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CATHEDRAL CITY, CALIFORNIA





JANUARY 3, 1961


DRAW A LINE FROM STUTTGART, where I was born—a child lured by beauty—circle the cities in Europe where my mother took me while my father traveled, and then in my seventh year, arc it over the ocean to Brooklyn, where we settled at last with my grandmother. My parents had met in Europe, a pair of expatriates, each temporarily liberated from a family tragedy. My father, from a fine Southern family, was orphaned early and decamped to the continent to find himself. My mother’s circumstances were more complicated. She had intruded upon her mother and their family minister, found them in a compromising position, and frightened, had told her father about it. This unleashed a scandal that led to a very public trial in New York at which she was forced to testify. Afterward, my shattered mother was sent to Germany to resume her music studies, where she met and married my father, and where I was born in 1881.


Imagine my parents, groping their way around Europe with me in tow, a sickly, fussy child, my mother’s imminent concert career halted before it began by overwork as a student—they called it frozen hands. Think of it: after all she’d been through, her life’s dream destroyed by overzealous teaching at the conservatory! My father, sensitive and moody, undertook long, exhausting walking tours, leaving my mother with me in random hotels. Eventually he would limp back to us, and she then had both of us to try to nurse to health.


Picture me small and swathed in fur while my parents moved about restlessly: Stuttgart to Basel, then Rotterdam, Paris, and back to Stuttgart. I have such an impression of darkness in my past, as one would, compared to the brilliance of this desert light. Dark rooms in high-ceilinged apartments in Europe. My early life under a pallid sky crowded with heavy clouds, the weak sun making a brave front but retreating every time. And yet there was such beauty to it: streaming silver trolley wires over rain-washed streets; sharp shadows intersecting at perfect angles with the buildings; the sky racing by overhead while faces peered down at me in my protective bundle. My health from the beginning was dangerously precarious. My mother, whom I called Maman in the French way, was forever leaning in to touch my forehead with her cool fingers.


“She’s feverish,” I can hear her saying to Papa, whom I can see sitting across a marble-topped table, enjoying his newspaper and a cup of coffee. A small cigar burns in his fingers, and the smoke fascinates me, trailing in leisurely ribbons around his head and then disappearing. A sigh from Papa. He pulls a large watch from his vest, a beautiful thing with gold hands and a rising sun/setting moon, which I am permitted to hold when I am fretful.


“We’ve barely been here twenty minutes, Florence,” he says. His lips are tight and his eyes distant. He glances at me, wrapped in blankets even though I’m at least three, maybe even four years old, and should be sitting prettily on a spindly chair between my parents. But I am always bundled, always defended against something. Cafés were a compromise. Maman would have kept me away from all dangerous crowds, and Papa would have plunged us into the markets, the museums, the fancy stores with the huge windows and high ceilings.


One day he did precisely that. We were striding down a boulevard, and he was carrying me. Maman was next to us, hurrying to keep up, and then he turned abruptly through a revolving glass door into a grand perfumery, a sudden smile on his face. When Papa smiled, his whole face would expand and open, and there was an impression of dazzling beauty. He inhaled deeply, and I followed his example. The air was tender with scent.


“Isn’t that wonderful?” he whispered. We zigzagged through the strolling shoppers to the very center of the store.


“Look, Aggie, look up!” he crowed.


I did, leaning back so suddenly he had to grab the front of my coat with his free hand, and there, soaring overhead was a wondrous Tiffany glass ceiling.


“Flowers!” I cried, pointing.


“Yes!” Papa was delighted with me.


“Flowers!” I repeated, louder.


“Hush, darling.” Maman was aware of people looking our way. Children were not welcome in a store with so much fragile and valuable stock. But I was in heaven. Light streamed through the Tiffany blooms, catching hundreds of perfect bottles, row upon row on shelves that seemed to climb endlessly, colors such as I had never seen glowing all around me.


On a counter nearby was a tall, ruby-red glass container. Papa threaded his way through the crowd while Maman held the tail of my little coat. There were so many people! I think I had never before been in a crowd.


“William,” Maman said. “William, we should go.”


Papa stopped and regarded my mother evenly. His eyes were close to me, much closer than usual. His hair, dark and brilliant, curled over his high, stiff collar, his beard smooth and trim. While he and Maman argued quietly about whether or not it was dangerous for me to be exposed to so many strangers, I reached with my hand and carefully, gently touched his beard with the tips of my fingers. It is how I imagined a cat might feel. I was not allowed to pet cats or dogs or any animal, with the occasional exception of the milkman’s horse, and then I was immediately whisked away to wash.


Papa batted my hand away as though shooing a fly. Mortified, I started to cry, and Papa thrust me into Maman’s waiting arms.


“There now,” she tried to soothe me, patting my back. I was quickly borne out of the perfumery and into the cold, where a light snow had begun to fall.





BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

EIGHT SKETCHES FROM CHILDHOOD





1888


1.


IT WAS BECAUSE I HAD suffered yet another life-threatening illness at age six that our little family decided to return to America. Again and again my parents had been told that their rootless European wanderings were endangering my health. These travels were also draining their resources, which was my father’s dwindling inheritance. I imagine he refused to discuss it—beneath him, I suspect. Against his repeated objections, my mother wrote to her mother in Brooklyn. There must have been a little back and forth between them, but it was quickly decided that we would go there to live, in the shrouded house my grandmother had retreated to after ruination and scandal, bankruptcy and divorce. The plan was for Maman to open a music school to support us. While I helped her pack—I loved digging into boxes, finding forgotten treasures, making things with odd bits of discarded paper—Papa retreated into numb acceptance. His life as a gentleman of leisure was coming to a close. I was frail, afflicted with chronic bronchitis, and quite small for my age.


We took the train to Bremen and boarded a grand-looking ship. There were hundreds of people on hand for the departure. With the ship’s rails jammed with waving passengers and the crowds waving from the docks, it all looked like a dance, and I could not understand why Papa was so morose.


We were at sea for many days, and then early one morning Maman roused me, helped me get dressed, and bundled me into my coat and hat. She grabbed my hand, and we hurried up the narrow stairs and out onto the crowded deck to watch our progress through the Narrows and into the great harbor of New York. The sky was grainy, and the mood of the people jammed up against the rail was reverent as the recently erected Statue of Liberty loomed. The crowds surged for a better view, and Maman lifted me up. Below us, on the steerage deck, a great cheer went up. Maman began to weep, and I twisted my head to regard her anxiously.


“It’s all right, darling.” She was smiling and crying at the same time.


“Look.” She pointed at the crowned head and the massive torch as we slid past. “Isn’t she beautiful?”


“Oh, look,” she said again, clutching at the rail with her free hand. The harbor ahead was a tangle of ships’ masts, the water around us thick with smoke-billowing ferries and stocky little tugboats bobbing and plunging through one another’s wakes. I had never seen such a riot of activity. As the sun rose over the city, our ship bellowed its mournful signal, which was answered immediately by an approaching tug. Delighted, I looked at Maman. She hugged me hard, and I had never seen her so happy. The breeze was fresh and strong against our faces.


“Home,” she murmured.


From the dock we took a carriage across lower Manhattan, over the Brooklyn Bridge, and through block after block of Brooklyn until we finally turned down Pacific Street and pulled up to number 1403. Papa helped me down, and I saw a curtain move in the window. The front door opened slowly, and a small white-haired woman peered out with a shy smile. Maman took my hand and led me up the front steps.


“Agnes, say how do you do to your grandmother.” I complied, and Grandmama’s face flushed with pleasure when I curtsied. Then to my astonishment her eyes filled, and she pulled my mother into her arms, murmuring, “Florence, Florence,” over and over while my father and I stood to one side.


2.


I would discover that every room in the house on Pacific Street was dark and draped and heavy with thick, black velvet. The exception was the foyer where a glass transom over the front door permitted a shaft of light that fell, in turn, on the staircase, the walls, and a blue Chinese vase. Next to the stairs a tall-case clock ticked loudly and struck the hour with a surprisingly light bell—I had thought it would be deep, to match the imposing size of the clock. I liked touching its satiny surface, a dark mahogany that promised permanence. I traced my fingers over the lower part of the wall, which was covered in embossed leather. A flower pattern had been pressed into it over and over, every flower exactly the same as the one before, climbing up until it ended—some of the flowers losing their tops—in a strip of molding.


“Don’t get the walls dirty now, dearie.”


My grandmother moved slowly down the hall from the kitchen, where she’d just had her breakfast, a plain roll and coffee. Her black dress rustled, and she carried her Bible. I stopped touching the wall immediately and stood stiffly in place, my hands clasped behind me. She nodded in my direction as she passed, a brief vacant smile on her face, and settled in the front parlor by the veiled window. Completely ignoring me now, she opened her Bible, laid it carefully on her lap, bowed her head, and prayed silently.



3.


“Nothing goes away until it is confronted,” my grandmother was fond of telling me. I always wanted to close my ears then, fearful of sinking into the thick morass of my own sins: not helping my mother, arguing with my mother, not practicing the piano enough, drawing when I should be conjugating Latin verbs, entertaining defiant and disrespectful thoughts.


The chill between my parents deepened. Their quarrels grew louder and seemed constant. I watched my father set out his tortoiseshell hairbrushes on the dresser he would share with my mother—in Europe they had always had separate bedrooms—and heard the word “backwater” over and over, spat out and laced with contempt. Maman did not respond. She continued to unpack her steamer trunk, hanging her dresses in the cramped Brooklyn closet, folding her undergarments and laying them in the backwater Brooklyn bureau drawer. The ceiling was lower than what we were used to, and it surprised me to realize that Maman was tall and physically imposing. She had become stocky in build, and her hair, combed into a wavy pompadour in front and gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck, added an inch or so of height.


I helped her unwrap the sachets of lavender from Provence that she had been given as a going-away present and watched as she tucked them among her silky underthings. She kept her back to Papa as if to keep what was hers, hers, and separate from him.


But backwater or not, I was settling into the hazy September days. For the first time in my life, I could survey them from my own room, which was on the street side of the second floor, small and square with two windows and a closet. My grandmother’s bedroom was down the hall a bit, past the bathroom, and my parents shared the large attic room on the top floor.


I had a small dresser and chair with a table for drawing and practicing writing. I was proud of the way I could form letters and make flourishes at the end of certain words—my first name, for instance. I loved to write it: the big triangular “A,” small “g” with a deep, round tail, tidy little “n” and “e,” and then the “s,” which swept up before it curved down gently, then swooped out and upward in a long, triumphal string, as though a kite were attached. I then folded it back over itself several times and finally let the entire glorious enterprise come to rest.


My mother allowed me to choose decorations for my walls. In the small attic storage room, I found a set of framed flower studies—Grandmama said that they had been Maman’s when she was young—lovely watercolors, which I asked for and was given. Papa helped me choose places for them on my wall, and he hammered in the slender nails on which we hung them. I was impressed that we were able do this: no hotel or apartment building we’d lived in before had ever permitted it. The few pictures and paintings that traveled with us were always suspended on dark, braided ropes from the molding near the ceiling.


I knew that whatever kept my grandmother clothed in penitential black was also related to my mother’s reserve and the sadness that veiled her face. The scandal itself, while never spoken of, seemed to reside in the house alongside us and kept us wary and watchful.


On Sunday mornings, the only day she left the house, my grandmother placed her prayer book and Bible in her reticule and pinned on her wide-brimmed black hat. She always invited my mother to come along. At Maman’s polite, “No, thank you, Mother,” she opened the front door and stepped onto the stoop, pausing for a moment to sniff the air. A hansom cab waited, and the driver stood by the curb ready to help her climb in. He vaulted easily back into his seat, and with a flick of his whip over the horse, they would be off. We would not see her again for hours. I was always disappointed that Maman declined to go along; I was wildly curious about “the Brethren” and the “meeting” my grandmother had told me she was attending.


“Is it like the meeting in our parlor on Wednesday evenings?” I asked.


“No,” she said, “that is a prayer meeting. On Sundays we have a worship meeting.”


My parents did not say why they declined to participate, but they always retreated to the upstairs on Wednesday evenings, when a rather severe group of Brethren filled our front room. As soon as my parents had disappeared, I would creep back down and lurk near the parlor. The heavy sliding doors would be closed, but I could peek through the crack and watch. Sometimes the Brethren stood in a circle, clasped hands, and prayed in unison; sometimes a single male voice spoke for them all. I could only make out certain words, but there was no mistaking the fervor with which the prayers were offered up.


4.


Our small piece of Brooklyn was placid and slow, and our house was part of a new row of brownstones, all of which looked alike. If you stood at our corner, you’d see an orderly line of front steps with railings, one behind the other, in perfect symmetry. I didn’t tell Papa, but I thought our street was beautiful.


Outside my window the leaves of the sycamore were curling and turning brown, and round burrs were forming. Down the street a stand of maples had begun to change from deep green to the beginnings of gold. In the back of the house, the sunroom—the only room where the windows were not covered—led to a small walled garden. On either side were neighbors who also had gardens, and who in the slanted light of autumn were outside digging and mulching and preparing the flowerbeds for winter.


My parents’ struggle grew more consuming, and I began to linger more boldly outside their door to listen.


“I don’t know how you can consider such a thing, Florence,” I heard my father say.


“We cannot continue to live off my mother, William,” was her retort. I heard her footsteps, and she threw the door open and glared at me.


“Little girls should not be listening at grown-ups’ doors, Agnes!”


“No, Maman.”


5.


The “thing” that so appalled Papa was the music school Maman had resolved to open. She was fired with new purpose. In the morning she descended the narrow attic steps to the second floor, and then to the kitchen where soon the smell of coffee began to rise—so rich and inviting, and so disappointing the first time I was allowed to taste it. I climbed out of my bed, which was still a bit high for me, swung my legs down, pulled on stockings and shoes and smock, and hurried downstairs. Maman had made coffee for herself, Papa, and Grandmama and a cup of chocolate for me. She had sliced bread for us to eat, but it fell to Grandmama to butter my piece, to which she added a generous spoonful of jam before patting my head affectionately, excusing herself, and repairing to the front parlor and her prayers.


Maman finished her own bread quickly, left the table, and settled down to work at the desk she had moved into a corner of the dining room. She had opened a bank account with the money from the sale of her piano back in Europe and was arranging the purchase of a new instrument. This she had done against Papa’s entreaties to turn this money over to him. He had decided to open an art gallery, which he felt was an appropriate way for a gentleman to earn money.


“I could demand it from you, Florence,” he said abruptly one morning, while we were all still at the table. “As your husband.”


Maman said nothing.


“You took a vow to love, honor, and obey,” he continued.


“Hush, William,” Maman said. Grandmama looked down at her plate. I knew I should do likewise, but I could not.


“Hush?” Papa’s voice sounded as if he had swallowed marbles. Maman glanced out the window. No one said anything, and after a moment everyone resumed eating. The only sounds were the clink of silver against plate and cup, the ticking of the wall clock. I kept very still. Finally, Papa dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. He seemed to have all the time in the world. He brushed his beard lightly, making sure no stray crumbs lingered there, then folded his napkin, inserted it into the silver ring that bore his initials, and placed it on the table.


“Excuse me, ladies,” he said, rising from his chair. “I have a busy day ahead.” He clicked his heels for emphasis, inclined his head in a brief bow, and departed the kitchen. I noticed that the more upset Papa got, the more elegant his movements became. It gave him a terrible beauty, and my heart broke watching him. A few minutes later we heard the front door open and close, and a heavy blanket of quiet covered Maman, Grandmama, and me. The three of us sat together; Maman’s face was impassive, but when I looked at Grandmama, I saw fear, guilt, and sorrow.


6.


Papa did not return that day, nor the next, or the next. His absence seemed to inspire Maman to drive herself—and me—harder. On the second day she pulled my schoolbooks out of the box they had traveled in, and my heart sank a bit. It appeared that the holiday was over. After breakfast on the third day, instead of working at her desk in the dining room, she set up our schoolroom in the adjacent corner. This consisted of a small table for writing and figuring and drawing, plus a slot in the nearest bookshelf for my texts. These, Maman knew, were sadly out of date and entirely inadequate, but that didn’t seem to matter. She presided over the renewing of my education with steely ferocity, demanding that I read through the tattered primer yet again, beginning at the beginning.


“I finished this, Maman,” I said.


“Never mind, it’ll be good practice. A good reminder.”


“But it’s a baby book.”


“It doesn’t matter, Agnes. The point is to practice.”


I knew better than to argue, so I opened the book and stared at the script: the alphabet in large letters, starting with a simpering “A,” my own beloved first initial, plus the well-worn list of words beginning with “A.” I lowered the book.


“Read,” Maman commanded. I waited for Maman to realize her error and pick some other book. She stood over me stiffly.


“It’s for babies,” I finally blustered, afraid of her wrath but too deeply committed to withdraw.


“Read it.” Her voice was tight and quiet and dangerous.


“No,” I whispered, dropping the book and running from the room. Now I was truly terrified. I had committed three serious offenses in the space of a few seconds: I had dropped a book on the floor, and from the sickening sound it made when it hit, had likely caused the binding to break; I had turned and run in defiance; and worst, I had told my mother “no.” I scurried up the stairs. In my room I threw myself onto my bed and wept. I heard Maman’s footsteps as she pursued me, and I both feared her arrival and longed for it. But halfway up she stopped, and then I heard her go back downstairs.


A few minutes later my grandmother made her slow way up the stairs, peered into my room, and settled herself on the edge of my bed. Tentatively she touched my back and began to rub gently.


“There now, dearie,” she said. “There now.”


In a little while I quieted, and she took me by the hand to the bathroom, where she helped me wash my face.


“Would you like a little milk?”


I shook my head. My stomach, always subject to flutters, was upset and I felt queasy.


“Never mind,” Grandmama said. “We’ll just go sit quietly, shall we?”


Together we descended the stairs, one step at a time. In the front parlor she perused the titles on the bookshelf. She found a book of Bible stories, pulled it down, and settled herself in her armchair. She patted her lap for me to climb on, and I did so. While I wanted to protest that only babies sat in laps, I kept still and leaned back against her soft, talc-scented bosom and felt comforted. This was the beginning of my affection for my grandmother. She opened the book and leafed through the pages. Each story was accompanied by a full-color plate of a faraway place of diminutive trees, houses made of stone, and tidy earthen roads that wound prettily off into the distance, where everyone, even the men, wore long, flowing gowns.


“Now, Agnes, do you have a favorite?”


My face flushed. I had no favorite because I had never been exposed to these stories, and I suspected she knew that. I shook my head.


“Very well,” she said. “Let’s start with the one about Moses, shall we?”


I nodded my head even though I was quite sure she was not waiting for me to agree, and she began reading about the enslaved Children of Israel and their Egyptian masters. I could hear Maman’s footsteps as she left the kitchen. I wiggled a bit, frightened of what might be coming next. My reader contained stories about children, usually boys, who defied their parents and whose fathers removed belts to strike them. Maman did not wear a belt, of course, and she wasn’t my father. Perhaps because there was no clear model for where we found ourselves, I began to tremble. Grandmama pulled me closer and continued the story of the infant Moses, placed by his Hebrew mother and sister in a basket to save him from Egyptian slaughter, and Pharaoh’s daughter finding him in the basket hidden in the bulrushes, and naming him “Moses, because she drew him from the water.”


Maman’s footsteps halted at the doorway. I turned my head and was surprised to see sadness in place of anger in her own tear-stained face. Abruptly she turned and crossed the hall to the studio, where she began to play the old upright piano that had been here when we arrived. She had chosen a simple Bach fugue with a pair of intertwining melodic lines, and now accompanying my grandmother’s soft voice, the music swelled and seemed to set our house in order. By the time we sat down to supper, Maman seemed to have recovered, and it was as if nothing had ever happened between us. But in the morning the hated primer had disappeared from my desk. A few days later a new grammar school text was delivered, and we continued with our new life.


After Maman’s death many years later, I would find the battered primer among her things and wonder why she had kept it, what it had signified for her. Perhaps it marked the end of my compliant childhood, warning her that soon I would begin to find ways to do as I pleased. When those days did in fact come about, I tried to make my own way quietly and without the hurtful defiance that had seemed to threaten us.


7.


Without Papa to disapprove, Maman redoubled her efforts to get the music school established. She pinned her hat on each morning and walked through the front door, closed it firmly behind her, and marched off to another grammar school or high school to meet the principal and possibly the music teacher and ask for help in informing promising students that the Pelton School of Music was open for lessons. She carried a large handbag, more of a carpet bag really, into which she had placed letters from her professors in Stuttgart, recommending her as a musician and a teacher of theory. Before donning her hat and coat, she always checked the bag to make sure these letters were there, even reading them once more to refresh her confidence.


“To whom it may concern,” they all began, “Let it be known that the bearer, Florence Tilton Pelton, has successfully completed the Stuttgart Conservatory course in piano,”—or “theory,” or “Solfège,” or “the teaching of violin”—and “is fully qualified” to take on pupils. Each letter went on to praise my mother’s devotion to music, her patience with children, and the writer’s unshakable confidence in her integrity: “She is a person of high moral character.”


I thought her impressive. She wore her hair parted in the middle and pulled back into a tidy bun and kept her collars high on her neck and her sleeves long. She would return late in the day, weary and hungry, sometimes with hopeful news and the names of prospective students, sometimes empty-handed. On those evenings she talked little, and Grandmama fixed our supper.


Finally came the day when the new grand piano, its legs having been removed, was unloaded from a freight wagon and hauled on skids and pulleys up the front steps by five burly men. Grunting and maneuvering with great difficulty, they pushed it through the double doors and dragged it on blankets down the hall. They reassembled it in the dining room, which, with the connecting front parlor, would soon become the Pelton School of Music. It was a magnificent beast, and we were admiring it when my father appeared in the doorway.


“Papa!” I ran to him and threw my arms around his waist. He touched my head absently and stared at the new piano.


“So,” he said. “Here it is.” I disengaged carefully.


“And here you are,” Maman countered. “We were worried, William.”


“I can see that,” he said.


My grandmother took me by the hand and said, “Let’s go to the park, shall we?”


The park? I shook my head, but my grandmother had me in my coat and both of us out the door before I could object. When we returned a bit later, Maman took me upstairs and told me Papa was gone. He had decided to return to Europe, she said. Just like that: “Papa has decided . . .” As though he had calmly jotted down the advantages and disadvantages to each option and the “Europe” list was longer. I thought of him tucking his list into a pocket and patting it, rising from his chair with a cheerful smile, and saying he was off to Stuttgart.


“Did you tell him we needed him?” I cried.


“Oh, darling.” Maman sank to her knees and reached for me, wanting to fold me into her arms. But I pushed her back.


“Did you tell him?”


“I did, yes,” she whispered. “I did tell him.”


“What did he say?”


“He said to tell you he loves you. And not to worry, that he’d be back.”


This I knew immediately, viscerally, in the marrow of my bones was not true. I knew my father would never return to live with us in our new home, and I began the painful business of trying to untangle the many threads of my new-world self that were mingled with his. Every day I discovered another one—from the wonder of watching the sun break out after a rain and turn wet pavement to silver, to the pushcarts of Atlantic Avenue, to the thrill of riding on a trolley car. In each case I deliberately snipped our connection, as I imagined him doing, the better to recover my own sense of wonder.


8.


Maman opened her school later that fall. She started with only four pupils, but she was a patient and encouraging teacher, and soon those four became seven, and then twelve, and then twenty. And then their younger brothers and sisters were sent to clomp up our front steps, and their cousins, and their friends. Each hour of most days they arrived in orderly intervals, and another lesson would begin. I was not permitted to attend the new public school because of lingering fears about my health, but to my great delight, Maman found Miss Sunder (who joked about being a teacher called “Miss Understanding”), an energetic young woman who assumed charge of my education.


We hadn’t needed the doctor since our arrival in Brooklyn, even though my fever still rose and fell like an unreliable tide. At those times I sat up in bed with my drawing board, paper, and pencils. Maman gave me flower pictures to copy, and Grandmama gave me the book of Bible stories for children with color plates, but I had no interest in either. My subject matter was Papa: Papa by himself, Papa with Maman, Papa and me in front of a house, Papa and me next to a tree, and on and on. The drawings were little more than stick figures, really, which disappointed me and frustrated my mother.


“You can do so much better if you work from a picture,” she said, indicating the collection of images she had given me for copying.


To which I coolly replied, “Do you have a picture of Papa I can use?”


“Watch your tone, Missy.” Maman drew herself up. Later she brought me the small framed daguerreotype of him that she kept on her dresser and left without a word. I studied it closely, searching for my father in the formal, suited figure, and worked carefully all morning on a drawing.


Papa wrote that he had left Germany and returned to the family home in Roseland, Louisiana, to be with his brother. I hadn’t remembered hearing anything about this mysterious brother. Maman said that he and Papa were orphans, that it was just the two of them in this world. She showed me a photograph of a pillared white house in a fairy-tale landscape of huge trees with rough black trunks and tangled branches, and something called Spanish moss, which was lacy and white, hanging like ghosts in the branches.


I wrote Papa letter after letter, usually with a drawing inside. I drew all the time now. Maman, who replenished my supply of paper each week, could hardly keep up with me. I worried about what this was costing, but she seemed quite cheerful and rather proud.


“You’re getting to be quite the artist.”


I waited for a letter. The sound of the postman’s heavy shoes on our front steps marked the center of my day, but his delivery never included an envelope addressed to me.


When the telegram came, it was such a surprise that my mother, who had answered the door in puzzlement—“Who could it be at this hour?”—gaped at the Western Union boy, standing on the stoop with his shoulder bag and cap. It was early and we were still at breakfast. The boy offered my mother the yellow envelope. She stared at it before taking it, as though she weren’t quite sure why he was handing it to her, but she’d accept it to be polite. He waited, and she fumbled in her bag for a coin to give him, but still he waited. At last he said, “Will there be a reply, ma’am?” and she was forced to open it in front of him. The color drained out of her face. Finally, she noticed him still standing there and said, “No, no reply,” at which he turned quickly and darted down the front walk to the street and out of sight.


“Florence, what is it?”


Maman couldn’t speak but handed the telegram to my grandmother, who read it and quickly clutched it to her chest in case I was trying to see what it said.


“Agnes, go upstairs,” she said.


When I hesitated, she said it again more vehemently.


“Go upstairs!”


I ran, tears already running down my cheeks. I didn’t know, but I knew. I was not surprised when Maman came into my room a few minutes later.


“Agnes,” she started, sitting on my bed, where I had buried my face in the pillow. I raised my head, which was already pounding. She held the telegram in one hand and her face was a mask, her composure intact. Her features seemed frozen: her nose, which in the half-light of my room appeared angular and sharp, cast a slight shadow across her cheek. Her eyes, always soft and somber, pooled, and she swallowed many times. Her face was nearly gray with effort, and when at last she spoke, it was in a whisper.


“Agnes,” she repeated, and her voice broke open. It was deep and ragged, and I was frightened by the sound she made. It was as though she had been ripped inside all the way to her heart.


“Agnes,” she said again, but this time her inner door was closed. The barrier I had never known existed was back in place. Her voice came again, and it was not brittle or harsh but flat and seemed to have an impenetrable surface.


“Agnes, your papa has died.” She dropped the telegram and covered her face with her hands, away from my probing eyes. When she rose to look at me, her face was dark but composed. “I must go to him.”


She pulled herself up and left my room. I heard her climb the steps to her bedroom and close the door. The telegram still lay on my bed where it had fallen: “William taken from us. Come at once.”


That day, as she packed a small valise, I sat in the corner of their attic room and thought, over and over, my father has died. I wondered if I would survive.


“His soul has taken flight.” Grandmama was standing at the top of the attic stairs, slightly out of breath. Maman ignored her, which shocked me. After a moment, my grandmother turned and went back down the steps, taking them slowly, one at a time. I shrank into the wall, worried by the idea that, loosed from its mooring, his soul might be lost and alone.


Maman left that afternoon. She did not suggest I should accompany her, nor did it occur to me to ask. I pictured her on the train, sitting up in coach, pulling away from New York with its concrete angles and easing south, into the land of the photograph—broad spreading trees that were always green, with pale wisps of moss hanging from their branches. Miss Sunder had explained that these swatches of white were in the tree but not of the tree. Perhaps Papa’s soul was somehow in the world while being no longer of the world. That brought a kind of relief; until that moment, my father had been utterly gone. Now it occurred to me that he could be everywhere. He could belong to me in a private, secret way, and no matter what happened, I would always have him.


When Maman returned from Louisiana, I overheard her tell my grandmother that Papa had died from taking too much morphine. I could hear that she was ashamed of this, so I never asked her about it, but instinctively I understood. He had been ill and weak and helpless and had tried to comfort his sadness; instead, he put himself to sleep permanently. We did not talk of him after that.
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FEBRUARY 6, 1961


INVENTORY:


THE LANDSCAPES SHOULD GO TO the gallery. Harriet can sell these eventually, and that will relieve the family of whatever burden I’ve been.


The abstracts. Maybe they will sell at last. So many admirers, so few buyers. Why does one sell and another remain? For the stupidest of reasons. Because it can only go in a particular room and the colors are wrong for the drapes, or the walls, or the room already has wallpaper, and the like. Or, worse, they admire the image, stand in front of it raptly, are clearly moved by it, and then they shake their heads and say, “It’s a little startling, isn’t it?” Or “What will so-and-so think of this?” Meaning, “What will so-and-so think of me for buying this?” (I send blessings to those who received the messages conveyed in these pictures; especially those who absorbed the messages and fell in love with the pictures and paid for them and took them home and hung them in prominent places. You who did this, you kept me going over the years, all of you, and I send you love as often as I think of you. And when I am not thinking of you, my heart still sends you love.)
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I MUST HAVE BEEN FOURTEEN when I started telling everyone who would listen that I was going to be an artist. I spent every possible moment of the day drawing pictures, often furtively when I should have been doing my lessons. Sometimes when rain kept us indoors and prevented our afternoon “constitutional,” Miss Sunder would bring out the watercolors, and she and I would sit at the big table in the kitchen with a bowl of water between us and share the little pots of paint. At night, when I went to bed, I carried my drawing pad and pencils up to my room with me. I was beginning to understand how the world changed when you rendered it for yourself. Out of the life-altering act of beginning to look deeply, I enjoyed a new kinship with everything around me. I felt I was journeying into the soul of each object I drew. I kept this wondrous new experience to myself: “That is blasphemy, Agnes,” I could hear my grandmother say. “Things don’t have souls.” But I was alive with the knowledge that everything possessed a unique essence and therefore its own self and was, even if imperceptibly, different from everything else.


I knew that my family was different from other families, but I also carried a sense that I was different, even within our own small triad. Drawing gave me a territory of my own, a place from which to view the world in all its differentness, and without shame. In celebration I drew the newel post at the foot of the stairs, the Chinese vase in the foyer, the front door, the tree outside our house, the milkman’s horse and wagon, the ragman and his cart—even the glorious ornate lamppost with its glowing globe that lit our street at night. I labeled everything in neat print across the bottom of the page. I thought Miss Sunder was beautiful, and I tried to draw her likeness, but I was not successful and erased my efforts quickly. I did not try to draw either my mother or my grandmother; the muffled stillness of our house seemed to forbid it.


I often ran out of paper, and when I did, I foraged around to find more. Maman’s desk was usually a good resource, and if she was busy teaching, she never minded when I helped myself; she said I was blooming, which made her happy. One day I could find no paper anywhere, and it occurred to me to look in the storage room in the attic. This was off-limits to me, but I had begun to be rebellious and thought I’d go up there quickly and be back before anyone could object. The attic stairs were behind a door that needed oil—this was also how Maman got to her bedroom, and I always knew when she was going up or down.


I wasn’t sure if it would be audible to her in the piano studio, but just in case, I turned the knob carefully and crept up the narrow wooden steps. It was dark in the stairwell, and I groped my way along until the turn, where the watery light from a small glass skylight revealed Maman’s bedroom on the right. The storage room on the left was unlocked, and I opened the door into a long, stuffy room with a dormer window to the street and a small, square one at the back. I knew immediately that I had invaded Maman’s private sanctuary; the force of her presence, usually so tenderly disposed toward me, felt like a wall and stopped me where I stood. A divan, covered with a beautiful paisley shawl, had been pushed against the wall where the roof slanted inward. Right next to it was a desk—an antique ladies’ desk, its blackened varnish cracking. A tentative border of inlaid mother-of-pearl, broken here and there, wound around the desk lid. A fragile gingerbread lattice rose high from the back and held a worn oval mirror in its center. It was a presence, that desk. I studied its dozen tiny drawers, its half-empty inkwell, the tall stick pen, and the leather-trimmed writing surface made of moth-eaten felt.


I knew I should leave at once. My legs wanted to run, and my heart was rattling. Instead, I opened each of the small drawers, finding a pair of keys in one, an old button in another, nothing at all in the others. But in the large center drawer, where I thought I might find blank paper, was a thick packet of letters tied in a bundle. I picked these up carefully. The stamps were foreign, and the return address was in Paris. With a shock I realized that I was holding letters written by my grandfather to my mother.


I had asked her about him, of course. Every now and again I’d wonder where he was and why he never came to see us. Maman always responded rather vaguely that he was in Paris and that he was very busy. Her face, and the subject, would close abruptly, and that would be that. I knew my grandparents had ended their marriage and that divorce itself was nothing we were ever to speak about. I stood quaking for a moment, and then it struck me that here, in my hand, was evidence that she knew more than she had said. And that she had lied to me.


Not caring any longer if I was discovered, I came back downstairs with the bundle of letters in the pocket of my smock, intending to confront my mother and demand an explanation. I marched to the front parlor, which housed the Pelton School of Music. Through the sliding glass doors, I could see Maman seated on the piano bench next to an unhappy-looking student. She pointed to the music, explaining it note by note, and then at her insistence, he tried the passage again. It was only slightly improved, and I heard Maman’s, “Again, please,” before I gave up and turned into the small room across the hall where my grandmother sat on the love seat at this time of day with her crocheting. Without saying a word, I pulled the letters from my pocket and showed them to her.


I’m not sure what I expected—surprise? weeping? anger?—but after a moment in which she was clearly startled, she composed herself.


“Come and sit by me,” she said.


She took the packet from my hand and tucked it into her embroidery bag and reached around to draw me close. I was restless and excited, and she chafed my bare arm gently to calm the energy racing through my limbs.


“Those letters are from your grandfather. As you can plainly see, they are addressed to your mother. I will return them to her.”


I felt my face grow warm in the silence.


“You have survived,” she said. “So many times we thought we might lose you. But you are fourteen years old and in tolerably good health. That is something to thank God for, Agnes, and I hope you do so every single day. You were very sickly as a baby. You were much too small and did not gain weight as you should have. We did not think you would live the first winter after you were born. Your mother was so frightened that she brought you here all the way from Rotterdam, where you and she were living, so that I could see you at least once.”


I forgot the letters for a moment.


“I was here?”


“You were here.”


I searched my memory, my thoughts darting all about, trying to recall having seen these walls, the stairs, the bay window. My grandmother.


“Where was Papa?”


“He was traveling. He had started taking long sojourns that he said were solitary, but he always seemed to end up with friends. Your mother didn’t know these friends, had never been introduced to them. You and your mother stayed here for six months, and then she received a letter from your father, instructing her to come back at once. You were in tolerable health, and so she returned to Europe for the next five years.


“And now your health has improved so much, we can send you off on a new adventure. Are you pleased about that?”


I nodded. In point of fact, I was enormously pleased. Just days ago, we had received the official letter admitting me to the General Art Course at the Pratt Institute. I would start in the middle of September, afternoons only, because Maman worried that a full day would be too taxing. I accepted her terms and, in my mind, dismissed her fears. Instead, I daydreamed about what a real school would be like, how I would at last be away from Pacific Street and part of a place where I would learn to make art.


“I’m glad. It will be a new world for you, dearie. A place to develop your considerable gifts. But you may meet people there who will tell you things, terrible things, about us, about your family.”


What these things were, I struggled to imagine. I knew we lived under a cloud, and now the idea of learning why made me cold with fear.


“Much of what these people say—” She drew her breath in sharply. She seemed on the verge of abandoning the conversation.


I would not have minded; I wanted to run and hide. She went on.


“Much of what they say will be true. But before you judge us, remember that everything your grandfather and mother and I did, we did with purity of intention.”


She drew me closer, which was awkward. I had gotten bigger over the summer and my legs splayed out over the chair’s edge. I thought about what a long time it had been since Maman and Papa and I had come to Brooklyn. How even Papa’s death seemed a distant memory. And how, from our very first day in this house, my grandmother had been an immutable fact of my life. She never varied her wardrobe of black crepe dresses, and each morning precisely at nine o’clock she came to this room to read her Bible and to pray. But eight years had bent her back into a permanent curve, like a question mark, and her blue eyes were milky and opaque. Sometimes she stumbled when traversing the distance from bedroom to kitchen to parlor.


Her cheeks flushed and her breath came lightly and quickly. She hesitated again, staring into the space in front of her.


“Your mother was your age, just fourteen, when all of what happened began.” She seemed surprised at the thought.


“It was all a very long time ago.” She tucked a wavy strand of soft white hair back. “You may think that I’m a lonely old woman,” she added.


It had never occurred to me that she was lonely. After all, she had me and Maman. And she had the Brethren, who arrived faithfully each Wednesday evening for a prayer service, and with whom she worshipped on Sundays in the drafty meetinghouse on Atlantic Avenue.


“I was redeemed, Agnes. That is what I want to tell you. That is what is important. I was broken, deserted, abandoned, and then the Lord lifted me to himself and forgave me. I was pulled out of darkness and into light. There is always welcome for the sinner, Agnes.”


I had long puzzled over what my grandmother could possibly need forgiveness for. My own sins, I knew, were legion. I was selfish. I had disobeyed my mother as recently as the previous evening, flouting her strict bedtime rule in order to draw, knowing that she worried about my health. I had crushes on several of the older girls who came for lessons—girls who seemed so sure of themselves—and I ignored my schoolwork to gaze out the window and watch as they came and went. And now I had intruded into my mother’s private sanctuary. My grandmother had said nothing to me about these failings; she never did. “Judgment is mine, sayeth the Lord,” was the harshest pronouncement she ever made. I felt miserable and small and thought I should ask for her forgiveness. I longed for the moment of comfort that I knew would come—my head against her soft bosom, her hand stroking my hair, her murmured, “There, there.” I was about to speak up when abruptly, a decision apparently having been made, she sat up straighter.


“We are all sinners, Agnes. Do you understand that?”


“Yes, Grandmama.”


I sensed an enormous shadow falling over us, over me. I wanted her to stop. I wanted her to suggest that we walk to Atlantic Avenue and find some fresh peaches, come home, and have them with cream. I knew that something was ending for me and something else beginning, and I was sure that what was beginning was heavy and would be with me forever, like the mark of Cain. She drew a deep breath and started to speak.


“I sinned against the Lord, against my husband and my children, against the congregation of which I was a part, and against the man who trusted me with his griefs and needs.” She paused. “And then I sinned again by denying my grievous wrongdoings.” She sipped from the glass of water next to her.


“You know nothing of this,” she went on. “We have tried to shield you from it, but I see that has not been possible. The sins of the fathers are indeed visited upon their children. Your mother will be angry at you for going where you’ve been told not to go, but she will also understand that we cannot shield those we love, no matter how much we want to. We shall all have to bow to God’s will and accept his judgment.”


She took her arm from my shoulder and clasped her hands.


“Do you know what an affair is?” she asked. Numbly I shook my head.


“It is when people indulge in marital relations outside of marriage.”


I didn’t understand this either, but somehow, I knew it concerned sex, which Miss Sunder had recently introduced via elaborate diagrams concerning flowers and bees and the carrying of seed, hastily adding that men carried human seed and women received it during marital intercourse. She had turned red at that point, and I had concluded that the topic was so dangerous as to cause one’s eternal damnation merely by contemplating it.
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beautifully written imagining of the intimate world
of artist Agnes Pelton, whose spirit and underappreciated
work Mari Coates brings back to life.”

—Beo Alford Pursell, author of A Girl Goes into the Forest
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