







[image: image]



The memory of that afternoon is my sanctuary now. It is all I have left. I watch my children play in front of me as if the illusion were real, as if I could reach out and touch them, as if I could change everything; as if I am still their mother.

For the rest of my son’s brief life, my daughter’s lead was the only one he would follow. Hers was the understanding heart he sought; her soul a soothing refuge for his pain. If he wandered, he returned to her. When he was lost, she found him. Since time immemorial there was no precedent for the love they owned. Few could possibly mine the unspoken depths of their affection or the secrets they shared. They were born for one another.

Neither knew how to live without the other. Neither did.
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So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.
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Oliver: Adora’s husband

Sebastian: Adora’s brother

Sophie: Adora’s mother
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James: Miranda’s husband

Genevieve: Miranda’s daughter
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Jack: Oliver’s business associate



There is no truth. There is only perception.

—Gustave Flaubert
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Sophie


An island in the Mediterranean Sea, 1940

For each of us, there is a moment: what we see at the last, before God closes our eyes forever; an entire existence distilled to one perfect memory. We anticipate its promise all our lives.

Some are entirely unprepared for the joy that dances through their souls and wince with regret at everything they missed during those final seconds. Others peacefully acknowledge something they long suspected but never truly realized, content to venture into the night enlightened. And then there are those, like me, who know exactly what they will see, who welcome the end for the privilege it will contain. Yes, for each of us, there is a moment. This is mine:

They are there in front of me on the beach. A tiny boy and a tiny girl bronzed from the sun, their hair white-blond. At the edge of the shore they stand, holding hands. They are singing a rhyme I have taught them in French: Odeur du temps brin de bruyére/Et souviens-toi que je t’attends. Fragrance of time sprig of heather/Remember I wait for you forever. They sing the song every time a wave approaches, attempting to jump over it before it breaks against the sand. My daughter invented the game, and my son, as ever, is content to play with her. Not simply content, ecstatic. They are childhood personified, childhood as it should be. They are the innocents of the world. They are laughing. They turn to each other and squeal with excitement every time they jump. Their curls fly up in the air as they ascend and fall over their eyes when they land. Odeur du temps brin de bruyére/Et souviens-toi que je t’attends. Fragrance of time sprig of heather/Remember I wait for you forever.

I call to them from the balcony of the Hôtel des Anges that it is time to go home for their nap. She looks at me over her shoulder, a familiar look of mischief in her eyes, and tightens her grip on my son’s hand. He would have come to me. She will not let him. And what is the harm? Why not let them play until they are so exhausted they can barely stay awake? They are only children. This is, after all, their time. Up and down they go, completely oblivious to me or any of the other assembled guests on the veranda, entranced by their game.

Sebastian is six, older by two years, but still he waits for Adora to jump before he follows. I can see his little legs shaking while he waits for her cue, afraid that he might ruin the game by leaping too soon, remaining throughout a beat behind her. His face floods with relief as he lands, but he does not look to me for praise or encouragement to try again, only to her. The sun moves down in the west of the sky as the game continues. It will stop only when she decrees it so.

I sit there, my hand resting on my parasol, basking in the glow conferred by my children, so exquisite they eclipse all others. I feel the residual heat of the day slip away like a silk cover being pulled carefully and slowly from my body, the breeze kissing my cheeks as dusk approaches. I care little for the murmurs emanating from the more staid American tourists who have stopped on our island as part of their Grand Tour. It’s not quite proper, don’t you think? Really, their nanny should bring them in. Most of the visitors seated around me are as transfixed by my children as I am. Yet as much as I want to linger on, I reluctantly check my complacency when I realize that it is growing late and their father and I are dining with friends this evening. I call to them again to come in, knowing I should insist, but something stops me. Something in my daughter’s eyes, as she turns toward me, framed by the dusk beyond, stops me.

It is thirty-five years since I watched them play on our island in the Mediterranean Sea. Yet it doesn’t seem possible that I am no longer that enviable woman sitting on the balcony of the most exclusive hotel in Europe in 1905, unquestioning of who I was, my morality, my judgment. Life then had done nothing so cruel that I could not recover. I considered everything I had ever been given to be a right and not a privilege. Not for me to toss in my bed at night asking myself, What have I done? That would come later.

The memory of that afternoon is my sanctuary now. It is all I have left. I watch my children play in front of me as if the illusion were real, as if I could reach out and touch them, as if I could change everything; as if I am still their mother.

For the rest of my son’s brief life, my daughter’s lead was the only one he would follow. Hers was the understanding heart he sought, her soul a soothing refuge for his pain. If he wandered, he returned to her. When he was lost, she found him. Since time immemorial there was no precedent for the love they owned. Few could possibly mine the unspoken depths of their affection or the secrets they shared. They were born for one another.

Neither knew how to live without the other. Neither did.


Genevieve

New York, 1940

Everyone agrees that nothing less than the Metropolitan Club will do. The marble palace situated on the lush boulevard that is Fifth Avenue and the home away from home for the Morgans and the Vanderbilts is considered enough of a statement, in what my mother judges to be a suitably understated British fashion, for my marriage tomorrow evening to that most daunting of species, an American millionaire.

I did protest at first, somewhat violently, that the gesture was too grand, the cost too high, but my mother would hear none of it: “Genevieve, this is what we would have given without a second thought had—” and here, glancing at me nervously, she stopped in midsentence, checking what she had intended to say “—had nothing ever changed,” my mother concluded, swallowing the words as if they were medicine and turning back to the seating arrangement.

I let the matter go without further comment. I simply couldn’t bear another scene. My nerves haven’t quite been right of late, and I know better than to work myself up over things I can’t change. Instead, I sought solace in my father in the hope that he might understand how important it is that my marriage to the man everyone loves so much should be free from any worry on my part. “Nothing you can say will deter me from giving you the fairy-tale wedding we have always imagined for our only child,” he said and smiled, tapping me gently on my nose, as if humorously reprimanding a naughty puppy. “Besides, this wedding is also a gift for your future husband, and we can’t possibly let him down now, can we?” By way of a reply, I beamed my brightest smile, just as he expected me to.

In the face of my parents’ generosity, I gave up, accepting how important it is for them to show everyone with this lavish wedding that I am making the right choice in marrying this man, a man I once longed for and loved more than I could possibly have imagined. Looking back to when we first met, I could never have predicted we would end up here, about to commit to spending the rest of our lives together—especially considering all of the obstacles thrown in our path. Yet as my father so often tells me, my fiancé is far wiser than I in so many ways and I should listen to him. It is safe to do so with him by my side. In an odd way, despite my concerns, I must confess to feeling somewhat relieved that the day we have waited so long for can still bear all of the glorious hallmarks of what we once knew so well. On the surface, at least, nothing has changed.

It has been somewhat eye-opening moving permanently to New York, such a different place from the countryside of Sussex, England, where I grew up until two years ago, and a world apart from the island in the Mediterranean Sea where I spent the summers of my youth. Inevitably, more than a few eyebrows were raised when my fiancé returned here, after so many years abroad, with me, whom he presented as his future wife. His acquaintances were completely taken aback by the announcement, especially as they knew nothing about me, save for a mention in a telephone call while he was away. I don’t believe they ever truly realized just how private a man he is. It was obvious by their collective reaction that they thought they knew everything there was to know about him. Their noses were rather put out of joint by the realization that I, a mere twenty years old, appeared to be the keeper of such knowledge in place of them.

As we have both painfully learned, however, the opinions of other people mean little, which is probably why my fiancé is my constant companion. He has borne the brunt of so much jealousy as a result of his phenomenal success, even more acute considering he started out with nothing more than a dream and the overwhelming conviction that he would achieve it, in spite of how difficult it would ultimately prove to be.

As for me, I choose not to dwell now on the difficulties of the past. My eyes have been opened to much over the course of my relatively short life, and I know whom I like and whom I do not choose to cultivate as a friend. In truth, I find many of the people who surround us now rather unkind but, as I tell myself when I’m tempted to react, it is only to be expected in a place as competitive as New York that one-upmanship might figure prominently in the lives of those who have less than we do, so I turn a blind eye. It might sound strange, but I have been somewhat amused by the various rumors I’ve overheard regarding our marriage. One of the less pleasant consequences of being a strange girl in a strange town is that my life is open to so much conjecture. I have given nothing away, which I attribute as much to British reserve as to a desire to keep my cards close to my chest, so to speak.

My fiancé dotes on me, rarely leaving my side for a minute, and many have commented on how attentive he is. I wouldn’t disappoint him for the world. In fact, the very idea fills me with a creeping dread I find hard to shake off and, at such times, although I know I shouldn’t, I frequently struggle with my own feelings of inadequacy. Despite how often he reassures everyone that I’m doing everything right, still I fret sometimes that he’s just saying such things to be kind. I expect it’s only natural, however, to question myself, given how perfect everyone considers him to be and how lucky I am by association. I tell myself off frequently that I have everything to be happy about. So many girls would give their eyeteeth to be me.

I can’t lie, however, and say that everything is perfect, but if there has been any unhappiness at all for me during the run-up to my wedding, it comes from the knowledge of who will not be there to share in it. Growing up, I had always kindled a romantic notion that grandfathers and grandmothers would still be alive when I finally married but, unfortunately, that is not the case. Nor will Sophie be coming and, far more than that of anyone else, her absence has dealt the keenest blow. I miss Sophie terribly. I dearly wish she could be here, considering how much she tried to help me in the past.

Sadly, Sophie is only the first of the cherished faces that I will not see as I walk down the aisle, which causes me untold sadness. It is a sorrow that builds to an agony when I dwell on it—especially when my thoughts turn to you, my Beloved, and why you are missing.

I haven’t confided my regret to anyone; to speak of my private thoughts would serve only to make my family worry, and that would cause such terrible trouble. Moreover, my fiancé would be so unhappy if he thought that I was dwelling on those events of the past he has tried so hard to help me forget, always encouraging me to focus only on the future.

Strangely, however, I don’t consider the interior life you and I share, my Beloved, to be a betrayal of him or of my mother and father. It is, after all, all that remains for us. I have had to be careful not to give anything away, and I think I’ve been successful, although there have been occasions when I’ve given myself up to memories of you and had to jolt myself back to the present for fear of arousing concern. Curiously, it has only been in the last few weeks that the reality of your absence has truly hit me. Prior to that point, so much of my time had been taken up with planning the wedding that I had willingly closed the door to you, content to let the past stay where it was. And then, when things started to calm down, after flowers and dresses and seating arrangements had been confirmed, I found myself slipping, recalling things that seemed years old, only to realize with a disconcerting shock that they had happened a mere few hours earlier. I wondered for a while if I was going mad and, for some reason, found the notion oddly consoling, almost a relief.

But no, my absentmindedness, this inability to remember what I am doing from one moment to the next, is solely because of you and what might have been. I suspect that the trigger was Sophie, thinking of her and what her opinions might have been, remembering how close she was to my mother, almost like a mother to her in so many ways. I thought I was safe in doing so, but I recognize now how wrong I was. For remembering Sophie has inevitably led my thoughts to you, and so you have been my companion along the path toward this pivotal moment in my life, cloistered behind my eyes in the depths of memory.

At first I thought I might be able to cope with your reemergence in my thoughts. I allowed myself a reprieve of sorts to cast my mind back to all that we shared together. When I realized, however, how much you had come to dominate my thinking, I tried to keep you at bay, but it has proven too difficult a task. Now, everything I see seems to invite a memory that pulls me back to those better times, despite how my fiancé insists that everything seems so only in retrospect. But I find it impossible not to think of what once was. You are everywhere and nowhere, the intangible force that beckons and denies me in equal measure. It is almost as if you are here with me, guiding me, showing me what I have blinded myself to.

Today, the eve of my wedding, is to be no different. For as I emerge from behind the heavy velvet curtain draped over the entrance to the ballroom that faces Central Park, a shadow on the staircase in the Great Marble Hall of the Metropolitan Club catches my eye immediately, inciting a memory that was the beginning and end of everything; a memory so powerful that I immediately retreat behind the velvet so that the perpetrators of the shadow do not see me. I can barely catch my breath as I feel your familiar presence return beside me, your arm around my waist, your head resting against my shoulder almost as if you are here again with me. And although I desperately fight the pain of remembering you, it is no use. I am consumed by you again as you lead me back through the pathways of memory, a road so painful it seems shrouded in nettles. And yet, every sting, even now, still feels like a kiss.

Your name, Adora, meant beloved. Nothing could be more true. In spite of everything, you are and will always be, my Beloved Aunt.

But there is no one in whom I can confide this, No one who will listen to anything more to do with you. I tell this story only for myself.


Miranda

New York, 1940

To say I’ve had my hands full with my daughter is the least of it. But then Genevieve is so highly strung—although she didn’t get that from me, I’m pleased to say. I’ve always been a steady sort, thank heavens. No, it’s prewedding jitters, that’s all, and she seems calm enough now and all set for the big day tomorrow. I rather think her fiancé and I deserve a resounding pat on the back for steering her through all of this without a scrape, no mean feat considering how difficult she has been.

To be fair, it’s not really surprising that it’s proven such an ordeal trying to get Genevieve to think of the future and turn away from the past, especially when everyone, it seems, never stops asking about it. Well, you can’t blame them for wanting to know about our time on that Mediterranean island; it was, after all, such a seemingly enviable existence, and my husband, James, and I—and, of course, Genevieve—were very much part of it, treasured guests every summer for nearly twenty years, the lynchpins of Adora and Oliver’s inner circle.

What were the parties like? they always want to know. Was Adora really as breathtakingly beautiful as everyone makes out? And what of the tragedies—did you ever have any inkling about the truth behind everything? Miranda, Miranda, they beseech constantly, barely able to conceal their curiosity, tell us everything. . . .

Ironic really, that I, of all people, should serve as the mistress of ceremonies when it comes to Adora, especially considering everything she put me through. But people do ask, and it’s so important to me that they not be misled.

I tell them that it was a world of privilege such as you could never imagine and that Adora and Oliver were indeed considered to be the most glamorous people of their day. I tell them it’s true that the moneyed and the sophisticated flocked from all over the world to be charmed by them, that their world glittered with a sheen of entitlement everyone clamored to be enveloped by. And all Adora and Oliver ever asked was that their guests worship at the shrine of their exquisite existence; such was the price of admission: a price to which I was never quite equal.

And then I add that it was never my choice to be there; that if I had had my way, I would never have set foot again on that godforsaken island, which despite its intoxicating allure was a place of unparalleled cruelty. Yet I had no say in the matter. My husband was Oliver’s lawyer and his best—and most trusted—friend of years’ standing, and Adora and I, as different from one another as we could hope to be, were thrown together and just expected to get along; a role I was forced to play until . . . well, until it was no longer necessary.

So every year we would visit from our home in England and attend to Adora and Oliver as if they were really the king and queen of that island in the Mediterranean Sea. Of course, people ask me why, how on earth I put up with it, and, whereas I struggle on occasion with certain other questions they ask of me, I find the answer to this one by far the easiest: “Devotion,” I tell them. And for some reason, that singular response never fails to satisfy them and we happily let the topic drop and move on to talk of other things.



PART I
Adora


1919–1938



Adora


The olive grove, an island in the Mediterranean Sea, 1938

I have lived my life surrounded by love. I have traveled over oceans. I have watched the clean, white light of the sun filter through the shutters every morning when I awake. I have heard the angels singing in the bougainvillea bushes on my daily walks. I have had a lifetime of the most enormous love imaginable.

My darling Oliver proposed to me after only two days. I was nineteen, he twenty-six. I met him purely by chance. He was on holiday from England, and I had returned briefly to visit the island, my childhood home, from Paris, where I was living temporarily. Two years earlier, I had been crowned La Reine d’été, the Summer Queen, of my island, and I had been carried through the streets to be met by my family at the door of the Hôtel des Anges, where a banquet was held in my honor.

Without my knowledge, that day a journalist had sent my pictures to Paris, and my career took off shortly afterward. I was photographed by Vogue and acclaimed as the foremost beauty of my generation. My face opened every door to success, but I closed them all when first I saw him. I did not need much of a prize to him as hemuch of a prize to him as hemuch of a prize to him as hemuch of a prize to him as hephotographs and fame to sustain me, only the touch of his lips, the sound of my name whispered into my hair when he held me. It is true that one other man had touched my soul before I met Oliver, but it was Oliver’s touch that returned me to life.

I was consumed by his gentle grace, his attentiveness, and by the aura of sadness he tried so carefully to conceal but which only I could possibly understand. We willingly left our careers behind in Paris and England and moved back to my island to live together. I married him because I was madly in love, passionately jealous of all other women who came near him, dedicated wholly to the ideal of our life together.

They called us the king and queen. People flocked to us then, inviting us everywhere, wishing to be invited back to our home in return. Of course in those early days we could not entertain quite so grandly, but our veranda had such a magnificent view and, as long as I could see the sea, as long as the bougainvillea flowered in the pots outside and he came home to me, I was content.

On the weekends, we went to the beach, smothered ourselves in olive oil, poured lemon juice on our hair, and basked in the glorious sun of our youth. As with so many things, we did not know then that what pleased us would ultimately harm us. We shone in the sunshine like gilded idols, staying up all night, dancing until dawn, drinking champagne. We were feted by everyone who met us.

With his charm, my husband quickly proved successful in business. But Oliver had more gifts than the ability simply to flatter; he possessed that enviable talent of making everyone he spoke to feel special. In addition, he was beautiful. Men wanted to shine by association and women simply wanted him, but he was mine and nobody questioned his devotion. I was as much of a prize to him as he to me. All the pleasures of life were ours for the taking, and we took them all, surrounded by our smiling friends, cheered on by passersby who simply liked to look at us.

But no children. Except the one I stole.



Genevieve


Throughout your life, Adora, you had suffered enormous loss. Of these things you never spoke; you wrote about them instead in your diaries at the end of the day, interning yourself in the past, lost to all trespassers. How many times did I slip by your library door to see you seated at your desk, framed by the enormous window that offered the blue, blue sea in the distance as a view, scribbling away, completely oblivious to sound and to whoever might creep past to catch a glimpse of a woman immersed in grief.

Most of your admiring friends never knew this about you. It was a testament to my privileged place in your life that I did, for I was invited to share in the ritual every summer. No, your friends saw only the incomparable beauty of a woman who had lost practically everything, yet beamed graciously through it all. In all honesty, I don’t think they cared to look much deeper than the image you projected or the magnificent generosity you displayed. They were too busy reveling at the lavish parties you held or taking siestas in the exclusive hotels you pulled strings for them to stay in, during their sojourns on your island in the Mediterranean Sea.

Your house was located on a cliff overlooking that same sea: a white villa, enormous in size, home to the priceless artifacts acquired during your travels throughout the world. It was the house you had grown up in, a wedding gift from your mother. But it was the view from my window that beguiled, that haunts me still: the view that encompassed the expanse of the island beyond and the pool below, inlaid with turquoise marble in the shape of dolphins, the distant whitewashed houses dotted down the hills, your olive grove and, finally, the bougainvillea flowers.

All summer long, you would wear bougainvillea in your hair. From the first summer I can remember until the last, you would place a cluster behind your ear, always of the deepest pink, and wear it to dinner. You elicited awe whenever you appeared; your blond curls, which would turn whiter as the season progressed, cut into a bob, your drop-waisted dresses, always white silk, and the ubiquitous diamonds you adored marked you as entirely of your era: a time whose demise would be deeply mourned if you were any indication of its magnificence. It was easy to imagine you dancing the Charleston or wafting, cocktail in hand, over perfectly manicured lawns of a summer evening. Nor could there be any doubt that you were the guest of honor: the exquisite creature the party would not be complete without.

It’s hardly surprising that I approach life in the way in which I do considering that the foundation of my education was provided by the romanticism of your life. You were so beautiful beyond compare, so cultured and refined, that I sought to emulate you in everything, which must have provided quite a spectacle when I was a child. I would mimic your speech and feign your accent, thinking myself too, too sophisticated until my mother’s reproving glance would remind me of what I was not, nor ever could be: you.

It was inevitable that I would idolize you. Everything you did provided a vision of elegance that proved completely unforgettable. Nothing was ever mundane in your world. People were never pretty or good-looking; they were beautiful. No one simply loved; they touched one another’s souls. Nor did anyone ever die; their light receded. I can still recall the lilting rise and fall of your accent as you voiced your opinions, the soft French tones that so bewitched whoever was lucky enough to listen to you. Nor can I forget the evening’s vision of your walk with your dogs through the olive grove to the edge of the cliff that overlooked the sea, bordered by the marble balustrades. It was, I was to learn much later, the cornerstone of your day and I was forbidden by my mother as a child—absolutely forbidden—to ask to go with you.

My mother explained that your life had been so sad, you had lost so many loved ones, that those walks with your dogs were when you thought about them. So I would watch you from the house as my parents and Oliver chatted, drifting toward the olive grove where your greyhound, Linford, would always sit at the entrance waiting for you. He was your favorite; you called him your guardian. “He stops me from going too far,” you’d always say, whenever asked. I had no idea what you meant, but the way you whispered it, as if you were saying a silent prayer of thanks, made me think that it was important.

You spoke like that, dramatically, intoxicating to most people who listened—but not all, I learned. I vividly recall one visitor rolling her eyes at her friend, a rather plain woman who stubbed out her cigarette with a smirk when you told them the same thing. I hated them for doing that, for mocking you, and I remember scowling at them and glancing nervously to see if you had seen their reaction, but your implacable demeanor gave nothing away. Nobody would ever have known what you were thinking. You seemed to be always looking past everyone to somewhere else, high above the general proceedings, to an enchanted private world. Wherever it was, if you lived there, I wanted to go there too.

My mother wasn’t much help on the issue either. I remember saying that I loved the way you spoke, Adora, “so lee-ri-cal,” I swooned, in imitation of the bright-blue-eyed, charmingly world-weary French man who had sailed his yacht to the island just to pay his respects to you. “Chérie, how could I not? Are you very annoyed?” he had asked as you strolled up to meet him and, by way of an answer, you held out your golden arm and led him away, serenely listening to him adore you.

“It’s not so lee-ri-cal when you’re starving to death and waiting for her to come in, Genevieve,” my mother had snapped, admonishing me with a hard stare. I ignored her. Even in the beginning, I couldn’t see past you. It was easy to turn back to you.

The light was always fading whenever you visited the grove, a hazy gray-white that seemed to envelop you as you strolled toward the sea in your white silk dress, Linford at your side, your fingertips resting on his back as he walked perfectly in time with you, your diamond bracelets glinting in the approaching dusk, followed by your collection of dogs rescued from the streets all around you. And you would stop at the edge of the cliff, in front of the marble balustrades, your back to the house; you and Linford perfectly still, both so delicate and refined, like statues watching over the sea beyond. I used to wonder what you were looking at, but I knew it was captivating, whatever it was. And I remember clearly wishing as a child, in all my innocence, for a tragic life just like yours. If I could grow up to be that beautiful, if I could wear bougainvillea in my hair and diamonds on my wrists, crying silent tears in the olive grove for all that was lost, what a life that would be.

Bougainvillea. It might as well be your name because it is what I think of whenever people speak of you. You loved those flowers so, allowing the branches to grow unchecked until they enveloped the house with their fuchsia petals. I wonder now if it was their delicacy that appealed to your mysterious heart; they withered so quickly once cut, after all. But while they lived, they provided an image of beauty that seared the souls of those who gazed upon them. Like you.

Perhaps they provided a bright spot on which to focus your heartbroken eyes. But they also found an outlet in me. I recall perfectly how your head would turn toward me, the fuchsia stem of bougainvillea behind your ear a searing slash of color against your white-blond curls before the brilliance of your aquamarine eyes would find mine as I waited at the window for you to return from your evening walks. From my earliest memory, they seemed to feast. I was never scared. I let you wrestle me from my mother’s arms. She was the one who clung, I the one who ran willingly far, far away to the splendor of your flower-strewn world.



Sophie


It is the dogs I remember now. Inexplicable how they always chose our carriage to run alongside. From all over the island they came, the unloved, homeless orphans nobody wanted, most of them left behind by capricious tourists, some bred by the islanders hoping to make money, but most discarded for some reason or another. Long before we lived there, when we only holidayed on the island each summer, every time we ventured out they followed us, racing the carriage, barking excitedly to attract our attention. Sometimes they followed us all the way to our destination and, as soon as we disembarked, they would crowd around Sebastian, quieting only when he petted them, basking in his care and attention until we went home again. I called him my little Pied Piper, my golden-haired son, whose soul whistled a tune that soothed the lonely dogs where we lived. Such a charming notion; I never expected him to take me seriously. Every year when we returned from Paris, where we lived, to our summer house, it was the same. The dogs were always waiting for him.

I can’t remember precisely when it started, but the dogs grew more confident with each summer as they chased our carriage, and several times, on seeing Sebastian inside, they tried to jump in and were caught under the wheels, the poor creatures trampled to death by the horses. Sebastian was inconsolable. The situation grew so grave that I actually considered not leaving the house, fearful that more animals would die and that my son and daughter would never recover. Why? Why, Mama? my precious son would ask me, tears flowing without end down his perfect little face. Nothing I could say consoled him and, as time went on, he showed no signs of recovering; not even Adora could elicit even a whisper of a smile. He blamed himself. He thought their deaths were his fault. Nobody could convince him otherwise.

It was Adora who cured him, who offered up the little white lie to mend his broken spirit. I had left her for the afternoon with some friends at the Hôtel des Anges while I took Sebastian to the doctor, frantic at how much he had withdrawn from the world that summer. He was only ten. So much sadness, I thought, couldn’t possibly be normal in such a young child. I shall never forget watching her race up the steep stone steps to our villa, a vision of hope and prettiness, a secret in her pocket. “Sebastian,” she called, searching around for her brother as she reached our marble veranda, where I was sitting, brooding. “Mama,” she exclaimed seeing me sitting there, “I know why.”

“What do you know, Adora?” I asked with little interest, too distracted by the events of the afternoon.

“I know why they die—the dogs,” she explained excitedly. “A lady from the island told me today. She knows about us; everybody knows about us and about the dogs dying. The islanders think that the dogs choose to die.”

“Ma chérie, whatever do you mean?” I scoffed, irritated by her persistence. I wanted to be alone to try to reconcile what the doctor had suggested to me. “How can anybody possibly know what a dog wants?” I watched her face, seconds earlier alive with promise, crumple into disappointment, tears not far from the surface, but I was too upset to bother with her. I had more pressing issues than Adora’s fancies to deal with.

I had no idea that Sebastian, who had retreated to his room as soon as we arrived home, had come out onto the veranda at the sound of Adora’s voice. “Do they really?” I heard him quietly ask as he came up beside his sister. She blinked back her tears hurriedly before she turned to him, something in her even then understanding that he could not cope with sorrow. “Yes,” she announced, nodding her head vigorously. “It’s true. The lady at the hotel told me today. She said that everybody, even dogs, has a choice about when they die and that they always die with the person they love the most. The dogs chose you because they love you the most, like I do.”

I watched her watch him expectantly, to see if her little ruse had worked. I didn’t believe there had been a woman at the hotel. Adora was always so fond of stories. I was sure she’d made it up herself. Yet Sebastian, for the first time in weeks, smiled at her. It was a smile suffused with relief, as if she had saved him from a precipice he had been tempted to jump off.

“But why do they die, Adora? Some of them are only puppies,” he asked, warming to her theme.

“Because nobody loves them when we’re not here,” she replied simply. “They’re frightened you’ll leave and never come back. That’s why, Sebastian. It’s because they love you the most.”

I watched the scene in front of me with a mixture of awe and skepticism, expecting Sebastian to break down in tears again, as he so often had whenever I tried to console him. To my surprise, however, he took her hand and followed her off down to the olive grove, peppering her with questions as they left.

“Did the lady know any of their names?” he asked his sister who, happy as ever to oblige, launched into a lengthy fairy tale in answer to his question. “Do you remember the little dachshund with the red hair? Well, his name was Geordie and he was born in a cherry blossom tree in Japan and all of the flowers came apart from the branches and made a nest and they sailed him here because they heard about you, Sebastian, and how you would love him. . . .”

I almost fell under the spell of Adora’s story myself. What a talent she had, even at that tender age—a talent to beguile—for her brother, Sebastian, listened as if spellbound as they moved further and further away from me. I can still picture them in my mind’s eye, slowly walking down the steps to the olive grove, with me following them at a remove, delighting in their private scene. I vividly remember Sebastian’s little hands, still plump with childhood, smoothing the ground as if he were making a silk bed for a king and announcing, “Geordie shall sleep here,” looking for approval up to Adora, who was hovering ever near as if ready to rescue him from dangers unseen.

“And Lala; where will you put her, Sebastian?” Adora cajoled, understanding this was the type of activity that he needed, that would bring joy to his fragile heart. In my memory, I watch Sebastian struggle to decide and blow the memory a kiss, leaving them behind in that perfect idyll where they were once so happy.

I thought that would be the end of it, but it wasn’t. In fact, Adora’s story was only the beginning of how my children became the rescuers of every homeless dog on the Mediterranean island where we came to live permanently for the sake of Sebastian. As soon as we left the island at the end of that summer to return to Paris, he relapsed into the terrible melancholy that had plagued him until Adora’s story released him. He could not cope with leaving the dogs of the island. He would have terrible nightmares and screaming fits in his sleep about his beloved pets he had left behind, whose lives, he believed, depended on his happiness. I took him to every doctor we knew, but none could assuage my concerns.

Finally, I asked my son what he wanted, what I could do to make him feel better. “To live forever on the island with you and Adora and my dogs and her stories,” he replied. Nothing I could say would dissuade him. It was all he wanted and, despite how I cajoled and bribed, he remained disconsolate for months, until his father and I finally gave in and I moved there at the end of 1909, my husband staying behind in Paris until he could take leave of his job and visit us.

Before he was killed, my husband, Alexandre, was a politician serving the French government. We had met at a ball in Paris, where I had recently moved from Nantes, where I was born. At the time, I desired the life of a philosopher, to commit myself only to books and education, things I thought I could find only in the city. As is so often the case with love, however, when we met everything changed. To be with him, I abandoned everything. Together, we traveled the world, dined at the great palaces and embassies of foreign lands. My hunger for knowledge was sated by the brilliant men and women we met. It was, quite simply, the most extraordinary existence. My children, however, forced me to reconsider my priorities. Sebastian, especially.

Once we came to live on the island, the change in Sebastian was remarkable; it was as if he had found a purpose that fulfilled him completely. His health, his spirits, his education all improved, and although I missed my husband with a passion, I couldn’t regret my decision on witnessing the transformation in my cherished son. I congratulated myself that my children would not become spoiled nomads so representative of the children of politicians, but nymphs of the sun and sand, who would grow to become part of the simple culture of the area.

Now, when I recall their childhood, I think not of the impediments to the normal life I once craved for them but rather of the spectacle they provided each week of bringing every dog on the island back to our house. Rescuing the dogs was Adora’s idea. If they could save them, then they could love them and, if those poor creatures were loved, they wouldn’t need to die so young. Like clockwork, Adora and Sebastian would appear at 4:00 P.M., in time for their afternoon nap, with a half-starved animal ranging from a Doberman to a Pekingese. The poor thing would have been named before its arrival, conferring an intimacy that made it impossible for me, despite how I protested, to turn the bedraggled creature away in the face of the tears welling precariously in the enchanting eyes of my children.

“But Adora says that she was born in Scotland, where it’s so very cold, Mama, and they left her outside and a polar bear found her and carried her on his back all the way here,” Sebastian would plead, full of one of Adora’s latest inventions. “Nobody wants her, Mama. Please let me save her.”

And so we did. How could I refuse such compassion or imagination? Especially when it was all that he had? Not for my son to play with toys or the other children, only the simple, soundless spirits he rescued and his besotted sister, who seemed to cradle him like a snowflake, terrified he might disappear. Our house, an enormous whitewashed villa on top of a cliff overlooking the sea, became a sanctuary for the lost and lonely animals of our island, cared for by my two golden-haired children. Every morning, I would go to their rooms to wake them, only to find they weren’t there. After the first time it happened, when I almost died from the shock, I never worried again because I knew where they were: in the olive grove, asleep with their dogs on the ground. Sebastian’s favorite dog, Titania, a doe-eyed greyhound, refused to sleep there alone and came to his window every night crying for him. So Adora found the solution and took Sebastian there to sleep, too, so that Titania would not be alone. Perhaps something in my daughter understood even then that living without Sebastian would be unbearable. Eventually, when it became obvious that they would find any way to leave their beds at night and hurry to the olive grove, I bought a hammock, and every morning I found them there, softly swaying, their golden arms wrapped around one another in the incomparable dawn of a Mediterranean day.



Yes, it is the dogs I remember now; every name and story connected to all of my children’s pets. I can remember, with vivid clarity, how many years my golden son, Sebastian, had spent on this earth when they brought home each new addition; how many summers were left.

Years later, the summer just before my daughter died, I asked Adora whether there really was a woman at the Hôtel des Anges who told her of the myth that saved Sebastian. “No, Mama,” she replied resignedly. “I made it up. I wanted to believe it too.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because the alternative was unthinkable,” she replied, her eyes filled with a sorrow impossible to quell.

Yes, it is the dogs I remember now. I remember them too because they encapsulate the only time in my life when I can recall being grateful that I had a daughter, instead of wishing her gone.



Adora


Whenever people ask where you are, Sebastian, I always tell them the same thing: My brother lives in the sea, like a dolphin, I say. And it is true, my love; it is where I know you live and it is why I have stayed here on our island, so that I am always with you.

Your life was comprised of simple pleasures, enviable for me, who coveted everything, to witness. I followed you everywhere. You never tired of me, although you were a quiet soul. I remember asking you once if my endless chatter bothered you. No, you replied, I love to listen to your stories.

Now all I have left of you are stories, which I do not share, for to share them would give others the opportunity to comment, and they simply would not understand if I were to relate the love we had for one another. Their minds lack the purity of your own. You could not conceive of such insensitivity, such lack of depth, my poor, beautiful brother.

Every afternoon of my life, I have gone to my library to write down the story of my day. I have done this for you, Sebastian, because the ritual makes me feel as if you are still alive with me; everywhere I have ever traveled, you have journeyed too. I do it to keep the memory of our love alive, however elusive the recollections become, for I am growing older, Sebastian, evolving further and further away from the eighteen-year-old girl you last saw before you left me nearly twenty years ago. I am glad you did not live to see my hair dull or regret stain my eyes. Yet I know that everything I have is because of you and, in spite of the anguish I have suffered each day when I awake, I am so thankful for all of the things you have given me. Nothing I coped with in my life could possibly compare to what you endured, and so, as thanks for the blessings you made sure I own, I have lived my life for you because you couldn’t, because I took it from you.

I failed you. The punishment I pay now, I accept completely. If it would bring you back, I would pay it every day of my life. All I can say, Sebastian, is that, if you had been with me, everything would be so different. I would never have erected this prison from which I cannot escape; the prison borne of the relentless sorrow I feel for your loss.



Sophie


When first we settled on the island, every day we were stopped by the villagers. My God, how many times did they ask of me if my divine children were twins? It was exhausting. Sebastian was older than Adora, only barely, by two years, I would tell them, but they refused to believe. They would stand and marvel at them, at their hair of the whitest blond, and their eyes of aquamarine, which distinguished them from anyone such people had ever before seen. All of the people would flock around them, wishing to touch their fair skin as if they were sacred statues sculpted of gold in a temple.

It was so very shocking, the attention they attracted from the local people. At first, I failed to understand how uniform their lives on the island had been before our arrival, accustomed as they were to centuries of unstinting sameness. In the village where we lived, Sebastian and Adora were revered as holy by dint of their exceptional difference from the norm. I could never have imagined that I, too, would be crowned like a queen, an object of veneration by virtue of bringing the closest things to angels the islanders were ever likely to see in this arid landscape. My desire to keep my son and daughter humble was ritually tested in the face of the locals’ admiration. Each day, they would return home from school laden with gifts presented to them by everyone from their teachers to the local shopkeepers. I was so exhausted after months of futile attempts to quell the tide of goodwill toward them that I finally gave in and allowed my children to develop a sense of entitlement normally reserved for royalty.

It is I who must be reproached for the nature of their existence. For as with most children singled out, through no fault of their own, for reverential worship, they became inseparable. I was frequently absent, hidden behind the doors of our home poring over books, so involved with the improvement of my mind that I let them run free, telling myself it would only prove beneficial to them. Thus, each provided the understanding heart for the other, the sounding board for their unique woes, the protective hand to grip in the face of spectators who studied their every move. Nothing I provided could compare. The sea was their true refuge. There they could hide underwater, pretending to be dolphins, communicating through signs. Every day after school, they would scour the beaches for hidden coves where they could sit undetected, Adora’s lovely head nestled into Sebastian’s shoulder, where she would watch for signs of mermaids and he for that elusive whale, Moby Dick.

Sometimes I would feel guilty enough to interrupt my studies and venture to their sanctuary on the beach. I would discover them drawing floor plans of their future houses with twigs in the sand—Adora’s ornamental and imposing, Sebastian’s austere. From there they would initiate their afternoon ritual of receiving one another for tea, something they had learned from me, for whom the education provided by frequent visits to the British Embassy had proven indispensable. Always these visits would follow the same pattern, Adora tut-tutting about the mess Sebastian had made in his kitchen, her brother content to sit quietly in the sun on her marble veranda, a collection of his dogs at his feet.

The two became known as les petits voleurs—the little thieves—to the islanders, a nickname affectionately bestowed on them because sometimes they rescued dogs that were not homeless and, of course, irate residents would show up at our door demanding to take their family pet home. I can still picture my little boy, clad only in his swimming costume, interrogating those who did come about their love for their dog, only releasing the poor animal back to them when he was completely satisfied nothing would harm a hair on its head. Nor did his compassionate vigilance end there. For weeks afterward Sebastian would spy on the land surrounding their homes, Adora at his back, to ensure that the dog was well treated. If ever he saw it chained outside the house or a makeshift dog kennel in the back garden, he would march up and reclaim the animal, forcing me to deal with the subsequent ravings of incensed owners until they would eventually give up and stop seeking to take back their mistreated pet, who had found a sanctuary with my son.

I did not question my children’s intense need for one another. I did not ask why they never brought other friends home from school, why Adora gripped Sebastian’s hand with a ferocity that bordered on manic possessiveness. I simply reveled in their appearance every afternoon outside my study window, their bouncing golden curls flying in the air as they ran up the stone steps to our villa, framed by the incomparable blue of the sky, their white and navy blue school uniforms pristine in the sun, the babble of their voices as they laughed mischievously, each the owner of the other’s secrets. Secrets they would never share with me.
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