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PRAISE forThe Seeing Garden







“This well-written and captivating novel about social manners and stifling expectations imposed on women shines a light on a piece of California history that has been overlooked. A delight for the senses with Moyer’s artistic descriptions of gardens and mansions, The Seeing Garden is a page-turner of a story that is sure to inspire today’s women who seek creativity and love.”


—Ann Weisgarber, author of The Glovemaker







“Fans of historical fiction, romance, and intelligent women will relish The Seeing Garden. At its core, Ginny Kubitz Moyer’s debut novel is a passionate story of yearning and discovery, transporting readers back to early twentieth-century Northern California with vivid descriptions and colorful characters that will enchant readers everywhere!”


—Kristen Harnisch, author of The Vintner’s Daughter series







“Like a flower that takes root in a garden, pushing its stem through gritty soil and unfolding its glory toward the sun, so does heroine Catherine Ogden. In The Seeing Garden, Moyer’s story reminds us that the beauty of life can only be found when our eyes see the clear truths of our inner desires.”


—Janis Robinson Daly, author of The Unlocked Path







“At what price freedom? In this finely tuned period novel, Ginny Kubitz Moyer quietly ramps up tension until its inevitable breaking point, opening the door for protagonist Catherine Ogden to make a pivotal choice: conforming to familial and societal pressures or following her heart. Laced with rich detail and historical accuracy, The Seeing Garden will satisfy readers of early twentieth-century historical fiction. A great book club read!”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite














[image: image]









Copyright © 2023, Ginny Kubitz Moyer


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2023


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-426-8


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-427-5


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022918233


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Book Design by Stacey Aaronson


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









For my mother, Linda, and my grandmothers, Alice and Ruth Thank you for showing me what a garden can do.
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PROLOGUE





Gloucester, Massachusetts1899


On a sunny Tuesday three weeks after Catherine Ogden’s father died, she and her mother left their apartment and walked five long blocks to the church of Our Lady of Good Voyage. The sounds of streetcars and seagulls faded as they entered the dark hush of the building, Catherine’s small hand held tightly in Anne’s. It was an hour after morning Mass, and the church was empty except for a few visitors who had come for silent prayer. A young man with the dusty clothes of a mason entered a middle pew, pausing to genuflect and cross himself. A woman in a wide feather-trimmed hat stood at the shrine to St. Jude, her lips moving in silent prayer, her hands resting on her abdomen.


The Ogdens rarely went to church, so being in the large, echoing space was a novelty to Catherine. She gazed for a long time at the statue of St. Patrick with his ornate gold-and-green robes, such a contrast to the nearly naked Jesus on the cross behind the altar. Her nose prickled with the smell of leftover incense; she heard the clink of a coin in the poor box and the muted boom of a kneeler lowered somewhere behind her.


But her favorite spot was the bank of candles at the foot of the Mary statue. As Anne knelt in the very last pew, forehead resting against her clasped hands, Catherine twisted her braid around her finger and studied the flames. Each one had its own personality; some were quiet and steady, some trembled and then righted themselves, others moved wildly around as if desperate to escape the wick. At eight years old, Catherine knew fire wasn’t alive—her father had told her so just a month before he died—but deep down, she was not entirely convinced.


Her mother touched her shoulder. “It’s time to go.”


Together they walked down the aisle into the vestibule. There, by the front door, Anne stopped. Her face was wet with tears, and Catherine felt a pang of guilt. She’d been so dazzled by the candlelight that she had temporarily forgotten her father’s sickness, her mother’s grief, and the drawn expression on her face as she counted and recounted the coins in the tea tin.


“Mama?”


Anne turned to her daughter and embraced her tightly. “Always remember,” she said through her tears, and Catherine had to strain to hear over the noise of the church door as an elderly woman opened and closed it behind her.


“Always remember,” her mother said, “that anything you do can be forgiven.”
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ONE





new york City1910


On the lush green lawn knelt a young mother, smiling and serene, beside her baby son. The mother wore a rust-colored dress and a halo. The child had a halo, too, and stood on his tiptoes in a way no real baby could possibly do. The mother’s left arm circled her son lightly in a gesture that promised freedom as well as shelter. Madonna of the Springtime, said the small plaque on the gilded frame.


Catherine was gazing at the painting when her aunt Abigail suddenly appeared at her side.


“I’ve just heard from Mrs. Anson,” she said in a low voice, “that William Brandt is coming to town. From California. He will be at the Crosbys’ ball next week.”


It took a moment for Catherine to register the words. She’d been standing as close to the painting as she could without attracting the attention of the other museumgoers, totally absorbed in her study of color and line. “I’m sorry,” she said to her aunt. “I didn’t hear. Who will be there?”


“William Brandt.”


Catherine smiled politely and turned back to the painting. Her aunt gave a barely audible sigh of exasperation, as she did every time Catherine showed a lack of interest in things other nineteen-year-old girls found important.


“It’s good we learned this when we did,” her aunt said, buttoning her coat. “I will telephone Madame Rainier and see if she can make you a new gown.”


“I thought I was going to wear the pink one.”


“That was before we knew who would be there,” said Abigail firmly. “Come. You can look at the paintings another day.”


After eleven years in her aunt’s house, Catherine knew it was pointless to resist. But she followed her with deliberate slowness, looking back over her shoulder until the last possible moment, taking the image of the sunlit field with her into the drizzly February streets.
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William Brandt was a name needing no explanation to Catherine or anyone else in New York society. The thirty-year-old heir of a California railroad magnate, he had taken his father’s considerable fortune and increased it through shrewd investments and real estate sales. Among eligible bachelors, he was notable not only for the immensity of his wealth but also for the novelty of coming from a place few Easterners had ever seen: the San Francisco Peninsula, the long arm of land stretching south of the city between the bay and the ocean. He lived there on a country estate called Oakview, built by his father and said to be the prettiest one west of the Mississippi. It was rumored William had spent a small fortune enhancing what was already there, filling the home with artwork and making it the envy of the Peninsula elite. Though most New York matrons had a dim view of the West—all society was found in the East, as far as they were concerned—his prominence made them willing to rethink their old prejudices. After all, California was merely a few days’ travel by train, and he owned a private railroad car whose luxury they could only imagine.


And so for the next week, Madame Rainier was awake for twenty hours at a time, snapping at her assistants and moving irritably through bolts of colored silk as she created the gowns that had suddenly, for New York’s debutantes and their mothers, become very urgently needed.
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After days of rain, Central Park was thronged with city dwellers eager for fresh air. As Catherine and her friend Lavinia Boscat strolled past the leafless trees, they had to step carefully out of the way of nursemaids pushing prams and children rolling wooden hoops. Undaunted by the crowds, they walked arm in arm, even though at five foot eight Catherine was nearly a head taller than her friend. “The goddess and the pixie,” Lavinia’s older brother had once christened them.


“Mama has been utterly undone by this news about William Brandt,” Lavinia said in a low voice. She glanced at her mother and her mother’s friend Mrs. Van Hare, who walked several feet ahead of the girls, intent on their own conversation. “An opportunity missed, she calls it. I actually heard her tell Father, ‘What a shame Lavinia just got engaged!’”


“Aunt Abigail is the same,” Catherine said, “but I don’t have a ring to protect me.” She took a deep breath, savoring the fragrance of a world washed clean by the rain. “How would you paint this smell?”


Lavinia, accustomed to such questions, obligingly took a deep breath. “Light green, with a hint of gray. Like that gown Edith had last season, remember?” She pulled off her left glove and polished her new diamond ring on her coat. “But you’re the artist. I defer to you.”


“I’m a pretty hopeless one,” Catherine said. “Yesterday I spent an hour sketching that bust of Apollo on the library mantel. When Mrs. Webb saw it, she said, ‘Oh, what a lovely portrait of your aunt!’”


“Oh, dear.” Lavinia didn’t even try to stifle her laugh. “What did you say?”


“I thanked her, of course. I couldn’t see a polite way to correct her. And if I had, it would only have exposed my lack of talent.” She grinned at her friend. “I do have some pride, you know.”


“Pride and manners before honesty,” said Lavinia with mock gravity. “That’s how it goes. That’s the code of the debutantes.”


“It’s the code of everyone, I think.” Catherine unintentionally clipped a pebble with her foot, and it bounced down the path. It was so satisfying to watch its trajectory that she kicked a second one, secure in the knowledge her aunt was not there to see it. “It has to be that way, I suppose. But sometimes . . .” Her parents’ faces came to mind. “Well, sometimes, don’t you wish it were different?”


“Perhaps it is different out West,” said Lavinia mischievously. “Perhaps Mr. William Brandt is a refreshingly, charmingly honest man and you’ll fall madly in love.” She held up her left hand and admired her diamond as it caught the light. “And then I could visit you in California! We could eat oranges and lie in the sun.”


“And fight grizzly bears,” said Catherine, “and look for gold.”


“I’m sure Mr. B. has plenty of that already.”


“Probably.” Catherine raised her eyes to the sky, which was bright blue with a few fat clouds adding texture. “Look how lovely that is. ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud.’ Remember reading that at the Academy?”


Lavinia grinned. “I take it back. You can’t move to California. Who would point out the beauties of nature to me?”


“Beauties of nature, my eye.” Catherine elbowed her friend. “All you care about is the beauty of your new ring.”


Lavinia laughed unabashedly. “Right you are, dear friend of my youth.” She took another fond glance at her diamond before putting her glove back on. “But truly, don’t you want to fall in love someday? I do recommend it.”


“Of course I do,” Catherine said. “But it’s like the beginning of Pride and Prejudice, isn’t it? A rich man comes to town, and suddenly everyone is in a dither. We shouldn’t even talk about love until we actually know William Brandt.”


“Like you know George, perhaps?”


Catherine flashed her a quick, conspiratorial smile. George Langley, a young cousin of Lavinia’s mother, had recently arrived in New York from Pittsburgh. Catherine had instinctively liked his dark-gold hair and wide grin and had been delighted to discover that he was a poet—he’d even had a few poems published in a magazine—who was just as likely to marvel over the clouds as she was. Their conversation shifted easily from lighthearted banter to more serious topics, a dynamic she found both comfortable and exciting. “I’ll say this, Vinia,” she admitted. “I like George very, very much indeed.”


Lavinia made a tut-tut sound. “Don’t say it too loudly. Remember that William Brandt is obscenely rich and you’re divinely beautiful. It’s a match made in heaven.”


“Another girl might catch his eye,” Catherine said.


Lavinia raised an eyebrow. “With you in the room?”
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TWO





Catherine was twelve years old when she first realized she was pretty. Awareness had dawned when her uncle’s friends began to look at her in a new way: surprised, intent, and somehow guilty. The face in the mirror was similar to her mother’s, but where Anne’s had been angular and arresting, with prominent cheekbones, Catherine’s features were softer, tempered by the influence of her father. She had dark-blue eyes and almost-black hair, a combination found often in the tenements of Five Points but rarely in the townhomes of Fifth Avenue. Her complexion was nearly perfect, broken only by the constellation of three small freckles along her left jawbone, making a small triangle. She liked them, privately seeing them as a silent reminder that good things come in threes: her parents and herself, for example. Her resting expression was one of serenity, like a Madonna or a statue, but when she smiled her face came alive, showing the warm blood underneath the marble.


Yet beneath her poised exterior was a vein of restlessness, even dissatisfaction. She found herself growing weary of men who approached her with admiring eyes and predictable flattery. Since adolescence, her beauty had also inhibited her friendships with other girls, many of whom seemed unable to see her as anything but a rival or who interpreted her natural reserve as aloofness so they could have a reason other than jealousy to dislike her.


Lavinia was a notable exception. Frank and spontaneous while Catherine was pensive and deliberate, she was also as physically different from her friend as it was possible to be. From the start, their friendship had been encouraged by both Catherine’s aunt and Lavinia’s mother, who shared the tacit awareness that any man who was drawn to Lavinia’s high blond spirits would never be tempted by Catherine’s tall dark grace. The girls were confidantes, freer with each other than with anyone else.


That was why Catherine had received the news of her friend’s engagement with two very different emotions. Clarence Perry and Lavinia were utterly in love; it was impossible not to be delighted for them. At the same time, Catherine felt an unmistakable wave of sadness. There was a stark difference between the lives of a single woman and a married one, and though she and Lavinia would always be friends, she knew their relationship would soon change in ways they could neither predict nor prevent. The park stroll on that February afternoon, chatting comfortably out of earshot of their chaperones, was more precious than such a walk had ever been before.
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An hour later, in the large brownstone on Madison Avenue, she barely had time to take off her hat and coat before her aunt appeared on the stairs.


“You are late,” Abigail said severely. She disliked Catherine’s walks in the park, even chaperoned; young ladies of her own generation had limited their park outings to carriage rides.


“Only five minutes, Aunt. I’m sorry.” She hurried into the music room, which, like the rest of the house, had heavy curtains protecting the carpets from the sunlight. After closing the door, she immediately went to the drapes and pushed them aside, as Mr. Perrin, her music teacher, rose from the piano bench where he had been arranging the sheet music.


“By all means, Miss Ogden,” he said, “please let in the light.”


Each lesson began the same way, with the forbidden opening of the curtains. In the sudden sunlight, Mr. Perrin’s fringe of white hair glowed like a halo, but his smile was impish. She smiled back, their weekly ritual like a secret handshake.


“No one can play piano in a funeral parlor,” he said with satisfaction. “Shall we begin?”


She sat down and played some scales, then began a piece by Chopin. Though not a naturally gifted musician, she enjoyed playing, for she had discovered that it offered her a rare opportunity to express emotion. She could pour her most intimate feelings into a piece by Beethoven, and no one would wonder about it.


“You have made progress,” Mr. Perrin said when she was done. He helped her navigate a particularly difficult passage, and she played it again as he nodded in time.


She was under no illusions about what the piano lessons were for: to make her an irresistible partner to a prominent man, the wealthier the better. Since the age of twelve, she had been aware that only a brilliant match would ever be sanctioned by her aunt or her cousin Henry, who was ten years her senior (her uncle stayed out of all such conversation). This was true for all girls of her class, of course, yet Catherine suspected she felt the obligation more keenly than most. Oliver Twist, which she had wept over as a child, had been a vivid reminder of how lucky she was to have a home with her aunt and uncle. Although her aunt had never been particularly warm, for the past eleven years she had provided Catherine with a life few orphans could imagine. An advantageous marriage, one which would propel the Ogdens to even greater social prominence, was how Catherine was expected to repay her.


It was a depressingly unromantic prospect, but Catherine remained hopeful. Lavinia’s engagement was proof that even within the small circle of acceptable men, it was possible to find true love. That’s what I want, Catherine thought resolutely. To make my family happy and to make myself happy, too.


But what if she could not do both?


George’s wide smile flashed into her thoughts. She liked him very much and might even be starting to love him, but although he came from an excellent family, she suspected he was not the kind of match her aunt and cousin expected her to make. In her distraction, she missed a note and had to replay it.


There was a rebellious streak inside her that she had learned to hide from her aunt and cousin, but at the piano she was free from all constraint. As she played, familiar longings rose to the surface, and she acknowledged them squarely and without fear. What she truly desired was not marriage but a life of challenge and meaning. Music lessons and drawing helped blunt her hunger, but they could not entirely satisfy it.


She remembered her father sitting at his easel, absorbed in his painting, and she longed to have a life like his, one where she created something of value to herself and others. But what was that something, and how could she ever find it? She often dreamed of walking out the front door, bag in hand, and traveling to a faraway place where she could discover what she was capable of beyond polite conversation and a graceful waltz.


It was only a dream, of course, impossible to make a reality. But as the piece slowed to an end, she was keenly aware that without the opportunity to see more and do more, she would never be entirely at peace.


She played the final chord, and it hung in the air for a moment before fading to nothing. Mr. Perrin exhaled in appreciation. “Excellent,” he said, “excellent. You feel that piece, I think.”


Then he looked startled and bowed slightly to someone beyond her shoulder, and she knew her aunt had entered the room. Mr. Perrin immediately walked over to the drapes and closed them guiltily while Catherine watched the sunlight vanish from the keys.
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THREE





Three days before the ball, Catherine stood before the mirror in her aunt’s bedroom while Madame Rainier arranged the folds of the new gown around her feet. Her aunt sat on the bed with her spaniel, Hawthorne, on her lap, stroking his long ears.


“What do you think?” she asked.


“I love the color,” said Catherine. It was blue silk, veering somewhere between sapphire and slate, a shade that highlighted Catherine’s eyes and hair while contrasting beautifully with her skin. While the Ogden family was sandy-haired in every generation, Catherine resembled her mother, with vivid coloring that could make even New York’s most admired blondes fade into the wallpaper.


“It’s much better than the pink dress,” said Abigail approvingly. “Any girl can wear pink.”


Catherine angled herself for a better view of the artful drape of the skirt. She typically showed only mild interest in her wardrobe, which appeared to irritate her aunt, but this dress compelled her gaze. She had seen the color before, but she could not remember where. It was elusive, the memory fluttering just out of reach.


“You will be the prettiest girl there,” said Madame Rainier from the floor, where she was putting in the hem. The sincerity of her voice was evident even through the pins she held in her mouth.


“Thank you.” In the mirror Catherine regarded herself, a tall, graceful figure in blue, the blue of a cloisonné box or a night of stars. And suddenly it came to her: the image of her own mother standing before a mirror in the boarding house in Gloucester, holding a scarf in the exact same color. Anne had wound it around her neck, then spontaneously draped it over her head like a veil. Her father had laughed admiringly.


“It’s a blue bride! No, a princess from the Arabian nights!”


Catherine had tugged on the fringed end and cried, “Mama, let me try! Let me!”


“Come here, then,” her mother said. Catherine stood squarely before the glass in her dress with a jam stain on the skirt while her mother draped the scarf around her shoulders. It pooled to the ground and Catherine processed slowly around the room, head held high, like a small empress.


“Just like your mother,” her father said. “Blue is your color, too.”
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It had been an entirely different life, those eight years spent with her parents in Gloucester. Their apartment near the shore had a tiny kitchen and a big room for her parents’ bed, the table and chairs, and her father’s easel. Catherine’s small gabled room was more of a closet, but it had a window and was large enough to hold a cot and bureau. Her father had gotten permission from Mrs. Groat, the landlady, to paint the walls of Catherine’s room, and he covered them with marigolds, roses, lilacs, forget-me-nots, tulips, and flowers of every color. “Why not make them all bloom at the same time?” he had said, putting a dab of yellow in the center of a daisy.


She loved the garden. It filled her with delight to run her fingers over the walls and trace the layers that made each distinct flower. On sunlit mornings she could even see the individual brushstrokes, and she’d lie in bed and hold an imaginary paintbrush and pretend to paint them herself.


Nearly every day, her family went for a stroll along the beach. They moved slowly; her father had a slight limp from a childhood accident, but he told her it was a blessing as it kept him from rushing and made him walk at exactly the right speed to notice things to paint. Her mother, almost the same height as her husband, always walked with her arm in his. They often murmured together, saying things Catherine couldn’t hear over the waves and didn’t need to hear; she was confident in their love for her and thus was happy to give them their private moments. She was more interested in running on the sand, turning cartwheels, chasing the birds, and tasting the salty spray on her lips.


Her father earned a small living selling his seascapes and garden pictures. Her mother was his assistant, his champion, and helped Mrs. Groat with housework and baking for a reduction in rent. At times, she sat for portraits, and Catherine always marveled to see how still her mother could be, wearing her best shirtwaist or the blue scarf while forehead, cheeks, nose, and lips slowly took form on her father’s canvas. It seemed like hours.


“How do you sit for so long?” she asked her once.


“I think back over my life,” said her mother. “I think of people I love. I remember beautiful things I’ve seen.”


“Are there so many beautiful things?”


“You would be surprised how many, when you really think about it.”


Catherine knew very little about the rest of the family. She knew her father had been born in New York in a big house, and his father and older brother had been something called “lawyers.”


“Why don’t we live in New York?” she asked one day as he sat at his easel.


“I met your mother. And I realized I could become an artist, like I always wanted to be.” He saw her perched on the chair, her small face intent, and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “When I wonder what your mother looked like as a child, I only need to look at you,” he said, settling back in his seat and picking up the brush. “Thou art thy mother’s glass, and she in thee / Calls back the lovely April of her prime.”


“That doesn’t make any sense, Papa.”


“It does if you’re Shakespeare,” he said. “It means you are your mother’s mirror. You look just like her.”


“Why don’t we ever see your family?”


“They didn’t want me to marry your mother and become an artist.”


“Why not?”


There was a pause. “Not everyone values art,” he said finally. “Some people value money more. They would rather have a big house and fine clothes to impress people with.”


“Don’t they need art for their big houses?”


He laughed. “You are so much wiser than they are.” She waited while he added a few brushstrokes to the canvas. “I had to choose their way of living or my way of living, Cathy. I couldn’t have both.”


Catherine was silent; a world where family was a barrier to happiness was a world she could not imagine. Her father saw her face, put down his brush, and turned toward her.


“Sometimes, Cathy,” he said gently, “life gives you a choice between two things. And all the different parts of you, good and bad, get caught up in making that choice. You have to decide whether you will choose from the best that is in you or the worst that is in you.”


She looked back at him, her face stern, as it always was when she was confused. He smiled and kissed her again.


“Maybe it’s like Shakespeare,” he said as he returned to his painting. “You won’t understand it until you’re older.”
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The next day she tried her mother. “Why didn’t Papa’s family want him to marry you?”


They were in Mrs. Groat’s kitchen downstairs, where Anne was making bread. Catherine sat perched on a stool, watching her and enjoying the warmth of the kitchen with its huge stove, red gingham curtains, and the tabby cat asleep in the corner.


Her mother worked the dough, turning it over. “They didn’t like how I met your father,” she said slowly.


“What do you mean?”


Anne straightened, stretched her back, and sighed. She looked at Catherine pensively. “I think you should know more than your father has told you.” A fly buzzed past, and she swatted it away. “I was a model for your father. He used to paint me.”


“He still does paint you.”


“No, not like that.” Her eyes met her daughter’s: clear blue looking at clear blue, Catherine’s full of innocent curiosity. Anne smiled gently. “I mean, yes, it was just like that,” she said. “But to your father’s family, Papa should not have been painting at all. He should have been studying the law and going to balls and courting a girl from the same class.”


“Aren’t you from the same class?”


Her mother laughed. “No.”


“So they never saw him again?”


“He had to choose between them and me.”


“And he chose you.” Catherine felt a surge of pride on her mother’s behalf.


“Yes.” She gazed out the window at the gray sky; for a moment, she seemed to be somewhere else.


“Aren’t you happy he did?”


“Of course, silly.” Anne turned to Catherine, cupping her cheek in her hand. “But in a perfect world, you know, we would not have to make such a choice.” She curled her daughter’s hair ribbon around her finger. “Always undone, these ribbons of yours.”


“I like them that way,” Catherine said.


Her mother’s eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled, but then she became serious. “There may come a time when he needs his family,” she said, letting the ribbon fall. “He doesn’t see that, but I do.”


“But they don’t want him.”


Anne turned back to the bread and began to knead it. “No,” she said evenly. “It’s me they don’t want.”
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FOUR





The afternoon of the ball, Catherine was reading The Winter’s Tale in the library when the door opened. In pattered the aged Hawthorne, wheezing heavily, and behind him Catherine’s cousin Henry.


“Catherine,” he said pleasantly. “I thought you’d want to rest before tonight.”


“There’s nothing more restful than reading,” she said.


Hawthorne curled up on the hearth as Henry settled his stoutish frame into the wing chair. He was twenty-nine and had light hair, a wide forehead, and a briskly courteous, attentive manner. When she had first come to live in New York, he was just starting at Princeton and had little to do with her; it wasn’t until she was twelve that he began to notice her, draw her into conversation, and encourage her study of piano. At the time, she had been grateful for the attention, though they had nothing in common beyond the bond of family. He had recently married Ethel Mills, the daughter of one his father’s law partners, a compact brunette with a perfect nose and a palpable coolness toward Catherine. They were living temporarily in the house on Madison Avenue while their own home was undergoing renovations.


“What are you reading? Shakespeare again?”


“The Winter’s Tale,” she said. “I’ve never read it before.”


“It’s not one of our books, is it?” he asked, holding out his hand. Though not a reader himself, Henry respected his family’s possessions and was quick to recognize anything that did not belong. “May I?”


She hesitated briefly, then gave it to him. He studied the cover as if admiring the gold stamping of the title, lingering a moment too long for the interest to be genuine, then opened the book. His square fingers rifled through the first few pages, then paused, creasing the paper. She waited.


He looked up. “From George. George Langley?”


“Yes.”


He frowned at the inscription, written in dark ink across the title page. “Why did he give you this?”


“Because neither of us has ever read it. He bought one for himself and gave me one.”


“Did you write in his copy?”


“No.” And what if I had? she thought.


He sat back in the armchair, eyes on her, the book lying open across his thighs. She hated to see it there and wanted to ask for it but did not. There was silence, broken only by the ticking of the clock and the sound of Hawthorne biting underneath his leg.


“I don’t believe George is an acquaintance you should encourage,” he said finally.


“Why not?”


“You could do much better. He is charming and pleasant, I grant you, but has no head for success. He tried a career in law and failed.”


“Law isn’t everything.”


Henry gave an indulgent smile. “I know it’s every girl’s dream to have a poet say beautiful things to her. But sonnets don’t pay the bills.”


“George is hardly a pauper,” she said. “It’s not as if he lives on the streets.”


“No, but you might find yourself living in some uninspiring flat with faded drapes. It would be very different from the life you know.”


But it would be no different from the life I used to know, she thought. Her eyes must have said it even if her lips did not, for Henry was suddenly alert, regarding her keenly. She wondered what her cousin would say if she spoke freely of her childhood in the gabled attic rooms, the life she reviewed regularly in her memory so as not to lose it altogether. In the silence, Hawthorne sneezed, a pathetic little sound.


Then Henry smiled and handed her the book. “I am not forbidding you to speak to George,” he said. “I only ask you to be sensible.”


“I intend to be.”


He nodded approvingly. She had a sudden glimpse of him in court, knowing just what to say, just how to present himself for maximum impact. “And I want you to be aware that there are men who are poised to give you more opportunities than you have ever had before. More opportunities to see the world, to meet fascinating and accomplished people. You have always wanted that, I think,” he said, and she was surprised he would know it. For all his solid geniality, there was a shrewdness to Henry.


“I will think about what you’ve said,” she told him. It was a response she knew would end the conversation; it had the added advantage of being neither a lie nor a promise.


“Good,” he said warmly. “And Ethel and I look forward to seeing you tonight. I’m sure you will be beautiful in the new dress that Mother bought for you.”


The last five words were unnecessary, but she knew why he had said them. They were a reminder of the debt she owed and of the expectation she would act accordingly.




[image: images]




The debt began a month after Catherine’s father had died. Over the winter he had developed a cough, and though Anne exhorted him to stay in bed, he continued the daily strolls along the beach, swaddled in his old coat. Anne’s face grew pinched with worry. Catherine believed her father when he said the cough was nothing, even though it kept her awake on the other side of the wall.


When they finally called in a doctor, he listened to Arthur’s chest and then looked up grimly. “Is there somewhere your daughter can go for the next few minutes?” he asked Anne.


“Catherine,” said Anne, “go downstairs and see Mrs. Groat.”


Catherine went to the big kitchen, petted the tabby cat, and sorted through the scraps of fabric the landlady was saving for a quilt. “We can make one together,” said Mrs. Groat, who was even kinder than usual that day. When they heard the doctor leave, Catherine rose to go upstairs, but Mrs. Groat stopped her.


“Let your mother have a moment to rest, dear,” she said. “Here. I’ve found a few more scraps.”


When Anne finally came down, her eyes were red, and Mrs. Groat passed her a cup of tea. “We will hope for the best,” she said, clasping her hand.


But the best did not happen, and two weeks later, Arthur died. He left a stricken wife and daughter, a stack of paintings, and the wish that his family in New York would not be told of his death.


Paying for the burial plot took most of the small savings they had left. Anne sold whatever paintings she could. She spent hours in the downstairs kitchen, cooking for Mrs. Groat as much as possible, but Mrs. Groat’s son owned the house and while his mother would have let them work to earn their keep, her son showed no inclination to charity. And Anne, with no other option, found a job as a live-in housemaid in Boston and wrote a letter she had never wanted to write.


Five weeks after Arthur’s death, Aunt Abigail and Uncle Oliver came to Gloucester. Catherine had never seen them before and was disposed to dislike them, but Anne held her sobbing daughter the night before their arrival and tried her best to be soothing.


“It won’t be forever, I promise,” she said. “I can’t take you to my new job. They are being so kind, really, taking you in. And as soon as I can afford a place for the two of us, I’ll send for you.”


“But they don’t like you,” Catherine said.


Anne wiped the tears from her daughter’s face. “They don’t really know me,” she said slowly. “I think if they did, they might like me.” She kissed Catherine’s hair, then reached into her pocket and drew out a black rosary. “Here,” she said, pressing it into her daughter’s palm. “This is yours now. When you are lonely, take it out and hold it.”


Catherine gazed at the beads, momentarily diverted from her grief. The rosary had always fascinated her. On the rare times they had gone to Mass, Catherine had seen women holding them, fingers moving from bead to bead while their lips moved silently, as if in private worlds of their own. “It’s meant for praying,” Anne had said, but she never explained how, and Catherine had never seen her mother use it. But the beads were solid and comforting, as if holding them were a prayer in itself.


“But you won’t have it anymore,” she said.


“I will know that you have it,” said her mother, “and that will make me happy.” She watched Catherine as she fingered the beads. “But it’s our secret, Cathy. Don’t let your aunt and uncle see it.”


Her aunt Abigail had light-brown hair, a regal, prominent nose, and a fine dress. Her uncle Oliver had sandy hair, like her father, but was bulky while her father had been rail thin. Catherine had never known any rich people before; her parents’ friends were people like Charlie and Daisy, fellow artists who went barefoot on the sand and sometimes in the house. Catherine doubted her aunt went barefoot even in her bath.


They were brief and businesslike, and Catherine had never seen her mother so subdued. “You must promise me this,” whispered Anne as she embraced her daughter at the door. “Promise that you will try to like them.”


“I promise,” said Catherine. She held on to her mother so tightly that her uncle had to clear his throat.


“Come along, little miss,” he said awkwardly. “We will be late for our train.”


Her aunt finally took Catherine’s arm and peeled it gently but firmly away from Anne’s neck.


Catherine watched her mother until the cab turned the corner. The graceful dark figure who was the center of her life became smaller and smaller, and the tears in Catherine’s eyes blurred her vision until her mother looked like a spot of watercolor on a canvas.
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The home on Madison Avenue was unlike anything Catherine had ever seen. It was four stories high, with stained glass panels, its own library, and maids in black dresses and white aprons who moved noiselessly around the carpeted floors. She was given a room with a huge walnut bed and wallpaper of ugly, indeterminate flowers on a maroon background, a stark contrast to the colorful garden her father had painted in her old room. She could not bear to think of Mrs. Groat’s son painting it over and preferred to think the flowers would stay there forever.


The calico dresses her mother had made were taken before Catherine knew they were going and replaced with clothes that were stiff and heavy. A governess was hired, an unsmiling woman named Miss Foster, for whom Catherine felt an instinctive dislike. She met her aunt and uncle’s friends, who greeted her with flickers of compassion and lifted eyebrows when she said or did something she should not. Though she was a cooperative child, she did not know she couldn’t walk around the house in her stockings or keep her hair ribbons deliberately untied. One bright spot was Hawthorne, her aunt’s spaniel puppy, when Catherine was permitted to play with him. Mostly, though, she lived for evenings, when she was alone in her room and could gaze out the window (she kept the curtains open, a fact that Orla, the housemaid, was happy to conceal) and see the street-lamps like comforting lighthouses against the dark. And she wondered how long it would be before her mother came to get her, and she hoped it would be soon.


But every time she asked, her aunt would look disapproving. “We’ve had no word from your mother,” she would say, in a tone that prevented further questions.


Finally, Catherine asked for paper and an envelope and wrote a letter herself, which was mostly a sketch of the view of the street from her window. She gave it to her aunt to mail and began counting the days until she could expect a reply.


But a week later she and Miss Foster returned home from the park to find her letter sitting on the sideboard, unopened. “Addressee Unknown,” someone had written on the front. “What does that mean?” she asked Miss Foster.


“It means that your mother is not living there anymore.”


“But where is she living?”


“How would I possibly know that, Catherine?” Miss Foster regarded her frostily. “Stand up straight.”


An hour later, Catherine found her aunt doing needlework in the morning room. Without preamble, she handed her the letter and the envelope.


“Greet me politely, Catherine,” said her aunt. “Don’t just thrust something in my lap.”


“Good afternoon, Aunt,” said Catherine. “This is the letter I sent my mother.”


Abigail put down her needlepoint. She took the envelope in her hands and regarded it for a moment, then looked at her niece. Catherine saw in her eyes an unusual softness and a hint of pity.


“She must have a new address,” said Catherine. “What is it?”


Her aunt put the letter down on the end table. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “The letters I’ve written have come back, too.”
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Three weeks later, on a blazing, warm day that made Catherine long to go to the beach, Orla knocked on the door and told Miss Foster that Catherine’s presence was requested in the library. Glad to have a reprieve from her penmanship lesson, Catherine straightened her dress and hurried down the flight of stairs.


She found not just her aunt but her uncle, who stood beside his wife as she sat in the carved walnut chair. Her aunt’s hands were clasped tightly in her lap.


“Catherine,” she said. “We have received a letter from your mother. She has written to ask that you stay with us.”


The joy that had just begun to surge in Catherine’s chest was stilled. “For how long?”


Her aunt and uncle glanced at each other, and in their gaze, Catherine saw the answer they did not want to say. “Forever?” she asked. Her aunt nodded stiffly. “But why?”


There was another pause. “We can give you more than she can,” said Abigail finally. “You can have a life here that you could not have with her.”


“But I can have things with her that I cannot have here,” said Catherine. The words came out involuntarily; she could not stop them any more than she could stop the rising tears. Her aunt’s face twitched with emotion, but it was her uncle Oliver who came forward and rested a tentative but gentle hand on Catherine’s head.


“A mother does not do this lightly,” he said. “We must trust that she has a good reason.”


The kindness of his gesture unleashed Catherine’s sobs. They shook her small frame, and she did not even try to hold them back.


“You can write to her,” said Oliver helplessly. He pressed a handkerchief into her hand, but she did not use it, clinging to it as she wept.


“There’s no return address, Oliver,” said her aunt in a voice of quiet reprimand.




[image: images]




Two days later, Catherine was going up the stairs when she heard her aunt and her best friend, Mrs. Hadley, talking in the library. “So you’re to have your niece as a permanent ward, I hear,” said Mrs. Hadley.


“Yes,” said Abigail. Catherine, just out of view of the open door, stopped on the stairs and held her breath. “It was a short letter, said very little. Just that she was leaving Catherine to us.”


“It’s surprising she wouldn’t give a reason,” said Mrs. Hadley. “But the Irish do things differently, I suppose.” There was the clink of a teacup settling in a saucer. “Perhaps the woman is dying.”


Catherine stared at the molding of the doorframe as her heart beat in her ears.


“It’s very possible,” said her aunt. “That was my first reaction, too.”


“You said she was a bohemian, didn’t you?” Mrs. Hadley said the noun as if it were a word she was not accustomed to using. “Perhaps she wanted the freedom of not having a child anymore.”


“No, I don’t think so,” said Abigail slowly. “I did not know the woman at all, of course. But I think it’s far more likely that she is dying.”
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The following week was a terrible one. Catherine slipped into numbness, silent and still, hardly responsive to those who tried to speak to her. “You are so ungrateful,” Miss Foster said. “Here you are with this fine house to live in. You could be in an orphanage, like I was. And yet nothing seems to move you.”


Miss Foster was wrong; Catherine was moved, but by things she did not want to share with her governess. After the first wave of grief had passed, she began to notice things she had never seen before. She noticed the pattern of leaves making shade on the sidewalk, like moving lace, and she sat and watched as the clock ticked the afternoon by. The next day she noticed the steam from the teapot curl upward like something alive, sinuous and beautiful. Her father would have remarked upon it, she thought, but because she could not share those things with Miss Foster, they remained locked inside. At night she clutched the rosary, held it to her cheek, and cried into the beads.


Weeks passed, and the leaves in the park turned brilliant red and orange. One day after seeing a funeral procession on the street, Catherine asked her aunt where her mother was buried. Abigail drew herself up even taller, which Catherine was coming to recognize as her aunt’s way of mastering unpleasant emotion.


“We have received no news at all,” she said. She added, quietly but firmly, “Forget the past, Catherine. We will not speak of it anymore. This is your life now.”


That night, lying in bed and clutching the rosary, Catherine willed herself to see her mother’s face. She could do it if she closed her eyes and concentrated. She could hold in her mind an image of her, her black hair, the laughter and love in her blue eyes. Her aunt had told her to forget, but she would not.


A memory came to mind: her mother sitting for the portrait, saying she used the time to think of all the people she loved. I can do that, too, thought Catherine. Her mother and father came first, of course; then she thought of Mrs. Groat, Charlie and Daisy, and the friends who used to go with them to the free concerts in the park. And she thought of the man who delivered the ice and always waved at her, and the old man who sat on the bench in Gloucester with his dachshund. The dog would wag its entire body when Catherine came over, and the man would always say, “Ah now, you’ve made him smile with his whole self, you have.” It was comforting to think of those people, even though she would never see them again.


She reviewed her list every night, and gradually she began to add people from her life in New York, too. There was Orla with her freckles and broad smile, and there was the old woman in the park who fed pigeons and spoke to them lovingly; Catherine had wanted to talk to her, but Miss Foster pulled her away before she could. She added her uncle, too, because although she saw him rarely, he always greeted her kindly. Miss Foster never made the list. Neither did her aunt, and although Catherine felt a slight pang of guilt at the omission, she was determined that in this nightly review, one no one else knew about, she would be completely truthful with herself.


After a few nights, it occurred to her that the rosary could become a part of her ritual. The idea felt as powerful as if she had discovered fire. She pictured one face for each bead, and though there were not enough for all the beads on the string, she somehow was sure she was using the rosary exactly as she was meant to. Soon she realized she could use the beads to count not just people but everything she liked, things both large and small. She began to think back over her day and name everything that had made her happy: the smell of the air after the rain, the yellow roses on the library table, the laughter of the maids that sometimes floated up the stairs, the way Hawthorne lifted his paw to get her attention. When she first started, she filled three sections of the rosary, which seemed like a great victory. Later she challenged herself to think of more and more, and some days she was able to circle the whole string. Sometimes she drifted off with the beads still in her hand, a gentle transition into sleep.


As the years passed, she kept up the nightly habit, and it never failed to ground her. New York society accepted her as an orphan; she learned to follow its rules so completely that, in time, few of her acquaintances remembered she had ever lived anywhere else. But the rosary remained, a secret link to her lost mother, a touchstone reminding her of who she truly was and what she truly loved. In a world of stiff clothing, careful conversation, and little room for error, with the beads in her hand she always felt alive.
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The night of the ball, Catherine sensed more than the usual excitement. As the guests arrived at the Crosbys’ palatial residence on Fifth Avenue, the men resplendent in evening dress and the ladies glittering in satin and jewels, there was a palpable sense of anticipation as they waited for the great man to appear. At the sight of Catherine in the blue dress, George Langley gave her a grin of open admiration from across the crowded foyer. His reaction lightened her heart, but she felt a weight of expectation that made the evening less comfortable than such gatherings usually were. As she chatted with Lavinia, she saw Henry look her over and then whisper something to his mother, who immediately came over to Catherine and discreetly adjusted her necklace.


But when William Brandt arrived, she had to admit he was more attractive than she had expected. He was quite a bit taller than she was, with shoulders broad enough to give an immediate impression of solid presence, a man who even without his fame would not pass unnoticed in a social gathering. His hair was dark and satiny in the light; his eyes were also dark, and his face was square and clean-shaven and he had a strong chin with a slight cleft. People fluttered about him, but in his fine evening clothes, he gave the impression of controlled calmness, of a man who could decide where and when to direct his attention.


It wasn’t long before Catherine found it directed at her. As Mrs. Crosby introduced him to the Ogdens, he greeted each family member politely, but his gaze returned to Catherine and stayed. In the small talk that followed, she was conscious of her aunt and cousin watching William’s reactions keenly, which made her perversely determined not to fawn. George’s admiring grin had also fanned the spark of her rebellion, so when William commented on how fine the weather was, looking directly at Catherine as he said it, she merely smiled politely and said, “Yes, indeed,” and looked off into the crowd.


At dinner, however, he was seated to her left. To Catherine’s right was Doctor Winthrop, and after exchanging some polite words, the doctor was asked a question by the woman across the table. In the ensuing pause, Catherine turned toward William. He was looking at her and, she knew, had been doing so for some time.


“And how has your visit been, Mr. Brandt?”


“Very pleasant, Miss Ogden,” he said. “Every time I come east, I enjoy myself. Tonight most of all.”


There was a pause as they were served. When she glanced up, he was still watching her and, unlike most men, did not glance away when she caught him doing so. She felt both a prickle of defensiveness and a sensation that she recognized as a most banal feeling of being flattered. His eyes were very dark brown, so dark it was not clear where the pupils began.


“What do you like to do with your leisure time, Miss Ogden?”


“The same things girls do in California, I suppose. Read, play the piano, visit the park and galleries.”


“Do you enjoy these things, or do you do them just because they’re expected?”


“I do enjoy them. I’m very fond of the piano. And there’s nothing more enjoyable than a walk in the park, especially in springtime.”


“I agree.” He took a sip of wine. “Do you go to the park for the trees, the flowers, the people?”


“Everything, really. My father used to say that an afternoon in Central Park was enough to fill your thoughts for a month, if you have your eyes open.”


“He sounds like a poet. Or an artist.”


She arranged her napkin, uncertain as to what he may have heard about her past. “He had the soul of both, I believe.”


“And you have inherited his soul.”


“I like to think so, yes.”


He took another sip. His hands were large, the nails impeccably maintained. “I assume your beauty was inherited from your mother.”


The expected response to such a compliment was to blush demurely, but the predictability of his words made her mutinous. She raised her head and looked at him squarely. “My mother was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” she said. “But what I remember most is her kindness and generosity.”


William did not seem surprised by the directness of her gaze. “I suspect,” he said, “that as we become better acquainted, I will find that you’ve inherited all of her attractive traits.”


Catherine glanced across the table at George, who was seated several places down. He was looking warily at her dinner companion, and she could not catch his eye. She turned back to William. “Would you say that kindness and generosity are as important as beauty?”


“I’m a great admirer of beauty. Everyone is, if they’re honest.” He nodded his head to indicate the chandeliers, the gowns, and the elaborate floral arrangements. “And yet I can’t deny the importance of kindness and generosity in women.”


“But not in men?”


He smiled. “Women are naturally suited for kindness,” he said. “Wise men know they can’t compete, so they put their energies elsewhere.”
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In the ballroom ringed with potted palms, she found herself the center of a knot of girls unable to hide their interest in her dinner companion.


“What’s he like? He’s so much more handsome than I thought.”


“Did he tell you all about California?”


“You were so lucky to sit next to him. My mother would have died of happiness if that had been me.”


She gave half answers, scanning the ballroom. George would surely come find her for a dance; she thought she glimpsed his blond head over by the door.


The group of girls suddenly parted, and her aunt appeared, William Brandt at her side.


“Here she is,” Abigail said brightly. William nodded to all the girls, but his eyes were on Catherine.


“Miss Ogden,” he said, “may I interest you in some refreshment?”


She said yes automatically, but as he steered her toward the tables, hand on her elbow, she wished she had thought to make some excuse. The blond figure she’d seen was now lost in the crowd.


“I also hope,” he told her, handing her a glass, “that I may have the pleasure of a dance with you tonight.”


She held out her dance card. He opened it and smiled. “No one yet. You see why I came to you right away.”


“Have you ever read The Winter’s Tale?” she asked abruptly.


He glanced up, lifting an eyebrow. “No,” he said. “My knowledge of Shakespeare does not extend that far.” She waited for him to ask why she had inquired and was conscious of a slight disappointment when he did not.


“I’d be honored to have the first dance with you, Miss Ogden,” he said, taking up the pencil. “And the last.”
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Her card was soon filled. George was the last to claim a dance, signing his name for a polka, and the way he scanned the names made her long to give him reassurance. There was no mistaking the strong signature scrawled twice on her card.


“Someone likes to make the first and the last impression, I see,” he said without smiling.


“But he has never read The Winter’s Tale,” she said archly.


George’s eyes widened. “You asked him that?”


“I did.”


He threw back his head and laughed. The sound of it warmed her; nothing between them had changed.


“At least I have one advantage over the millionaire,” he said. “He has a fortune, but I boldly wrestle with iambic pentameter.”


“My kingdom for a sonnet,” she quipped, and she was heartened by his answering grin.


The musicians took their seats and within moments, William was by her side. He nodded politely to George, whom she realized he had not yet met.


“Mr. William Brandt, this is Mr. George Langley,” she said. After a moment she added, “We were just discussing poetry. Mr. Langley is a poet, you see.”
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