recognized the Archduke Trio. So she played, perhaps, with a tad more sensitivity than usual.

Katharine’s father had bequeathed to her a mission, to use sound for exploration as others might use a lamp, a compass, a machete, or a scalpel. Sounds could serve many purposes, but the one that had interested Sam Swift, and which fascinated Katharine, was a finely balanced tool, nuanced, elegant, and complex, for probing the human soul. Schubert had understood the capabilities of this tool. So had Chopin and Beethoven. To recreate their discoveries was to peel back the layers of human experience and expose its moist, pulsing heart. For this gift, and for a thousand memories, she felt gratitude to her departed father.

Glancing at Jimmy near the conclusion of the scherzo, she noticed him in spirited conversation with a woman whose hand lingered on his arm, a statuesque blonde whose back was turned to Katharine.

Jimmy’s eyes, past the woman’s shoulders, wandered to Katharine’s. Her fingers delayed a run of triplets by a quarter beat. Nothing anyone would notice, other than Edith and Marie. And perhaps this young man in the navy costume.



“Do tell me everything,” demanded Katharine’s mother, Ellen, in her singsong Leicestershire accent.

Her hair swooped up and piled high, she reclined on the faded damask divan in her blue and pink kimono, which almost matched the old-fashioned flowered wallpaper. Although Ellen worked as an apartment décor consultant for well-heeled Upper East Side clients, she exerted little effort improving her own accommodations. In her left hand she held Booth Tarkington’s latest novel, Seventeen. The upright piano, the bookshelves, the cupboard, the dining table, and the rug were shrouded in shadow.

All this, and the sweet, peculiar scent of Ellen’s homemade furniture polish, a mixture of boiled linseed oil, turpentine, and vinegar, were as familiar to Katharine as her reflection in the mottled wall mirror. This was Katharine’s home, the one place where she had always felt almost as comfortable as at the Institute of Musical Art. Until her father’s death. Now these stodgy rooms felt as restrictive as an old corset.

“Everything about what?” she asked.

“Oh, come now, Katharine. A sip of verbena?” Ellen refilled the cup on her side table. “Why, your garden party, of course. The masters of this mysterious banking empire. Their great hall, or hilltop castle, or whatever extreme architecture such people dwell in.”

“You make it sound so Gothic.” Katharine put down her satchel and plopped into a dining chair.

“Well it is Gothic, isn’t it. Very Bram Stoker, I’d say.” Ellen handed her the cup.

“More like, the Wall Street Journal.”

“Same thing,” snorted Ellen. “Dreary fortunes; ominous accents; bloodthirsty old fogies.”

“Otherwise known as gentility.”

“Oh, they’re gentile, are they?” asked Ellen.

Katharine sipped her infusion, choosing silence over a pointless dispute; preferring not to allow Ellen the pleasure of getting her goat.

“Why don’t you tell me about their pooch,” tried Ellen. “I judge gentlemen by their dogs, you know. Do they even have one? An English setter, is it?”

Katharine shook her head. “They’re German.”

“Not bloody German shepherds, I hope, or those brutish Dobermans. Dachshunds?”

“I did spot a cat,” said Katharine.

“Siamese? Abyssinian?”

“Calico.”

“How terribly pedestrian. I suppose they figure if you have enough money, you can get away with anything. Which, alas, happens to be true.”

Katharine set down her teacup. Her mother pretended to peruse her novel, looking up again as Katharine crossed toward her bedroom. “Any eligible gents?” she asked in feigned afterthought.

Katharine sighed. Her mother saw no contradiction in her contempt for bloodsuckers, on the one hand, and her desire to see her daughter advantageously wed, on the other. “It was a job, Mother. We performed. They paid us.”

“Well, fine and dandy,” said her mother. “You were paid.” The unstated implication: a lot of good your paltry, sporadic income does for us.

Katharine went into her bedroom, shutting the door more loudly than she meant to. It was a tiny chamber crowded with a bed, a chest of drawers, and a padded bench. She did not bother rotating the Bakelite switch to the On position but removed her dress in the dark, slid under the sheets, and stared at the ceiling.

Maybe I should get a job, she thought, not for the first time. They were hiring at Wanamaker’s. A meager salary but a regular paycheck. Maybe all her training was for naught. Perhaps the aspirations her father had instilled in her were mere vanity. After all, they had not served him too well, had they. She tossed in bed trying to quiet her mind. To sleep.






CHAPTER THREE


As Katharine sleeps, the memory of her beloved father, Sam, strolls into her dream, his features resembling the death mask he wore in his coffin a few years ago: chestnut hair, a gray-stubbled cropped beard, forehead lines smoothed in serenity. Although Sam Swift died abruptly at the age of forty-one, he had long before acquired an older man’s wisdom and weariness, which remained visible in his eyes even in death.

Wearing lace-up boots, knickerbocker pants, a pleated jacket with leather buttons and a fabric belt, he sits on the bed. “Things look different from here,” he tells his daughter as if gazing over the Hudson Valley from the Poughkeepsie Railroad Bridge.
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“A LILTING, JAZZY BALLAD AS CATCHY AS A GERSHWIN TUNE.”
—New York Times bestselling author Kate Quinn
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