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Part One


Sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt.

(Our life passes. The world goes on its way. The people weep, and our hearts are touched.)

— Virgil, The Aeneid






1
Southport


I REMEMBER BUT ONE HOUSE BEFORE SOUTHPORT, a jerry-built, meandering yellow cottage at the bottom of a hill on the edge of a wood in Stamford, Connecticut. When I was no more than two and a half, I crawled away from Lydia, my Swiss nurse, after she had begun to bathe me in a porcelain tub on the lawn. I had strayed into the middle of a dirt road when, suddenly, as if a grid had covered the sun, an oil truck rolled over me on its way to a neighbor. I was so small that it did me no harm, but I remember looking up into the undercarriage. No one in my family believes this ever happened, but it was my first memory; gentle but terrifying, beneficent, threatening, august. The truck passed; Lydia came, scooped me up, and set me back down in the tub.

Beyond that house, in the center of a wild field, was an abandoned shack, inhabited, Lydia told me, by a madwoman. We went there for picnics, and when I grew older I walked up onto the collapsing porch and peeked into the windows. I never saw her, but I was certain she saw me.

The fullness of memory begins in Southport, in an eighteenth-century white wooden house on the harbor. A privet hedge ran the length of the lawn behind a picket fence. The front door was painted bright red, and a bronze knocker shaped like an eagle in flight was bolted to the center panel, hovering, polished to a fierce veiled gold in the fish-laced, salty air.

It was a simple sea captain’s house. To me it was a place of mystery: alcoves in the sitting room that gulped in the light, closets under the stair, a servant’s stairway, pantries filled with wicker baskets, vases, gardener’s tools, and jars of jam and honey, wide-plank floors, rooms that had no shape but welcomed the seasons, their shadows, and their infinite manifestations of the sun, its heat, its arctic edges; in that house my mother and father brought the legend of their love, their beauty, their rage, their tragic kin.

I remember certain shapes, colors, and objects with particular intensity, as if they were blooded runes, live, signs with the garb of being. The dining room wallpaper was a pattern of small yellow and purple flowers; a wainscot went round the room, prim wood, painted white, with a narrow curved molding running along the edge; on the mantel two dusty, ruby-brown silver-topped decanters, with three concave sides, mulled the light, sequestering it. When I was asked to sit with my parents for a formal Sunday lunch, I watched them mass the light when the going got tough, and Father, in a rage at my bad manners, would bring the weight of a heavy silver knife handle down on my wrist when I had set my elbows on the table.

Limoges, Sèvres, and Dalton china dishes stood on end along the fluted shelves of an oak corner cupboard. Fired with birds and flowers, golden drums, garlands of roses and violets, bees, sprays of ivy, fleurs-de-lis, and medallions of swains and shepherdesses, they bloomed with a perfection of art and fancy. One plate, a burnished design of strange russet and blue blossoms exploding in a field of light green leaves and grasses, stands now on a chest in my room.

Father’s crest was everywhere: a crown floating on a coiled rope; a mailed fist thrusting up through the crown, straddled on one side by a lion, on the other by a unicorn. Mother’s crest was modest: three fusils on a blue field below a coronet, ringed by the order of Saint-Esprit. Both crests were incised into finger bowls, onto sheets, on the scalloped edge of pillowcases, on the flat of spoons and forks. Mother’s crest, etched as if by a feather of a knife, reposed with especial glory on a silver teapot with a neck like an egret and a handle curved upward from a niche behind the lid, which was carved from a single piece of ebony.

In the room between the hall and the sitting room (the middle room, my father called it), my uncle, Count Allain de Bouthillier-Chavigny, designed a bay window that Mother filled with flowers, glass jars, and plants. It opened out onto the lawn and gardens. I sat on a great sofa during the searing hours of my childhood, watching the world there, calm, healing, a kingdom where my body and spirit wandered in safety. In a golden frame over the mantel was a painting of Great-grandfather’s racehorse Reluisant, prancing across a paddock, the family silks hoisted from a tower on a stable. He seemed a dragon to me, haughty, nostrils flared, sleek pelt and tail reflecting the light of what I knew must have been a brilliant summer day.

The woods behind the barn were landscapes of the certain dark and sweet perceptions about the nature of life and sexuality. In the spring they were gardens of crocus, bluebells, violets, new moss, daffodils, gentians, ferns, rocks, worms, birds, and trysts of boys and girls whose parents we did not know. We were warned away from them, but they beckoned always.

All I desired was somewhere in nature; in the woods, in the trees, in the light, in the fabric of the stone fences, in the roots of trees that tunneled down into the earth like roadways into the underworld, in the arc and thrust of the swing, in the gardens, in the shade of the privet hedges. Beyond a stone wall where forsythia grew in the spring with gold-spined vehemence, in a tangle of willows, giant pines, arbors, and overgrown paths, the widow Lacey and her brother lived in a house of darkened windows, crumbling porches, and an exotic decay, like the cottage of my memories of Stamford. I made forays there, secretly, in the summer to pick wild blueberries I sold on a little table I set up at the top of the road.

One afternoon I went alone and knocked on Mrs. Lacey’s door. She opened it and asked me to come inside, for she had gifts, she said, she wanted to give to me. The house was gray with age and decay and a dalliance of mortality and a certain distinction of confusion that only breeding can give to neglect of body and surroundings. On a round table, polished and graceful amid the clutter, she had set a glass of milk, a plate of biscuits, a bouquet of phlox, and a globe. I did not know how she knew I would visit that day. Had she watched me on my blueberry burglaries, had she seen me walk slowly across the paddock outside our kitchen (for she could see our house from her living room), leap the stone wall, and head for her door? Had she quickly prepared the gifts and the food? In the corner, quietly sitting on a rocker, his hands folded on his lap, was her brother, a slight gentleman in flannels and a sweater.

The lawns around our house ended at the foot of a stone embankment. On a giant maple tree Father had hung a swing. I loved to pull it to the top of the embankment and let myself soar out over the grass and flowers, high, so high, I thought then, that I could see the sound and the sailboats on the surface racing into the horizon. In the center of the lawn, near the garden and my mother’s peonies, a lilac tree, barren each year but for a few blossoms, stuck, like Tasso’s oak on the Janiculum in Rome, out of the ground. When I was little, I climbed it. It seemed very high then. Once I fell from it and gashed my chin. As I grew, it never grew any stronger. I watched it from my window in the snow and in the spring rain, a sentinel in the world around me that trembled with chaos, of permanence, of eternity.

Roaming about with shovel, spade, and rake, basket and shears, Charlie, our gardener, tall and thin, a ruthless illiterate, commanded the small but perfect world of Mother’s garden. He brought his craft and fury each spring when he called forth from the rigid earth narcissus, crocus, daffodils, and the first russet shoots of peonies. I was a creature of the seasons. From my bedroom windows, I saw on one side the harbor, on the other, the garden, the hill, the swing. I recall with clear, sensuous, ringing immediacy each hour I spent out in that perfect world. The earth, the trees, the smell of the salt air, the garden paths, the overturned soil, the bark on the trees, the gleam of the bronze eagle on the red door, the fence, the privet, cling to my nerves, to my sense of taste, of touch, as if, had I the courage and the faith, I could summon them back, out of time, to the table before me.

My parents possessed our house with their youth. I remember them as fragile, winnowing apparitions of perfect physical beauty. Mother was a Doric pillar in her isolation and muted, almost ice-cold fragility. Father was a charioteer, opening and closing doors, distracted always as if he were about to undo a plan or reset a post in the ground. He had no bodily presence to me, but a sleek, rambunctious, wicked, spiritual one. He seemed as if he would rather be somewhere else, inhabiting another world. He dreamed quite beyond the reality of his wife and children. He maneuvered through us as if we would attach ourselves to him like ticks. Mother told me that Father was terrified that he would grow old and lose his youth and beauty. When he was thirty, he told my mother, it was all over.

Sam and Annette (my parents) greeted guests, after a day of sailing or riding, in the front hall, beneath a silver and copper lamp hanging from the ceiling, holding within a crystal bowl three bulbs that sent sheaves of light across the walls and up to the first landing of the stairs, where I used to perch, watching it all like a spy. I remembered the feet of their pals in riding boots, sparkling evening shoes, and sneakers, tramping through that bright red door, tramping snow, manure, and fresh-cut grass over the rug. The scents of perfume, stables, liquor, and the harbor rose to my perch, heralds of the life that I lived, wrapped round in a coat of many colors.

I was wrapped always in a curious lamentation, fired with the most exquisite sensuous delights. I went to bed at night with the rattle of demons in my blood, but awoke the next morning with the greatest expectations of pleasure and delight. I lived in the spell of the seasons, and the harbor that ran its course outside my window bore me with it when I could not block out the assaults of a bewildering, intoxicating frisson of terror that rose out of the battles my parents waged incessantly with themselves and their friends. One morning, after a night in which the house resounded with a bitter hullabaloo, I looked out the windows before breakfast and saw Mr. Lacey, with a bright and jolly swagger, cross the street and walk out onto a jetty that shot off from a wild bit of land he owned next to the water. He jumped into a sailboat, hauled up a bright red sail, and drifted past our house toward the sound. I looked out the other window, and Charlie walked down the garden paths, bending now and then to touch a flower, straighten a stem upon a lattice, and gently prod the turned-back, wet, brown dirt that had delivered up to the late spring morning the first great blossom of a scarlet peony.

Father was always a boy. He never grew up. He stormed at me with a primitive affection, swinging me into his arms, ruffling my hair, tossing me on a horse at the age of seven, staring down at me with hot misgivings, but never stopping long enough to notice the color of my eyes. I spent my time trying to outfox him, escape his vigilance. When I was not in school, and Father was at home, I spent much of that time on Tain-tor’s Hill. Father could not get me there. I was safe from him, for I was in terror of his footstep, of his hands, of his entrance into a room. He had no fondness for my nature. He found me effete, too thin, too meager for his boundless, cradle-like ego. I knew Father could have crushed me with a glance. I had to stay clear of him. I knew nothing of what he ever thought, and a child who cannot read his parent’s mind is at the mercy of all his nightmares. On Taintor’s Hill, I was simplified and happy.

Had the order of the day been in Father and Mother’s hands, I fear I might not be alive now. The household was held together by our nanny, Lydia Hoffman, who was the human heart, my sounding board, the engineer, the keeper of the keys to order and to sanity. My parents floated above me, around me, with their love and piteous marriage, but they never caught me in flight. They leaned on the light of beauty and youth, and I tumbled through them like water. Lydia was the ballast.

She had immigrated to Brooklyn from Switzerland, married, and somehow found her way into our family. She treated us all like sacred beings. When my parents’ marriage had disintegrated, when the bank was pursuing Father with summonses for bounced checks and mortgage payments, Lydia went through the day as if nothing was out of order. She polished silver, ironed my mother’s nightdresses and underclothes, waxed the furniture, prepared our meals, served them, and kept fiercely to her own sense of mortality, which meant that we were forever at the mercy of her rages, her quiet, intense hatred of my father. (Once, in a rage, she threw a full shaker of martinis at his head. She missed, but her fury did not.)

Lydia was an ethical force. She set my younger sisters, Annette and Patricia, and me against one another, favoring one, rejecting the other. She lorded it over the kitchen, making it a forbidden place we entered in fear, but once there found it a haven. She knew the passion of the great unreasoned feelings of love. She was primitive, almost wild. I do not know that she could write or read, but she had a great sense of “possession” of the O’Gormans, as if we were her tribe. My mother told me that when we were very young, and a new nurse was hired to care for us when each of my sisters came home from the hospital, Lydia would drive her out; she would not share us with anyone. She spoke little of her past. She came from Zurich, and recalled that one day when she was a child, the house she lived in had burned down. She placed that house within a walled village in the hills, and her memory of it and the fire was brutally vivid. She stood in a window and watched the village go up in flames. The flames, she said, had almost reached her when a ladder shot up out of the dark and a hand guided her onto it and down to safety. No village in myth, no Troy, no Atlantis, was ever as vivid as that Swiss one, burning, and a child in a white nightdress (she said she felt her dress go up in flames).

Father and Mother and their tribe of friends favored liquor, horses, picnics, and the shared intimacy of a flawed optimism. They were the privileged children of the 1920s, who had been spared any existential hazard. They were cursed by a languishing, feverish sadness, like one sees painted on the faces of Meissen shepherds and shepherdesses, gilded from toe to brow with garlands but empty within, shattered at the slightest touch.

Nightly, from my perch on the landing of the front stair, I watched my parents at supper. I could not hear them but saw them clearly through the screen of darkness of the hall, gilded, delicate creatures: Mother like a votary at one end of the table; Father, glistening, curly black hair at the other; the fire from the candles, the darting figure of Lydia in her evening uniform of black and lace, serving them from glittering silver dishes. Youth had come in a flash, a gilded flash, a dazzling eruption of beauty, sex, family, children. The space beyond was seething with death, with the dissolution of feeling, the decay of love, and the crippling shudder of the end of youth. Once I tried to follow them to a ball, hiding in the trunk of the car, but Father discovered me and hauled me out. There was no following them.

I remember nothing but his lurching, constant, weightless presence. I do not remember his face, his height, his voice (did he ever speak?). He had his task to do, and he had to do it in silence. I remember his being there: all about me, even when he was not there, he was there, rooted in my small body’s inner space, implacable as my father’s rages, as my mother’s habit of beauty. I awaited him, during those years of his presence in our house, as if he were my dog at the foot of my bed, my nanny in her white starched apron at her duties, my father on his horse off to a hunt.

I do remember one thing: his hands, his long thin fingers, the hair on his arms, his mouth, his mouth especially as it moved over me tough as sand, soft as mud.

The staircase that went from the front hall to the second floor was interrupted in its ascent by a landing, where I used to sit and watch the comings and goings of my family. It was an observatory. I could be alone there, and I cannot remember a time, as I sat on a hard wooden bench that jutted from the wall, that anyone ever passed me by.

But one night before sleep, I sat there in my pajamas and dressing gown (I called it my wrapper) and watched, as I often did, my parents at dinner. The fire gleamed on the silver, and on the night he came to sit beside me, there was an empty place at my mother’s right. And then, there he came, silently and tarried, George S. I could see my parents, who had turned toward the stair, for they had heard him begin his descent. In an instant he had untied the cloth string on my pajama bottoms, let himself linger on my flesh. He got up, went down the stairs, greeted my mother with a kiss, and sat down to eat. I retied my pajamas and went up the stairs to bed.

I was the object of his desire. It was never a matter for me of a combat between good versus evil. I waged no battle. Neither did he. My will was subjected to his hands, to his stealth, to his ferocity. I could not say yes to his advances. I could not say no. I was his perceived captive. He was my unperceived, but felt, tyrant. He had settled in me like a wrecked ship.

What I marvel at now is his skill, his tactics of possession, his stealth, his certainty that nothing would ever be revealed, that he would never be “caught.”

In our house, there were comings and goings of all kinds of folk: Lydia; Marie, my mother’s lady’s maid; Charlie; my grandmothers; cousins, aunts, uncles, and weekend guests. Yet George was able to reveal himself to me as he wished, and did with my body what he wanted. Never a slip, never a miscalculation. Rock certain he was, and he mastered me, my house, all my world, and accomplished it all as if he were invisible.

A man who desires boys counts with cruel knowledge his power over the silence of the possessed. I knew nothing of the flesh. I was seven years old. I did not know what he sought. I could not name what he did. I had come upon, about that time, my father’s collection of strange pamphlets. I opened a drawer in his bureau where he kept his handkerchiefs. I admired them, so stiff and perfect in his suit pocket, and wanted to touch them. As I lifted one I saw thin, steel-blue pamphlets, and in them pictures of such impossible curiosity that a primal landscape was touched by a certain flush of strangeness.

And of course there was the grace of my life. It absorbed George S. and his dalliances. I had the garden, my father’s hunter, Leigh-ho, the seasons, my soldiers and baseball card collections, the sailboats in Southport Harbor, my bike — I was consumed by a miscellany of natural joys. His hands could not reach there.

But he was relentless in his pursuit. In the summers, my father rented an immense old house near a beach on Long Island. George followed us. The little club we belonged to had rows of cabins where we changed into our swimsuits. Suddenly he would appear on the sand near us, and when I went to change, he would follow. I wonder now what my parents knew. (Were George and my father lovers?) In the cabin, with its gray-painted walls, slat floor covered with sand, and white pegs on the wall where we hung our clothes, he would kneel before me, lay his hands upon me, and then suddenly I would hear him shout a muffled kind of grunt, a sharp cry as if he had been hit in the stomach. He would rise from his knees and leave. I would stand there, pull on my trunks, and rush to the beach, where he sat with my parents, drinking and laughing. I ran into the water, the salt, the waves, the sun casting their cool net about me.

I was thin, lazy, and given to fantasies. I had begun to develop, like a massive scar, a violent, wrenching stammer. Poor Father had to sit about observing a child who hated sports, wished for nothing more than to be left alone in his room with his collection of shells and rocks. When I spoke, I shamed Father with an eruption of wounds that held no word in its guttural struggle with meaning. I flew into rages, drove my fist through win-dowpanes, and sulked. Father could not decide what to do. He presented me with baseball bats, deep-sea fishing gear, a football, a football helmet. I stood before him at night as he forced me to read to him aloud. Perhaps he hoped my stutter would vanish, like a boil popped with a pin, if I just coaxed out the demon. He sat staring up at me, his pipe pricking the haze of my terror, eyes like coals. I screamed out words; they fell from my lips in shatters, a broken pot of maimed sounds. Wizened portions of meaning grew in me like bloated, dead animals.

I was not a religious child. I was a pantheist, a common, unenlightened one, for I was never clever in metaphysical matters, who brought everything, parental skirmishes, sex, god, Meissen bowls, my baby cup, my sisters, my grandmothers, all into a great game with divinity. I played that game all the time. Father and Mother sent me each Saturday morning to Saint Joseph’s Convent for religious instruction. I asked my teacher, a hefty nun swathed in veils that had the scent of starch and a raging cleanliness about them, what my soul was like. She led me to a window, parted the lace curtains, and pointed to a bride walking up to the church on a red carpet. The wind had caught her veil, and it floated like a cloud behind her. “That,” she said, “is what your soul is like.” I tried to fix my soul in my body. I thought of it as a piece of white, fragile paper soaring about from head to toe, kept in my skeleton and within my flesh by the weight of my body.

When I received my first communion, I sat in the pew with my classmates and dreamed the most vivid scene. I was ashamed to talk about it to my parents, but I saw within the landscape of my mind a vast outdoor promenade, and at the end of it, on a hillock, Jesus rested on a stone. He was more like Pan than judge, but he was, I knew, God, a charming god, not threatening me with hot pokers, but rather a calm creature of a rustic sort, a local creature I might have met on a walk through Taintor’s Hill.

The Catholic Church, in the days before the Second Vatican Council, was for a disordered, sensuously playful, selfish boy a dominion of enormous and friendly majesty. I inched toward poetry quite alone, scared of nearly everything that hinted of the adult world. Within the church I wandered, touched the fringes of the mystery of my burgeoning flesh and spirit, and never felt hostage to the traps laid for me by my parents and their battle to survive their love. I do not know that the church I love now, in her guises of chic and “relevancy,” in her political life, in her hard-boned common sense, could have sustained me, were it the church I had to grow up within. That old church drew me from the abyss into the luxurious life of symbol and myth.

In a household of diminishing joy and the end of a marriage, I sharpened my wits and savored peace while the walls shook with torment. I loved to watch Father when he returned on weekends from his outings with Gold’s Dragoons. The day of the hanging, I waited on the front stoop for him to ride up the street, dismount at the gate, and lead Leo, his great mare from the bloodline of Man O’War, into the paddock. Gold’s Dragoons were well-placed young men who loved horses, certainly as much as they loved their wives. They dressed themselves in beige britches, scarlet jackets, chains of silver epaulets, wide-brimmed hats with chin straps, black leather boots, and dazzling spurs. Each Saturday they met on Greenfield Hill and rode about in imitation of the drills and cavortings of the cavalry. It was just Father’s style: romantic, boyish, absurd, and an imitation of some other life, better, past, and useless.

On the afternoon of the hanging, I waited till Father had sat down to lunch with Mother and his old pal Tony Laudatti, and bolted for Taintor’s Hill. It was my room, that hillside, my playground, my church. I climbed the stone fence that separated the hill from the forest beyond and wandered into a stretch of pines and groves that was forbidden land for me. Just over the farthest slope, over a wire fence, was the slum of Southport, rows of dingy houses inhabited by children we were not allowed to know. Once I had seen a boy and a girl undress and lie down in the tall grass that grew up around a little pond we skated on in winter. I knew they had come from that part of town; I dared not look at what they did, but my soul stretched when I saw them vanish laughing into the green.

I came to a shaded ground, damp with patches of moss, and lay down and looked up at the sky. Suddenly they were there, standing all around me, five of the toughs from the village. One sat on my chest and hauled me to my feet after he had struck me on the cheek. He took a rope from a sack, flung it over the branch of a tree, and formed from it a hangman’s noose. He said he would hang me soon. I had no reason not to believe him. They made me stand beneath the tree, fitted the rope around my neck, tugged at it so that I had to stand on the tips of my toes not to have it cut off my breath. In between the heaves of the rope, I let out thunderous shrieks, and just when I thought the end was to come I saw my father bursting through the trees, epaulets crackling in the sun, his scarlet coat like an arrow. When the boys saw him swing his great hat in the air like a shield before him, they fled. I dropped to the ground, and Father carried me away weeping in his arms.

Can I be certain that what I have remembered is accurate? The child in me is dead. I write of his resurrection. I seek cause, find effects, and call them causes. I seek the past, find the present, and understand it as past. What seems to have been appears to me as certain, and what appears as certain seems often to be the fiction of the moment. Has time delivered history and memory from the coils of reason, so that what I observe now is, in fact, what can only be true: memory in the cauldron of error, of fantasy, of fact, of grace?

At the bottom of Harbor Road, propped up on salt-battered, ancient pilings, was a dock, and around it a gentle grace of a lawn. Our family used to go there on the days the Atlantics were racing, to watch them return like sullen swans from a tangle with a maelstrom. On the Fourth of July, the village gathered there for the fireworks that shot up from a boat a mile or so out in the sound. I watched the sky shake and crack with fire and the spasms of color and darkness. I smelled the fish and the clams and, through the darkness, smoke, gunpowder, phosphorus, burning.

This is the story — myth? — I learned of my mother’s family. My maternal grandmother, the marquise de Bouthillier-Chavigny, was a Florentine of a minor branch (probably from the wrong side of the bed of the house of Savoy). She married my French grandfather when he had inherited his title and fortune and moved with him to Canada, where he bought a hermitage, raised racehorses, and went bankrupt. He moved his family to Cambridge, taught French literature at Harvard, lecturing to ladies in Cambridge about the lives of the marquise du Deffend and Mlle de Lespinasse (his kin), about Lamennais and Gallicanism, Mme de Main-tenon, Lacordaire, Père Didon, and the glory of France. He died at forty. He distrusted Americans, who, he wrote in a diary, “walk everywhere and sit with hats on in public cafés.” He distrusted Harvard, thought it atheist and common. There was a photo of him standing behind a fire grating, hand on a silver-topped cane, monocle, held to his waistcoat by a white ribbon, in his left eye. On his finger, a ring with his crest carved into a sapphire. He is dressed in a gray suit with a stiff white collar. In his buttonhole, a white rose. The apartment of Aunt Gilberte, my mother’s sister, was filled with family runes and tatters settling there like silt from the river of a dynasty’s decline. Family chateaux, surrounded by lush gardens, deep moats, and towers winged with pennants and vines, women’s faces staring down out of gold frames, women so beautiful they could not have lived save in a time when perfect beauty simply survived and could be inhabited — worn like a perfect linen shirt, the world David painted, the world of my aunt, Madame de Richmond. There she sat — a great favorite of visitors to the Metropolitan Museum — on a gilded chair, at her feet, head on her lap, her daughter, golden hair and a perfect, aristocratic face. No hint of age in mother or daughter. They seem to be cast there in the screen of gentle light like leaves from a blossoming rosebush cast on the grass by a gentle wind: detached, reflecting magnificence, a momentary intrusion in the world. When David had finished their portrait, the girl went out to play, and a horse, frightened by a sudden storm, pulled loose and trampled her to death.

My maternal grandmother, Nana, dressed in long, shapeless black dresses. She wore a veil that reached to her knees; at the crown, like a low fire, a sapphire and diamond half-moon hid among pleats of tulle. She smoked three packs of Lucky Strikes a day. She told me of her life in Paris, of nights in the family box at the Opéra when the light was seeded with jewels and the Royal Guard lined the grand staircase, their white plumes still as marble in the luster of the gas lamps and candles. Often in the winter, late at night, Nana stole into the stables of l’Hermitage and drove to the house where her husband kept his mistresses, hauling him back before dawn to keep his indiscretions from the children and servants. Once, a cousin told me who remembered hearing the tale from a stable hand, when she crossed a frozen river just beginning to melt in the last days of winter, icy water seeped into the sleigh and she felt it splash about her ankles.

Her sons, Guy and Alain, were the fiery nonpres-ences of my childhood. They were in the shadows of conversations, passing like hot coals through the household, and in the pieces of myth and history I picked up from my kin. How strange those myths and history are; when I tell my mother that I heard these tales, she tells me that I must have concocted them or dreamed them up. (But I know someone told me that we were kin to the house of Savoy; Uncle Percy, my father’s brother, did tell me about Great-grandfather O’Gorman’s mock Greek gallery, and another of Mother’s sisters, Aunt Yvette, did tell Aunt Gilberte that she was part Blackfoot Indian because of a liaison with an Indian girl her grandfather had; I remember Aunt Gilberte going into a swoon when that tale was recounted when I visited once in Aunt Yvette’s apartment in Greenwich Village.) Well, myths or not, Uncle Alain did sell his title, and designed part of the interior of the Normandie, and worked as an assistant to Lady Mendel. When I saw them, they seemed beautiful, weak, sensuous, usually drunk, and very sad. They died young and poor. Life appalled them. They had no court to dally in, just the brutal cities of the New World, where their careful gait and measured style was drawn and quartered. There was something in their necks, in their hands, that seemed to me strange and badly assembled. They went to Harvard, did their military training at Saint-Cyr; one designed a three-cent stamp. I do not think they ever spoke to me, nor I to them. But they were part of the world of heroes and bums I adored.
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