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To Henry Dunow






“What is this you call property? It cannot be the earth. For the land is our mother, nourishing all her children, beasts, birds, fish, and all men. The woods, the streams, everything on it belongs to everybody and is for the use of all. How can one man say it belongs to him only?”

MASSASOIT

“The best mirror is an old friend.”

GEORGE HERBERT








PART ONE A Leading







CHAPTER 1 Agnes, Philadelphia, March 2000


SUCH A PERFECT DAY FOR writing, gray and quiet. But nothing came to her. Not a sentence, not a phrase, not a word worth keeping. Her wastebasket was full. Her pile of index cards was robust. Graph paper covered with diagrams was neatly pinned to a sheet of felt on the wall. But the spot where her stack of usable pages usually accumulated was an empty nest.

This had never happened to her before. Agnes Lee had written six novels and dozens of books for children without hesitation, composing and rewriting and tossing, fearlessly killing her darlings, trusting many more would come along—not to mention volumes of journals and logs secreted in a captain’s trunk in an attic room at the cottage, and lots of articles and essays under various witty pseudonyms. She might rewrite an entire manuscript, but she’d never before been at a loss at this juncture, after her research had produced new material and the time had come to sit down and draft the book. The words had always arrived. Her writing was on tap. All she had to do was pull down on the handle and out it flowed. That fact was at the center of her self-conception. She wrote. If she couldn’t, if the tap was dry, then what?

This sorry state—that was what. She was racing through barrels of Rapidograph ink, and wearing down a new pencil sharpener. Yet her book, her novel, the work that would round out a series written over decades, had garnered a usable word count of zero. All winter, she’d gotten nothing done.

Agnes had lost hope for today, too, but her allotted writing time wasn’t up yet. So she sat. Her rule was five hours, and dammit she’d put in five hours. Habits filled in the fissures of an aging body and mind, and she couldn’t afford to let them go. She’d seen her mother attempt to do a few sit-ups on her deathbed, and though Agnes felt little but a generic filial regard for that soulless snob, in that moment she hoped she’d be as disciplined at the last. She kept an inviolable schedule, afforded by some inheritance and abetted by having had the vocation of writing for the last nearly sixty years. Rarely did she have to compromise for anyone, a privilege she did not take for granted and refused to squander. She was eighty, but she had not slowed down. Just the opposite. Her remaining work was urgent, and she was well aware of working alongside the specter of the unknown moment of her last breath.

Since Mrs. Blundt had placed the mail by Agnes’s place at lunch, and her perusal of several of the items had brought agitation into her controlled small world, she’d been particularly distracted. She paced her room and looked out the window and paced again. She allowed herself to pace into the living room, too, as long as she kept her mind in her work. Mrs. Blundt had bought fragrant lilies and Agnes dropped her nose into their midst, inhaling heaven. She walked to the window next. She had a good view from her third-floor apartment. The brown flora and collapsed grass in Rittenhouse Square hung on with stoic forbearance. People crossing through had scarves in place of faces and bodies obscured by masses of cloth or fur. Every so often they looked up at the sky, and Agnes followed their gaze in search of early flakes. Snow was general all over Ireland. A line from Joyce’s “The Dead.” Her eyes pricked. She rarely cried at life, but certain turns of phrase prompted hot tears to sting her cheeks. She squeezed the bridge of her nose, pinching off the emotion. Blizzard, she thought, a word that cooled her off. A blizzard was predicted that would leave a few inches over Philadelphia. The prospect of a rinsed landscape replete with glistening branches and snowmen in the Square cheered her. Refreshed, she returned to her writing room.

Agnes was well aware she could afford to be moved by snow. Mrs. Blundt, her housekeeper, kept her shelves stocked and the domestic details of her winter life on course. Snow would fall over all the living and the dead, and Agnes would have a couple of days of privacy and silence. Perhaps in that quiet she’d find what she needed to begin. An image; a character’s voice; a sentence that contained a seed from which the next sentence could grow. Something that would open this cage. Writing had been the one place where she had felt—free. And also on Fellowship Point. Always free there.

She pulled the blank pad in front of her. Fifty-three minutes to go. Frustrated, bewildered, she suffered in silence and could complain to no one. She drew a horse and quickly scribbled over it.

She had a bifurcated writing career, both parts successful, but she was only publicly known for the When Nan books. She’d written more than thirty volumes in the series, starting with When Nan Was a Lobsterman in 1965 and most recently When Nan Ran a Wind Farm. They were published under her own name, as they had been from the beginning, when she’d predicted, accurately, that the books would serve as an alibi for all the time she spent alone at her desk, unavailable. The When Nan books allowed her to pretend she was a very slow worker who needed to be left alone. She actually wrote them quickly, in one sitting, after waiting for an idea to present itself whole.

The illustrations took longer, or she took longer with them, because she didn’t really have an innate talent for it and drew many versions before she got one right enough. She’d stuck to her style of pen-and-ink line drawings, but had learned to paint on paper over the years and had eventually gone back and added color to the early books. Children liked the way she showed an emotion with a simple slant of the line representing Nan’s mouth. She’d practiced that line and agreed she was able to milk quite a bit of nuance out of it. In her social circles, her work was treated as a decent hobby for a woman of her ilk. Being a famous children’s book author in her world wasn’t so different from anonymity.

Her other series, the Franklin Square novels, were popular and, over time, critically praised. She’d written the first one at age twenty-four, mainly as a way to inoculate herself from succumbing to the fates of her friends—reconfigured as the Franklin Square “girls”—as they married or got jobs. It galled her to see them make themselves smaller in order to fit into the roles available to them. Their talents were subsumed into utility and support. She wanted to show things as they were in great detail, to the end of portraying the absurdity of the setup, even for women who had advantages. In her experience, it was harder for girls who’d grown up as she had to notice exactly when they’d been conscripted into the power structure—it was all so seamless and nice. She had been in danger of it herself, her father being kind and on her side, but she’d noticed from the earliest age the hierarchies that existed in every gathering of people, and she’d had a clear visceral objection. It was her subject, in many variations and permutations.

She didn’t moralize, or preach, or conclude. The project of fiction was in essence dramatic and sought to reveal what a particular person was bound to do under explicit circumstances. It was hard to figure that out, but when she was able to do so, when after she’d thrown out dozens of false attempts she suddenly saw exactly how her girls would act and react, when she was able to make her plots ring the clear bell of inevitability, she’d fulfilled her end of the contract as a writer, and left it to the reader to discover the meaning. She was absolutely sure of her opinions and her worldview and trusted that they were conveyed, palatably, in engrossing plots so that she didn’t have to spell out her positions.

She was a novelist. No one knew.

Her potential first editor in Philadelphia praised her manuscript highly but also dropped a disconcerting remark about Agnes not being able to show her face in Philadelphia after it was published. Agnes hadn’t even thought of the possibility that she’d be ostracized. She’d had the deceptive sensation as she composed the book, figuring it all out for the first time, that she’d been alone with it and that somehow solitude conferred privacy. In hindsight that seemed naive, but it was quite true that as carefully as she’d worked to make the whole puzzle of the book reach a solution at the end, and with what diamond cutter’s tools she’d refined the facets of the paragraphs and made her characters glint under particular lights, it had also not really occurred to her that people would actually read it. As soon as the remark was made, though, it was obvious to her that there was no chance she could be in society and skewer it, too. Without hesitation she asked for the manuscript back and decided to publish under a pseudonym. She had a great time coming up with one, experimenting with every name she’d ever wished for in lieu of Agnes—which ran to the dozens. Finally, she settled on Pauline Schulz.

The name was odd and memorable, and it had served her well. Agnes had often thought of Saint Paul, renamed from Saul of Tarsus, and was moved by picturing him composing his Epistles, writing and crossing out, building convincing arguments to persuade different types around the Mediterranean of Jesus’s messages. No matter that none of it convinced her: she liked his effort and his pseudonym. Likewise, she’d be Pauline Schulz! She sent the manuscript to a different editor in New York under this new name. It sounded tough, like a lady reporter. She’d wanted to tell her sister Elspeth, who was so pure Agnes couldn’t conscience withholding anything from her, but for that very reason it wouldn’t be fair. Elspeth already carried the burdens of many people. Agnes decided if her identity was to be a secret, not one other soul should know about it.

The Franklin Square novels were about five women friends and their activities and travails within the context of politics and civic life. She’d written one book each decade and had managed to maintain her anonymity in spite of increasing efforts to solve the mystery of who Pauline Schulz was. There was speculation that she was a man; a committee; or a series of people. Was the author an outsider looking in? Over the years she’d added Jewish and Italian and African American and a smattering of other Philadelphia characters. Could Pauline be from one of these swaths of the local populace? Agnes had even uncovered a drop of Jewish ancestry for one of her women, which led to a second marriage to a Jewish man and a foray into Reconstructionism, which “Pauline” wrote was as Philadelphia as Quakerism. So was Schulz Jewish? Good question. Was Pauline a man? Agnes laughed when that was proposed. Would any man have written some of the scenes she had? The boredom of days with a toddler, the confounding depression at the responsibility for cleaning a messy room, the injustice of being taken for granted, the perceptions garnered by women’s sensitive backs of being judged for their shapes as they walked away from work meetings, then later those same backs realizing no eyes were scanning them anymore. Physical pain and its fraternal twin, stoicism. The unsuspected inner life and interrupted sense of self. Pauline Schulz had never gotten a letter from a woman who suspected her of being a man.

For the most part she liked being anonymous and hidden and unbeholden to anyone. The only thing she regretted was not being able to do a Paris Review interview. She fantasized about that; she had a lot she wished she could say. But it was a small price for her freedom. As far as the world knew, Agnes Lee was just a children’s book author, devoid of the breadth of observation and social acuity and sharp eye of Pauline Schulz. Her three successive editors hadn’t even known who she really was—they worked with Pauline always via a PO box in Philadelphia. She planned to take her identity with her into a grave on Fellowship Point. After Elspeth died, Agnes had been tempted from time to time to tell her great friend Polly, who chafed at Agnes’s unavailability. Agnes deeply disliked lying to her. It would be fun, too, to have someone know, and transform the constraint of the secret into a shared glance across the room when one of her books came up. Polly would keep the secret, Agnes had no doubt of that, but it would hurt her not to tell Dick, her husband, and Agnes didn’t want to hurt Polly. So she kept on keeping the secret to herself.

Finally her hours ended. She set up a tableau of the day’s mail in the living room and then tried to read until a call came from downstairs that a visitor was on her way up.

“I’ll get it,” Agnes called out, and rushed to open the apartment door before Mrs. Blundt could. Polly Wister—whom Agnes had known and been best friends with for eighty years now, since the cradle—arrived smiling on the threshold.

Agnes regretted having to disturb Polly’s post-orchestra equanimity, but she needed her to match her own sense of purpose. “We have a problem,” Agnes announced, and was gratified when Polly’s pretty face bunched up and her watery blue eyes widened. The cold air that had attached itself to Polly’s red wool coat made its ghostly way across the threshold and gave Agnes a shiver.

“Good day, Mrs. Wister,” said Mrs. Blundt, the housekeeper, from behind Agnes. Her voice trembled.

“What? What is it?” Polly’s gloves lifted to cradle her face, a motion that sent her black handbag down to the crook of her elbow.

Agnes turned around. “Mrs. Blundt, will you take Polly’s things?”

Mrs. Blundt nodded fretfully and Polly slipped out of her sleeves.

“Thank you.” Polly dipped slightly, a remnant of the curtsy they’d learned at school. She’d never learned how to be natural with people who received pay to help her.

Mrs. Blundt retreated to the kitchen and Polly lowered her voice. “Did something happen to her?”

“To her? No, no, no. She’s just upset about— I’ll tell you later. Come in, come in.”

“You have me worried.”

As always Polly’s concern was marbled with an exasperating innocence. As eager as Agnes had been to talk to her, the breadth of her emotional availability was annoying—because it also was how Polly responded to Dick, her husband. Polly dropped everything of her own to take on his agenda. Agnes couldn’t imagine being that cowed.

“I’ll tell thee everything. But let’s get drinks.” She and Polly walked to the bar cart in the living room. Agnes had always been taller than Polly, nearly six feet, though age had subtracted a few inches. She was dressed in jeans, Keds, and an old cashmere sweater, an informality made chic by the intelligence in her green eyes and thin straight mouth. She wore a pair of diamond stud earrings and two of the gold bracelets her father had given her when she turned sixteen; she’d given away the third bracelet long ago. She’d never married and had always seemed fulfilled anyway. She wasn’t pretty like Polly and only rarely glanced in a mirror. She liked her hands, though, and rubbed them with creams all day as she worked at her desk.

The lights were all turned on to counter the gray March afternoon. “We need Scotch,” Agnes said.

“Just one finger for me. Miles to go and so on.”

“How was the concert?”

“So the problem isn’t that bad?”

“It is. But I want to wait until we sit down.”

“I see. Just tell me—did anyone die?”

“No, it’s not like that.”

“I am not ready for another death after Hiram.”

“I know. Speaking of which, I got a letter from Robert today. I saved it to read with you.”

“Oh good, thanks.”

Agnes juggled bottles and ice and finally handed Polly a glass. The white sky was becoming pearly, and the street lamps suddenly punctured the gloaming. The living room was spare but plush, all green and yellow, the furniture simple. A thick lemon carpet ran nearly wall to wall. Polly sighed as she sank into a mint sofa. “It’s so comfortable here,” Polly said. “Unexpected, for you.”

“People change,” Agnes said. “It ain’t over ’til it’s over. You may quote me on that.”

She looked around at her own design for serenity and was pleased Polly liked her efforts. She’d moved to the apartment ten years earlier, at age seventy. Prior to then, she’d lived all her Philadelphia life in the family house on Walnut Street, a building ancient by American standards and owned by the Lees since the mid-1800s. It had been her Philadelphia turtle shell, inseparable from her flesh. Then she’d had a few falls that gave her black eyes, and a few illnesses, mementos of the gross reality that she could no longer take her health for granted. Ease and convenience, qualities for which she’d never had any use, began to make sense. An elevator and a doorman and food that could be delivered up—why not? She sold a great deal of the dark wood from the Walnut Street house and bought new Thomas Moser pieces. Minimalism was her mandate for this last chapter. Whoever was stuck with emptying the apartment after she died would not have much to do. To her way of thinking, that was decent.

Anyway, it wasn’t entirely the case that she’d rid herself of her belongings. She’d had her favorite things shipped to Fellowship Point. Maine was her real home now and had been for forty years. The apartment was for the winter months she spent in Philadelphia, to escape the difficulty of being snowed in at Leeward Cottage. Or so she said to people, weather being an excuse that didn’t arouse curiosity. The real reason she came to Philadelphia every winter was for research. For a few hectic weeks she hauled herself to her clubs and to luncheons and dinner parties, charity events, galleries, and shops, taking notes on what people did and what they hid, in preparation for writing her next novel. She had years of notes for the present book, but dammit. Was it possible that she no longer had the stamina for a novel?

Her whole chest felt strangled and trampled on, but she affected calm for the sake of her agenda. She needed Polly to see things her way.

“So what’s going on? Don’t keep me waiting any longer,” Polly said.

Agnes reached for the Cape Deel Gazette. “This came today. Remember our old friend Hamm Loose?”

“I’d rather not.” Polly took a healthy swig.

“It’s about his son Hamm Loose Jr. and their development company. Read the article here.” She had the paper open to the offending page and handed it over.

“My glasses are in my bag in the hallway,” Polly said.

“Use mine.” Agnes took a pair from a basket on the side table to her left.

Polly put them on. She gave a quick glance around. She wants a mirror, Agnes thought. For God’s sake. The habit of pretty.

“Are they strong enough? Can you see?”

“Yup.”

Polly rarely acknowledged Agnes’s little digs. Marriage to Dick Wister and three sons had inured her to teasing.

“Hamm Loose Jr. is large, isn’t he?”

“That’s not the problem. Just read it.”

“Aloud?”

“No. It already ruined my lunch.”

The story was about the groundbreaking ceremony for a new luxury condominium and marina complex near Deel Town, which was close to her and Polly’s houses on Fellowship Point. The resort was being built by the firm of Loose Properties, owned by Hamm Loose and his sons Hamm Jr. and Terrance, known as Teeter. As Polly read the article, Agnes gazed at her, at first in an attitude of waiting, but then with a sudden objectivity. She rarely stepped back from Polly long enough to see her. Twenty years earlier Polly’s hair had turned all white, the gleaming kind of white that looked ageless and soft. She still wore it either in a headband or barrettes, as she always had. Her skin was relatively smooth, due to her lifelong habit of keeping the sun off her face. She’d had a few basal cell skin cancers removed on her arms, leaving pale spots behind, but she could pass for being in her sixties. Agnes had read once that men liked women who smiled; smiling was Polly’s essence. A good temperament, laughing eyes—easy to be around, as went the compliment of their youth. They spent summers in next-door houses on Fellowship Point and lived within blocks of each other in Philadelphia until Polly moved out to Haverford after her daughter Lydia was born. She’d wanted a backyard for her boys so she could enjoy the baby in peace.

Polly still made her opinions and motives and intentions plainly apparent. She was never confusing or devious or wily. A real Quaker lady, plain and good. When they were girls, Polly was often invited along on other families’ vacations and cruises, and on day trips to see plays in New York or monuments in Washington, D.C. Every teacher at school was glad to have her in the room, even the bluestockings usually resistant to the more social types. Yet for all Polly’s popularity, she was also underestimated, her unflappability interpreted as middling brain power. This wasn’t accurate. Polly was smart, but she didn’t develop her thoughts. Agnes had for a time given her lessons on how to be more penetrating. Polly had listened graciously and carried on being herself.

Odd to have a best friend who was received so effortlessly by the world, when Agnes inadvertently offended more than a few people. So it had always been, and she was used to it—which didn’t make it unremarkable.

Polly laid the paper back onto the coffee table and crossed her arms protectively over her middle. “Darn it! I always loved that spot.”

“I know. That’s bad enough. But how about when Hamm Jr. said he plans to build more resorts on Cape Deel, and that his ideal property is Fellowship Point?” Agnes hammered the point home.

“Sickening! And what about when he said everyone has their price!”

Polly was upset, thrilling Agnes. It was so satisfying to have horror met with horror. “He’s appalling!”

“Like father, like son. I hate them. I don’t hate anybody but them, but I do hate them. How dare he even think about Fellowship Point? It means he has looked around.”

“We know his father looked around.”

Once when Agnes and Polly were fourteen, they’d seen Hamm Loose—Senior, now an old man—and a gang of his pals invade the Sank and shoot an eagle flying back to her nest with food for her cheeping offspring. He’d also kicked gravel at their bare legs on the playground in Deel Town. Polly had tried to understand these actions through the lens of class grievances and the local versus away people conflict, and though Agnes normally adored a good sociological analysis, in this case it was an obfuscation, and she’d gotten Polly back on track by writing a vow for both of them to recite that included preventing Hamm from doing any further harm to Fellowship Point. They pricked their index fingers and pressed them tight to each other’s to seal the deal.

Hamm Loose Jr. was a piece of work, too. When Polly’s boys were young and taking tennis lessons at the Deel Club, Hamm Jr. had found ways to create disturbances when they were serving, and he peed in the showers with gusto. It was outrageous of him to mention Fellowship Point in a newspaper article. Development would destroy the beauty of the place, of course—but more than that, the hallowed thirty-five-acre tip of the peninsula called the Sank (short for “sanctuary”) would become desecrated, and the bird species that had flourished there under the fellowship’s aegis for nearly a hundred and fifty years would scatter and potentially go extinct. Eagles’ nests, including a towering structure built by golden eagles, had been occupied uninterrupted for decades. The thought of yachts and condos displacing those priceless dwellings made Agnes’s heart literally hurt. She had to block the possibility if it was the last thing she did.

A few days earlier, she’d called her lawyer to make certain she had an accurate understanding of how to break the Fellowship Point Association agreement. As she’d thought, Fellowship Point was owned in shares by five families. In each generation one family member held the share. At any time, the agreement could be dissolved if three association members voted to do so. Subsequently the land could be sold or split up more conventionally. The possibility had never before arisen, but circumstances had never been this dire.

Only three families had held a share for a while now. The other two original families had died out and forfeited their shares, which had gone to the remaining shareholders. Two houses had been unoccupied for years and should probably be torn down. Cousin Archie still held WesterLee—his grown children stayed there sometimes, or he loaned it to friends—but he’d built his own house on the other side of the peninsula, a monstrous exercise in why-pay-less. Agnes was sure she could persuade him to break the agreement without much trouble, especially in light of wolves like the Looses sniffing around. The dismantling had to happen while the two old ladies were both breathing and compos mentis. Meaning, ASAP. After Agnes and Polly died, only two people stood to inherit the shares, Polly’s eldest son, James, and Cousin Archie Lee. They loved Fellowship Point, but how much? Did they have a price at which they’d be persuaded to sell? It was a better plan to never tempt them.

“So, Polly. We can’t wait any longer to dissolve the association. I want to start writing to land trusts immediately. You’re with me on this, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely. I mean I have to talk to Dick, but yes. I think so, yes.”

Polly’s deference to Dick irritated Agnes, as always, but she let it go and pressed on. “There are different sorts of arrangements that can be made, easements and tax things and so on. I want to make certain that the Sank is protected forever, even when I’m not here.”

“I fully agree.”

“Good. Let’s get this settled this summer. I’ll set up appointments. The land trust people will want to see the place, and we can figure out what’s best.”

“We’re going in June, as usual. When are you going up anyway? You’re here late this year.” Polly looked at her quizzically, as if puzzling something out.

“I’ll go soon.” Agnes changed the subject as swiftly as possible. “Now I’m hungry. Mrs. Blundt!” she called out.

Mrs. Blundt emerged from the kitchen, her hands prayerfully clasped at her waist. She was in her early fifties, ruddy and round, with an open face framed by a nimbus of gray curls.

“Whatever you created smells irresistible,” she said. “Will you please bring it in?” She turned to Polly. “All afternoon the most divine scent has been wafting around the apartment.”

Polly nodded. “I noticed it the second you opened the door. What is it?”

“Zucchini cake with vanilla icing,” said Mrs. Blundt.

“Oooh,” Polly said. “My mouth is watering.”

Mrs. Blundt frowned, turned, and left.

Agnes picked up an envelope from the side table. “Now for Robert’s letter.”

“Me? Or you?”

“You still have my glasses on.”

She handed the envelope to Polly, who sighed as she drew the pages out. “It’s so sad about Hiram,” she said. “Poor Robert. Is he all right?”

“Maybe the letter will tell us.”

Polly frowned. “Can you not tease for five seconds?”

“Sorry. Go ahead,” Agnes said, thinking of her teasing ancestors, especially her father. A handsome man could get away with it.

“Let me get these pages opened…” Polly took a sip and began.


Dear Agnes,

It was good to speak with you the other day. Hearing your voice—well, I felt better. I remember once when a pious visitor expressed shock over you and Polly laughing in the graveyard. “If you can’t laugh at death what can you laugh at?” you barked. I have reminded myself of that these days.

It’s difficult to know how best to mourn—what’s efficient, effective, and honorable. I hit on an answer today. I thought you’d want to hear about it.

I parked my car right off Shore Road at the top of Point Path. It snowed overnight, so the ground was dusted and a light wind blew, rattling the iced branches. I pictured Hiram, and how his gait expressed his essential traits: dignity, caution, sense of purpose. I don’t know where he is now, and I, like you, have never been tempted to subscribe to any notion of an afterlife. I am content to remember him as he was. He was so often on Fellowship Point, even after we moved away. Where better to think of him?

I came to the bottom of the hill and stood at the north end surveying the whole point. I looked straight down the full length of the path to the Sank. From that distance, it appeared as an olive rounded dome that made me wish I could paint. It’s an Arthur Dove, for sure. Then I took a deep breath, and the full feel of the place came to me—the pine scents, the birdcalls, the booming of the rolling ocean. I headed straight down and checked on the eagles’ nests. All looked well, no signs of trespassing or disturbance. I won’t check again until after the eaglets hatch, if any do this year. I walked by the site of the summer camp and all around the shoreline, then back up Point Path. By the graveyard I thought of old friends and older inhabitants of what my father—and yours—called God’s country. Thank you for offering a place for him there, but my mother wants him in her churchyard. His spirit will always be on Fellowship Point in any case.

I’m looking forward to taking this walk together very soon.

Yours as ever, Robert



“What decent men,” Agnes said, “Robert and Hiram both.” She looked up and saw that Polly’s eyes had filled.

Polly wiped at her face. “Will you excuse me a moment?” She stood.

“Use the one in my bedroom. It has a view.”

Polly handed back the letter to Agnes and made her way through the apartment. Agnes skimmed it again. She’d spoken to Robert a week earlier, after Sylvie, her housekeeper at Leeward Cottage, had called her with the news that Hiram Circumstance had dropped dead at seventy-eight. Agnes had known Hiram all her life. He’d lived on Fellowship Point for many years before buying his own house farther up the Cape, which she’d helped him do. He’d been the carpenter and the caretaker and the landscaper, ever reliable, highly competent, and very serious. Agnes trusted Hiram. And she’d liked him so much. He’d treated her with the same respect he’d showed her father when at age forty she took over his share of the association. Her animals had always been happy to see him, either jumping up on or rubbing against his legs, depending on the species. Pets could like the wrong people, she’d seen it, but they loved him for cause. She was pleased that Sylvie had used the phrase dropped dead to describe what happened to Hiram. It enabled Agnes to see him loping down a road, looking up at the high branches or the sky, suddenly jerking downward, crumpling, his straight slate-colored hair shading his eyes, his flannel-lined coat wrinkling, his worn corduroys buckling along with his knees. Hiram dropped dead. Too bad, but at least he hadn’t expired, or passed, or left this world, or gone to his maker, or even had a heart attack. He deserved a straightforward death.

Agnes also trusted Robert, who took after his father, right down to the straight blue merle hair and the cowboy gait. Of the five Circumstance children Agnes had seen in Robert a superior intelligence and had paid for him to go to George School and Penn. He wanted to be a lawyer, but a pot conviction derailed that—Agnes made certain it didn’t interrupt for too long, in spite of the Rockefeller drug laws—and he transferred to Amherst to study landscape architecture. Eventually—after a brief marriage to someone who realized she needed more money in a man—he moved back to Cape Deel and went to work with Hiram, and he expanded the business to include design. He had created the outdoors for many of the swells and the new influx of the money-moving rich and celebrities, and became something of a celebrity himself. Robert was nothing if not loyal, though, and he still took care of the Point. He was in and out of both Agnes’s and Polly’s houses all summer, and he and Dick Wister often had drinks. Fellowship Point relied on him completely. Agnes offered to fly up for the funeral—Polly wanted to go, too—but Robert discouraged it. No sense in coming all that way for ten minutes, when they could think of Hiram from right where they were. “He thinks we’re old,” Agnes told Polly.

“He’s never wrong,” Polly replied, and sighed.

Recently Hiram had been doing some tracking and sleuthing to try to figure out who was harassing the eagles on Cape Deel. Several eagles had disappeared over the past few years, to the point where it was suspicious. Hiram wanted to get to the bottom of it. Agnes told Robert she was certain he would have, and Robert vowed to take over the hunt. He would—

“Here we go,” said Mrs. Blundt. She set the plates on the coffee table. Polly returned a moment later. “I love that painting of the Sank in your bathroom. And look at this! My dinner is ruined.” She sat down and took a bite. “Oh boy. This is dangerous it’s so good.”

“Thank you.” Mrs. Blundt tried to smile but couldn’t manage.

Agnes let the cake melt in her mouth. Every pleasure was heightened lately.

“Are your boys set to shovel your front steps, Mrs. Blundt?” Polly asked.

“If they’re not, they don’t have a mother anymore.” Mrs. Blundt had a habit of shifting to her brogue when speaking of her family.

“Good policy,” Agnes said. “In any case, no need to come over tomorrow. I’ll be fine.”

Mrs. Blundt frowned. “You’re not fine.” She stuck her chin out, as if a jutting jawline entitled her to a breach of boundaries.

“You’re not?” Polly asked. “What’s going on?”

Agnes held up her hand. “Mrs. Blundt, you may go home now. I have enough food to last a month. If I need you tomorrow, I’ll call you.”

“Tell her,” Mrs. Blundt said.

“I will.”

“I’m not going anywhere until you do.”

Mrs. Blundt, who’d overheard phone calls to doctors and taken messages, had pressed Agnes for information. There’d been no further avoiding the conversation.

“What is it?” Polly asked, looking back and forth between them.

Agnes leaned forward. “I am having surgery soon. A lump turned out to be cancer.”

Polly looked at Agnes directly. “Where?”

Agnes pointed to her chest. “They both have to go.”

“You’ve always wanted that,” Polly said, and then, quickly—“Oh no!”

“Ha! That’s the upside, and I’m glad you know it. So you won’t feel sorry for me.”

“I feel very sorry for you. I feel sick—” Polly began to cry. “You’ll stay with me after. I’ll make your rice and greens for you. Oh, Agnes!” She moved next to Agnes on the sofa and took her hand.

“I’ll stay here and so will Mrs. Blundt.”

“I certainly will.” Mrs. Blundt was crying, too. Polly reached out her free hand and Mrs. Blundt took it.

“I won’t need that. But please come visit.” The handholding prompted a nervousness she’d pushed off before now, and she wondered how soon she could disengage.

Polly searched her face. “Are you going to be okay?”

“The doctors won’t give me a straight answer. I have assured them I can handle the truth, but I get the feeling they can’t.” Agnes shrugged. “I’ll do my best. I have work to do. Including settling what will become of the Point.”

“This isn’t the time to think about that. You have to concentrate on your health.”

“It’s precisely the time to think about that. I might die on the table.”

“Oh stop it, Agnes, it’s not funny.”

“I’m not being funny. In fact, I’ve never been more serious. Going under the knife is good for focus. Promise me you’ll preserve the Sank if I’m not here to do it.”

“That’s blackmail.”

Agnes shrugged.

“Of course I promise.” Polly shook her head, sniffling.

“Good. Good. The surgery is first thing Monday. I read that was the best slot, when the docs are at their freshest.”

At the thought, Agnes placed her hands on her breasts. Soon they’d be gone and she’d be a lean blade again, albeit old and rusty. She’d be flat! At last! Again. She’d toss her bras, torture chambers that they were. She only had to get through the next bit.

Agnes looked out the window toward 18th Street, at the old Barclay Hotel, now condominiums. Hamm Loose Jr. would approve, she thought ruefully. She remembered when the building went up. Her father, Lachlan Lee, had loved construction sites, and could be persuaded to go for a walk anytime if the route led to a deep divot in the ground and girders crosshatching empty space. The Barclay was built in the late 1920s. During the months of construction, Lachlan had reached for Agnes’s hand on the doorstep of the house on Walnut Street, and together they’d walked a few blocks to watch the new behemoth rising. People complained about the shadows it would cast, but Lachlan was all for progress. “Presidents will stay there!”

He’d been right about that, and many things. She missed him every day. She’d only loved a few people. Most of those had been dead for a long time now. Soon I too might be a shade with the shade of Patrick Morkan and his horse. Joyce again.

This weather. This impending afternoon.

“Remember that crackpot friend of your father’s who had a theory that the magnetism in the mineral rocks of Cape Deel scrambled the cells?” Agnes asked.

Polly glared at her and wiped her eyes.

“Polly!” Agnes patted the tweed-covered knee of her old friend. “There are upsides. Cancer is a conversation stopper. And there are very few conversations I don’t want to stop.”

“Agnes, please.”

“Well, what should I say? I can’t feel anything in my breast, which is annoying. I attempt to talk to the doctors plainly, but they’re obsessed with fifty-cent words, like diagnosis and mastectomy—four syllables is a bad sign.”

“We’ll take care of you, won’t we, Mrs. Wister?” Mrs. Blundt blew her nose into a handkerchief.

“Yes. We certainly will.”

Didn’t they remember that they’d already promised that? Agnes longed to move on, but Polly gripped Agnes’s hand so tightly she felt in danger of losing her fingers. That was the other thing, which neither of them knew about—Agnes was determined to finish her final novel before she croaked. Maybe the surgery would slice away her writer’s block.

“Thank you, thank you, I know you will.” Agnes stood, hoping they’d take the hint. Suddenly she was desperate to get back to her desk. “I’ll be fine, really. But I’m a little tired now. The doorman will get you a cab. Mrs. Blundt, will you call downstairs for a cab for Polly?”

After several minutes of entreaties and embraces and assurances Agnes was finally alone again.

As soon as she stepped into her study, she felt relief. Where her bedroom was made sumptuous by snowy duvets over fat quilts and a chaise lounge upholstered in white silk, her aesthetic here was what she thought of as spare inspiration. She’d modeled it on the cells in the Conventi di San Marco in Florence and had a replica of a Fra Angelico fresco painted on each wall by an art student from the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. Her hand was no longer steady enough to do the job herself—not that she’d ever had the skill to copy a master. She was an outsider artist at most, untrained and quirky. An illustrator. She appreciated good paintings, though—who didn’t? Fra Angelico had made her burst into overwhelmed tears when she was on her post-collegiate European tour.

She had a comfortable reading chair, a desk, a few lamps. A computer and a printer. Supplies. If she wanted to look something up, she went to her bedroom, where she kept two cases of books, mainly reference. In her study there was nothing to do but write and think. She’d always wanted just such a simple room, but it took starting from nothing, and acquiring a space devoid of any architectural interest, to do it right. She loved the space and exonerated it from any blame for the fact that her book eluded her. Though if, as she conceived it, the empty room was a true extension of her mind, what it presently reflected was the image of a ghost. Cancer was general all over Agnes’s breasts. She wished she could say that to someone who’d laugh in response. But she knew no such person.

And no one wholly knew her. Her books were independent of her charisma—har har—and literary friendships, as she had none. Franklin Square Seven, the book she presently wasn’t writing, would most likely be the final volume in the series. The Franklin Square women couldn’t get any older than they’d be in this book and still be able to turn a plot. She planned to tie up all remaining questions and leave her characters be. No more traumas and dramas. Peace at last.

She’d been looking forward to this for a very long time, but was presently afraid it wasn’t going to happen. Maybe the series had ended with Book Six, when the Franklins were in their seventies and reluctantly harboring grandchildren and arguing with adult children and taking big trips. The book had been well received, and Pauline had gotten good reviews and lots of mail, but Agnes had finished it with the sense that she was at last on the cusp of a breakthrough, and of ensuring her work be read beyond her death. So far the Franklins had lived their lives, and she’d charted their hopes and travails and the changes in society astutely. In the last volume, she would make her points. Say what she had to say. Offer up her final words of wisdom. That sounded good in theory—who didn’t want the last word?—but the pressure to be profound without being didactic or polemical was daunting, at her age, with no further opportunity to correct herself. She had to get it right. Surely that was part of what was stopping her from getting it at all. Perfectionism. Followed by death.

Which brought her back to Hiram, and Fellowship Point, and Robert’s letter describing his walk around the land honoring his father. She closed her eyes and retraced his steps, starting at the Rookerie where he looked down Point Path toward the Sanctuary and then walking forward, past all the houses sleeping now through the winter—Outer Light, Rock Reed, her own Leeward Cottage. She paused there to look over at the graveyard, the stones flat and imbedded in the earth, barely visible from her vantage point, and then at the Meeting Ground where the ancestors had gathered to affirm their values, and occasionally spoke aloud when moved to do so in their hearts. She walked past Meadowlea and pictured Polly on her terrace, and on past WesterLee, the house her great-grandfather had assigned to his brother, dutifully giving away the best location on the peninsula.

Then into the Sank, the place her father had always called “God’s country” and where Agnes had gone thousands of times to reset her balance and to affirm what was truly important in life. Thirty-three acres of land devoted to the safety of the birds that nested there and the birds that stopped by on their migrations, and to the cultivation of native woodland flora and trees. It wasn’t wild. Hiram and Robert and their crew swept up the needles and pruned back invasive undergrowth and tended the soft paths threaded through the trunks, leading to vistas of deep woods and, in spots, distant islands, and to quiet glens and discreet spots for contemplation or rest. Moose had been spotted there, regrettably not by Agnes, but she kept track of the eagles and had friends among the squirrel families generation after generation. Sometimes she could draw on the beauty so wholeheartedly that she felt as though she had metabolized it, and that it had become an organ inside of her. The next time she was actually among the pines, though, she was apt to be embarrassed that she’d thought she was capable of comprehending what was, by nature, beyond her. Either way, she was determined to keep it safe for the birds, the animals, the flowers, the trees. More than ever, the world needed places free of human notions. She knew what people were like, herself included, and she wanted to make sure the Sank was protected by humans from humans. That would be her great legacy for which she wanted no credit. Anonymity had become ingrained.

She glared at the large manila envelope that had arrived with the mail and pulled out the contents. As she guessed, it was someone’s PhD thesis on the subject of When Nan. Agnes sighed. This one was called “Performing Non-Traditional Gender in the When Nan Oeuvre.” By Mariana Wiccan Styles. Of the University of South Lawrence. Wherever that was.

Wiccan? That couldn’t be real, could it? Or—hippie parents.

When Penn had first asked for her papers, Agnes had laughed. Poor wretch who had to laboriously catalogue her sketches, and notes scribbled on the backs of envelopes. Little had Agnes known that children’s books had become a respectable area of academic inquiry. Every year dozens of requests came in from scholars who wanted to have a look at her papers. Apparently, her character, her protagonist, her heroine, a child called Nan, had become a proto-feminist icon of interest on campus. How could that be? Agnes could see someone eking out a column to that effect that the next morning would be wrapping fish. But a thesis? For which one had to prepare by learning foreign languages and writing rigorous papers on far more heady subjects? Yet the When Nan theses started arriving, and Agnes paged through a few of them, learning all about the symbol systems she’d created, the power structures she’d dismantled, the empowering messages conveyed by Nan’s oblivion to issues of sexual oppression and sexist hierarchies in the workplace.

No one opposed Nan’s personhood.

Her travails were circumstantial, not endemic.

One earnest PhD candidate had noted: “It’s as if Agnes Lee had no awareness whatsoever that women might be considered lesser. She writes as if equality were a fact.” Well, yup. Was that really so unusual? The authors she loved all believed women were equal. She had a shelf of books she reread over and over, and that concept was intrinsic to them all. The difference with her was the blind eye she turned to inequity. Her true feeling was not that women were equal, as that in itself was a comparison, but that they were whole. Wasn’t that indisputable?

All living creatures were whole. End of story. This was one of her earliest understandings of reality, and it had shaped her life.

It wasn’t a sacral belief, but a simple recognition. In consequence, she hadn’t eaten a piece of meat since she was three and a half, she’d never married, and she’d done her best not to impinge. Nan, a perpetual nine-year-old, sprang from that sensibility. She was seen as being an anomaly to her time and place. An ideal. A tomboy who wasn’t role-playing, and far more complicated interpretations that Agnes didn’t have the critical vocabulary to fully get. Agnes had done nothing more than portray what a girl was, beyond interference. It depressed her that her simple creation was seen as being such an oddity.

Now Nan was an industry. There was a Nan doll and a couple of Nan movies. What confounded adults was easily grasped by young girls. Agnes reminded herself of that when the theses oppressed her. In any case, she’d made her peace with being the subject of academic speculation, though she liked to joke that she was going to write a book called When Nan Was Kidnapped by the Academy. “Be flattered,” David Combs, her editor, coaxed her. “It’s a good thing. It’s attention.” As if there were no such thing as bad attention.

Of course, Penn didn’t know she had files of correspondence and reviews having to do with all the writing she’d done under pseudonyms. And they wouldn’t find out, if she could help it. What a nightmare it would be if people sent theses about her Franklin Square series as well.

Poor Polly. This surgery was going to be hard on her.

Agnes had not yet opened the last piece of the day’s mail. The return address was her When Nan publisher, so it was no doubt a chore. Yet she didn’t like work to carry over, so she bit her lip and slit the envelope.


Dear Miss Lee,

My name is Maud Silver. I am the new editorial assistant to David Combs. I will be working on, among other things, the When Nan books, so I am writing to introduce myself to you.

I am so excited about this!

It isn’t an accident that I have this particular position. Your books have been at the center of my life for as long as I can remember. My mother collected the series beginning when she was a child. She has a first edition of When Nan Climbed Cadillac Mountain. It would be worth a fortune but it’s missing the title page. My fault for eating it! That’s how much I loved it.

My mother was obsessed with the books and says she even wrote her own version of one when she was a girl. She passed her obsession on to me. I was attracted to books, and eventually publishing, because of Nan. I aimed to be David’s assistant so I could work with you and on your behalf. I agree with everything important that has been said about the series, and think a lot more will be written, for many generations. You capture what it’s like to be a girl. You give girls strength to be themselves.

I feel incredibly lucky to have landed exactly where I want to be. It feels like destiny.

I would love to know more about you and about Nan’s origin story. Do you plan to write a memoir?

Yours truly,

Maud Silver



“No,” Agnes said aloud. “I do not, and I will not.”

She opened the cap of her Rapidograph in preparation for writing about the day. All winter, she’d gotten nothing done. She needed Maine. The salt air. Polly daily. Robert. And the graveyard, where the real Nan had a memorial headstone. That was another secret, and no eager editorial assistant would get it out of her.






CHAPTER 2 Polly, Haverford, May 2000


POLLY’S ATTENTION WAS SPLIT. HALF OF HER WAS KEEPING HER cards close to her chest at the Merion Cricket Club afternoon bridge game, while the other half—really, nine-tenths of her—wanted to go home. Dick was content to be alone all day in his study, and most likely he wouldn’t want to be interrupted even if she were there. She’d feel better, though, back at his beck. It was her vocation. She gazed across the room at the scorekeepers, hoping for quick results, but they were comparing papers and frowning.

“Oh, I nearly forgot!” she blurted. “I have to get to the store!”

Three pairs of eyes narrowed and three mouths tightened. Last week it had been the dry cleaner. Before that, an oil change. Patently false, and her friends weren’t stupid.

“But I can wait,” she amended, in spite of Dick looming in her mind. In many instances over the course of her life, she’d chosen not to bother those around her, hadn’t raised her hand with an answer so other girls might have a turn, hadn’t gotten up in the movies to go to the bathroom if she’d have to push past people and temporarily block their view. Even when she was pregnant with a bladder so full she couldn’t see straight, she’d waited. She never minded making way for someone else, but didn’t want to bother others herself. She was charged with making the world kinder, and reciprocity was beside the point.

She was the only one at the table with a husband left alive. The others were all merry widows who went on cruises and bought themselves jewelry for no occasion at all. They pitied her for being tethered.

“Honestly, Polly, did Dick ever leave the classroom to rush home to you?”

“It’s not Dick!” Polly protested. “I really have to go to the store. James might stop by.” She crossed her fingers under the table. James hadn’t made any such plan, but he might. It could happen. He was her oldest, her most dutiful, and their recent lunch had been fraught.

Her table exchanged glances. She was protesting too much, which was unlike her except when it came to Dick. Everything came down to Dick.

“Just wait to see if we won,” said Liza Hopkins.

“We didn’t win. We never do. Go ahead, Pol,” said Greer Jenkins. “I’ll call you with the outcome.”

“If you’re sure,” Polly said, pushing up from her seat.

“Goodbye,” said True Smith.

The afternoon was chilly, but the clouds were high, and the air scented with flowers. Polly was so relieved to be on her way that she jerked the car door open forcefully and her keys flew from her hand onto the ground. There they were, all the way down there. She looked out over the flat grounds that would soon be grass courts for the season. Magnolias made their effort around the perimeter. She pressed her knees together and lowered down. Halfway, she reached for the help of the door handle. She clenched her teeth against the possibility of her stockings ripping, the new ones were so flimsy. There… there. Success! Good grief, that was challenging. She straightened up and found another woman standing by the door of the next car. They caught each other’s eye.

“Beautiful afternoon,” they said in unison.

The woman was younger, but so was nearly everyone.

“You’re Mrs. Wister, aren’t you?”

Polly nodded, trying to place her. She was a type from around, with the cantaloupe calves of a former hockey player, wispy brown hair, and an open face.

“I know your son, James, and Ann. I met you briefly at Ann’s birthday party?”

“Oh, of course. Remind me of your name?”

“I’m Julia Stevens. My husband is Terry? He works with James?”

Why did the young make all statements sound like questions? “Yes, I remember now.” She didn’t, but she’d long ago accepted that an occasional white lie made life nicer.

“I hope we’ll be seeing you in Maine this summer,” Julia said.

“You go to Maine?”

“James invited us. Your place sounds amazing. We are going to look at the houses.”

“Houses?”

“Aren’t there houses coming up for sale?”

“On Fellowship Point?” Her voice rose. A gust of wind rushed between them.

“I’m sorry, maybe I misunderstood.” Julia took a couple of steps backward, peeling strands of hair from her lips.

“What did James say?”

“I can’t remember, actually. My husband’s family has a house in Stone Harbor, we usually go there. I’m sure we’ll end up doing that.”

“I’ll check with James.” Polly was vexed.

“As I say, we’re not sure yet. Thank you, Mrs. Wister? Bye!”

A question mark again. Was nothing certain these days?

After Julia pulled away, Polly sat in her car and took a few deep breaths. She pictured James as he’d looked the day before, when she’d had lunch with him in the city. He hadn’t mentioned anything then about inviting friends to the Point this summer, but now his demeanor made more sense, and was more disturbing. He’d been a tense baby, as firsts often were, and he was still tense. Too serious. As she thought this, she could hear Agnes saying it was impossible to be too serious, because at a certain point, seriousness converted to a parody of itself, and had to be designated self-importance. Yes, James was self-important, and temperamental. He might also be up to something, and she had no one to talk to about it.

He’d wanted to meet at the Union League, but Polly had never felt comfortable there—Agnes kept her abreast of its exclusionary membership policies, and though they’d improved, she still held a grudge about a Jewish friend whom Lachlan had proposed who’d gotten blackballed. James said he didn’t have time to argue and made a reservation at a restaurant near the doctor Polly was going to see that afternoon. James was seated when she arrived, looking spiffy in his blue suit and Liberty print tie, and she was proud to be seen with him. They didn’t speak intimately—frankly, she wasn’t sure they knew how—but it was pleasant to be in the pretty spot, eat the delicious food, and hear about her grandchildren’s latest interests. Caroline and Jasper were young adults now, with lives of their own. She checked herself from remarking how quickly time passed, but she certainly felt it.

“How long do you think you’ll stay on the Point this summer?” she asked over coffee, no dessert.

“Three weeks, maybe four. It depends how quickly certain agreements move forward, whether or not I’m needed.”

He worked at an investment firm, and had been busy since the recent downturn. She’d asked him if he’d lost money, and he’d said, “That’s not how it works.”

Truth be told, he wasn’t all that pleasant to be with.

“I’m so looking forward to it,” she said. “You’ll stay at Archie’s?” Meaning Archie Lee, Agnes’s cousin and shareholder of WesterLee Cottage.

“I assume so. I owe him a call anyway.”

“It’s nice for you to have privacy.” Out with it, she commanded herself. She was slightly afraid of James. “You know,” she said, “Agnes and I are hoping to leave at least some of the Point to a land trust. I’m sure I’ve mentioned this to you before.”

The waiter appeared. “May I bring you anything else?”

James scowled and waved him away and Polly quickly smiled politely to make up for it.

“No, you have not mentioned that to me.” He shot his cuff and looked at his watch. “You could have brought it up earlier.”

“I’m sorry. I wanted you to know we’re discussing it, we have been for a long time. As you stand to be the next shareholder from the Hancock family, I thought you should know. I welcome your opinion.”

He dipped his head and frowned. She diverted her gaze and passively watched the reflections of the brisk waiters and waitresses in the front windows.

“My opinion. Hmm. Let’s see. You’re telling me the Point might be given to a land trust before it is my turn to make decisions. What’s my opinion about that?”

He dropped his napkin, unfolded, onto his plate. He put the heels of his palms on the rim of the table and pushed backward, then sprang up, a movement that dispersed a cloud of his aftershave.

“I have to get back to the office,” he said.

He turned and walked away, stopping at the front and pulling out a credit card. She didn’t dare go after him.

She dreaded telling Agnes that James objected to the idea of dissolving the Fellowship, especially as she was recovering from such a big surgery. Polly’s inclination was to allow him to rattle his sword and wait him out until he got interested in something else, which was how she’d always handled him. But this was different. This was a matter of money, about which James was undistractable. Polly was suddenly in the middle—on Agnes’s side, but James was her child.

She didn’t want to think about it.

The roads between the club and hers were, in May, pink and yellow, and scented with lilac growing deeper in people’s yards. Children played on lawns and dogs jumped for balls. Dick had never allowed the boys to have a dog, in spite of begging, reasoned arguments, and tears. Was James exerting power now because he’d felt deprived of it then?

Hold on… Was that a man in her driveway? She blinked. He moved forward. She squinted through the windshield. Good Lord, it was Dick. Waving his arms! What was he doing? Had something happened? Three sons and five grandchildren gave her a lot to worry about. Her stomach clenched, and she prepared for a rush to somewhere. Dick loped toward her, still waving away. But… he was smiling. Smiling!

“I see you!” she called and waved, but he kept on coming as if she might breeze through their U-shaped driveway and right back onto the road again. She half thought silly old man and half thought how pleased she was that he’d been waiting for her. That never happened. He was in the dictionary, as the saying went, as the definition of an absentminded professor. So what had lured him out of his study, to look for her?

He kept walking straight at the car, so she stopped short of where she usually parked, and he circled his hand for her to open her window. It was already open, though, and she hadn’t had a car with a window crank in decades. He didn’t drive, on the theory that old people shouldn’t be on the road, the one exception being the old person he needed to chauffeur him around.

Dick loomed at her and pulled at her handle. “Come on, come on!”

“Just a sec.” She undid her belt and gathered her things, excited now herself. His strong emotions stirred her. They lived on a quiet dead end in Haverford, where small sounds registered. She heard her sole scrape on the asphalt, and her stockings switch against each other as she clambered out.

He closed her door and pulled at her sleeve. “Come on, I’ve been waiting for hours! I have something to tell you!”

She laughed. This was marvelous!

He took hold of her hand, and rather than going to the front door, he pulled her toward the side of the house. His strength gladdened her, but she had trouble keeping up in the clothes she’d put on to play bridge. She asked him to wait and slipped out of her shoes. After a second or two the cold of the Pennsylvania earth gave her a massive shiver. This small cataclysm separated her from him, just for an instant, long enough for her to take a step back, to hesitate, to seek to delay pleasure. This was her lifelong habit. She was apt to put new presents away for years before taking them from the box.

“I’ll just go in and change,” she said, “and put the chicken in.” She wanted a warmer sweater and loafers. Slacks, if she dared take the time.

“Polly, will you please, for once, let all that be? I want to talk to you now.”

“I’m sorry, of course. Here I am.” It was wonderful to be needed at her stage of life, especially by him. She was as in love with him as ever. That was what the bridge ladies didn’t know. Nor would they believe her if she made the claim. They spoke respectfully of their husbands, but she’d never had the sense that they’d experienced the passion she felt. They even enjoyed being widows, whereas the prospect of that blighted state gave Polly a headache. So if she had the chance to be with him, she took it.

She and Dick—the Wisters—were not young, not young at all at eighty and eighty-two, but had stayed trim and neat and seemed to their three sons to still be their parents rather than a prompt for tours of retirement communities and discussions about how to split up the sticks of good furniture. They’d been married for nearly sixty vital years. Dick still stayed on top of world news, and Polly kept track of goings-on both in Haverford and on Cape Deel. They were often told how delightfully sharp they were, a compliment Dick snarled about in private. I’m old—not an idiot. He’d always been a progressive except when it came to fools.

A year earlier Dick had given notice that he intended to retire in the spring—now. “Out with the old, in with the new!” he’d crowed to Polly on the morning he went in to make his announcement. No one tried to talk him out of it, a stance he officially applauded for its realism, but Polly knew that had hurt. To add insult, his chair, Adam Waters, hadn’t wasted a moment before saying Dick could retire mid-year. Actually, why not ease up for the fall semester—not teach at all?

“Preposterous! Don’t I have a right to my blaze of glory, my swan song?” Dick bellowed when he came home that evening.

“You certainly do,” Polly said loyally, but she could predict how this would end, so she added, “if you really want to. But you could use the time in other ways.”

“I’m still viable! I have crucial ideas to impart! They’ll line up when they hear I’m leaving!”

“Of course they will. But what do you want?”

In fact, his students had been grating on him in recent years, a decline he attributed to changing times rather than his own enfeeblement, though his lecture notes were crumbling in their file folders. His sudden sentimentality was a by-product of the chair’s shoving him out the door. Dick puffed out his chest. Polly ached for him.

“I’ll show them!” he said, when there was nothing else left to do.

He’d been a professor of philosophy and ethics at Haverford, then Penn, and in spite of decades of clamor under his roofs with the children, he’d lived a life of the mind. Though he was often at home, Polly had to plot to get his attention, but she chose to be cheerful rather than bitter about it. She’d wanted more, so much more, all that was possible between two people, but her galaxy of what could be ended up as a constellation of bright moments when they’d been intimate. It was just enough to keep her in a constant state of yearning, which Agnes told her was the principle behind dog training. “You’re conditioned to please your master,” Agnes said crisply. Polly wished she could.

She’d given a party before Christmas commemorating his academic career, spent ages composing a toast, including sending it to Agnes for editing and suggestions. “Dick Wister is the last of his kind, so let’s raise a glass to him,” it ended. Hyperbole seemed forgivable under the circumstances, and the guests took her cue and whooped and applauded. As they lay side by side in the dark that night Dick touchingly said, “It’s true, I am the last of my kind.” She reached for his hand, and from there that old familiar coming together. It was as good as ever, if less gymnastic. Her friends, the merry widows, didn’t have that.

They didn’t have him. For better or worse.

In Haverford, Dick repaired—he liked a verbal flourish—to his study for the day, emerging only for meals. At Meadowlea he sat in the old horsehair chair at the desk in his study and worked in the morning when his mind was unsullied. After lunch he wrote letters and newspaper editorials, some of which were printed. Book reviews, likewise. Meanwhile he was putting together a volume of his best correspondence. He’d exchanged letters with some of the most famous thinkers of the twentieth century. Their biographers had come to him already, asking for a look at their exchanges. Surely a compendium of his own letters would be an important addition to the field of twentieth-century philosophy?

All this work seemed to Polly arduous for a man of his age, and the stream of rejections, which for decades he’d been able to inoculate himself against by means of his occasional publications and anecdotes about famous books that were overlooked in their own time, now chafed at his white-knuckled need for a final say and made him simply miserable. To buck him up, she’d suggested that until his next book came out he write a weblog to express his opinions. She’d read about them in the paper.

“Are you serious?” He frowned. “A weblog, on the computer? I’d be laughed out of the profession. And how would my ideas be protected from being picked up by other people?”

He’d adopted blog as a catchphrase rather than an activity. “Time to work on my blog,” he’d say for all kinds of transitions—when he repaired to the bathroom, for example. She was loyally amused. If what had come of her idea was one more private joke between them, that was a decent result as far as she was concerned. They had routines and exchanges stretching back to their earliest days when they were establishing their exclusivity. Her favorite was when she asked him, “Would you ever leave me?” The answer was Nevernevernever, spoken in a rush as if it were one word, the repetition of which cast, as repetition can, a spell over Polly that assured her she had the harmonic marriage she’d envisioned since she was small. The endearment was atypical of him, but she’d institutionalized it, attaching it to the end of many exchanges. Usually he responded by turning away, but sometimes he echoed her Nevernevernever. Afterward she felt a twinge of remorse for forcing him to affirm his attachment, but it was a reprise of some of the loftiest moments of her life. When they were courting, she’d believed they could have it all, but she’d long ago accepted that her youthful fantasy that each partner in a couple encourage the other to do better was not going to work with Dick. He had no inclination to ask for help or advice. He wasn’t averse to correcting Polly, though. Between him and Agnes, her path to perfection was well lit.

They turned the corner of their Pennsylvania fieldstone house and walked across the lawn. The spring-blooming trees had recently budded and unfurled, shifting their two acres from gray and brown to pink, green, yellow, and purple. During lilac’s brief season she was obsessed with the fragrant blooms, and went out into the cold dawn to soak her face with scented dew.

He pulled her to the middle of the lawn and began to sit down, pitching her off balance, and she flailed her hand to grab an ethereal railing. That was useless, so she thrust out a foot, steadied herself, and grabbed Dick back up instead. Her heart quickened.

“Why’d you do that? I wanted to lie on the grass, goddammit!”

“Oh, Dick, what a nice idea. Let’s.” She calculated how difficult it would be to get him down and up again. Very.

“Too late. You ruined it.” He pulled his arm away from her and brushed at one sleeve, then the other, as if he had fallen into the dirt.

“I’m sorry. I do want to lie on the grass, it’s a brilliant idea.” The cold earth under her cheek, the blades pressed into her skin, the scent of sun in the crook of her arm—how many hours of her life had she spent lying on the grass? With Agnes, mainly. So many deep conversations had passed between as they lay on their stomachs crushing grass that pressed crosshatched tattoos into their arms and legs. Dick never wanted to do anything like that with her.

“Never mind.” He crossed his arms and brooded.

“I really do want to, I just wasn’t prepared.”

“It’s important to be spontaneous!”

She held her tongue. He’d say anything in irritation, not meaning it. She could talk herself into ignoring the words, but a harsh tone abraded her for days afterward. She had to wait him out now. His annoyance with her would soon give way to his greater desire to explain his idea, it always did. In the meantime she looked at her borders, the flowers coming up right on schedule, the earth still dark from a yearly spading in of compost. She’d drop a note to Robert in the morning, asking him how her beds looked at Meadowlea. Did he have any ideas for something new?

It was time to pick the last daffodils, before they began to dry up. She counted them from afar, nine, twelve, seventeen? Some hid shyly behind others. Some leaned. She pushed her glasses up her nose, but rather than clarifying her view of the flower bed, her vision grew misty, as if a fog had rolled in. Then a shift, this world to another. She knew what was about to happen. The state was familiar but beyond her control. In spite of great efforts over the years she couldn’t willfully produce it. She had a few moments’ warning, that was all, like the pulsing auras she used to feel before migraines pressed her skull in a vise. She slowed, and set aside an acquisitive urge for the experience to come, waiting patiently instead, breathing restraint into the lope of her pulse. Then Lydia appeared.

Polly checked the impulse to raise her hand. No point waving to a ghost, and Dick would see. Lydia, Lydia. Favorite child. A preference she wasn’t meant to have, and didn’t among the boys—well, Theo—but Lydia was different in kind. Favorite daughter—she could think that without guilt. She looked at her across the lawn, hungry for details. She wore her blue-and-white Liberty print dress, just what Polly would have chosen for a spring afternoon. She gathered a bouquet of ghostly daffodils, shades of the living blooms in the ground, and smiled when the syrup from their stems ran down her arms. Then she swung her eyes around to find Polly, who nodded and smiled back.

Polly glanced at Dick. Had he noticed she’d slipped off for a moment? She half-wished that he’d see the ghost, too, so they could share Lydia again. But Dick was looking up at the distant sky, ruminating, his chin jutted out. She glanced back, but Lydia had vanished.

“I have an idea, Polly, a marvelous idea.”

She breathed the lilac scent. Until next time.

“Are you paying attention?” he bellowed.

“Of course. I’m very curious.” She ached, as she always did, after the ghost disappeared. Nonsensical as it was, she couldn’t fully invest in the unquestionable truth that it wasn’t real. Her yearning reified it.

Dick began to rove again. She kept pace by walking and trotting. It appeared he was going to tour the perimeter of the property.

“I’ve spent the last year looking at all my work and organizing it for publication. You know that.” She nodded. “As it turns out I’ve done a lot of work in my lifetime, most of it better than I remembered. Isn’t it too bad that people with the very kind of minds that advance civilization are often so occupied with their work that they don’t see what they’ve done? They forget they are exceptional. I forget! But I am always aware of my effort.”

“If only everyone knew how hard you work!”

“They will, soon. After making this assessment, I can safely say I believe, judging by the quality of my work—my thinking!—that I deserve more recognition than I got—”

He glanced at her for a smidge of it, a solicitation for which she was ready with a generous donation. She arranged her face into a reflection of pure admiration. Bolstered, he moved on.

“—but I got a decent amount. I was known in the best circles. People respected me, and still do, I think.”

He often spoke to her as if she hadn’t been there for every minute of it, didn’t know the entire cast, hadn’t read every word.

“Yes, they did and they do,” she agreed.

His expression brightened but his eyebrows were quizzical. He approved the message but withheld credit from the messenger. “They did and they do. But…”—his index finger bobbed instructively—“my real work, my illumination of pacifism—I wrote the definitive work on the subject! Where is my credit for that?”

“Oh, but that was just bad timing,” she said as she had a thousand times. It was their story, a tenet of their marriage, that World War II had ruined Dick’s career.

“Yes, it was. But now I see that I got scared off too easily, Polly! I should have stuck to my guns.” He raised his eyebrows at his joke, then went on. “I realize now there is no last word on pacifism. I backed off without a fight. I should have been tougher. I just didn’t expect”—he stopped, and she nearly bammed into him—“Hitler,” he finished, speaking the name as if it belonged to a relative with whom he’d had an irreparable falling-out.

“You couldn’t have, dear,” she said.

“Though I could blame Churchill—”

Here he was in danger of going off on a tangent about the true causes of World War II, a lecture that could keep them out until dark fell.

“Churchill has a lot to answer for,” Polly said, nipping the diatribe. “I’m just so curious about your new idea.”

“Yes. Good.” He got into a position to face her directly. He put his hands on her shoulders.

“Polly, I have decided to revise A Pacifist’s Primer. I’ll bring it up to date, and I’ll take on the Hitler question. I have to. No one else is in as good a position to do it as I am. My mind is as sharp as ever, and I’ll have time now. I’ll revise the book, add research about what others have said on the subject since my original edition, and I’ll add a foreword, describing what happened to the book the first time around. Then—drumroll, please!—I’ll make an argument for pacifism even in the face of Hitler.”

She listened with an alert expression, nodding encouragingly, but behind the mask she drooped with disappointment. There went her time with Dick. Damn Hitler and Churchill! If only Dick had gotten the glory he sought sixty years ago, he might care to be idle now. She was cold, and hungry. She hadn’t eaten much lunch, just half a BLT. It was too late to cook the chicken. “It’s a great idea.”

“I know.” He beamed.

“And you’ll be able to work in the library at Penn, and use the pool.”

“I won’t need to. This will require more analysis than research.”

“I thought you just said you had to research the work since then?” She’d open a can of soup and make a cheese omelet. Let’s think, she had Swiss, and cheddar—

“Dammit, Polly!”

“Sshh,” she hushed him automatically.

“I don’t care who hears me, goddammit! That’s the whole point I’m making here! I don’t care anymore. I have wisdom to deploy. It’s important to stand by pacifism. The coming century will surely see a war or two. Finally I’m going to say what I want to say and I’m not going to go hide under a rock if I’m called an anti-Semite for it. I’m not an anti-Semite! I’m a pacifist!”

She tried to catch his arms, to somehow get her own arms around him, to calm him, but he was flailing too hard and she flailed, too.

“It’s a great idea!” she said loudly. “It really is. I love it, Dick. Do it!”

He breathed hard and then less hard. “I plan to. Now look, Polly,” he said accusatorily, “we’ve gone down our separate roads in the past, but I’m retired now. I’m home. I thought you’d be here, too. Today is a case in point. I had this idea, and where were you?”

“I’ve always been here!” The whole phenomenon of welling was set into motion—eyes, throat, and heart. “I didn’t know you wanted me to stay home. Why didn’t you ask?”

He thrust out his chin and gazed at the house. “I won’t waste my breath stating the obvious.”

“I would have loved to!” The disproportion and unfairness of the accusation, after all the decades when she’d have loved him to keep her company, was too huge to fathom.

Her distress mollified him, and his gaze softened. “All right. We’ll let this time go. But from now on I am going to be working full-time on my book. Which raises the matter of my other projects. I need someone to finish pulling together the collection of my published work, and my letters. Publishers need to be queried, and so on. I could hire an assistant to do that, but it occurred to me today—I have you. You could do this.”

“I could. I really could. I want to. There’s nothing I’d rather do.”

“Good! I need you, Polly. You know that, don’t you? I don’t say it every minute of every day, but it’s true.”

It was true. She worked hard to make his life satisfying. Most of her friends had done the same for their husbands, in one way or another. It was what one did. A few had rebelled once feminism took a firm hold in the sixties, and ended up divorced, but she’d never considered it.

“We can get a lot of work done in Maine,” she said.

“I’ll have to bring more books than usual, and some files.”

“We’ll make it fit.” She began to pack the car in her mind.

“This is a good idea, isn’t it?”

His face changed, exposing a deeper layer, as if he’d removed a mask to reveal a touching, uncertain hope.

“I believe in you, Dick.” She leaned against his chest and he held her and kissed the top of her head. “You’ll never leave me, will you?”

“Nevernevernever.” He gave her a squeeze.

“I’m excited,” she said. “This will be fun.”

“To peace on earth!” he exclaimed. “Now, what’s for dinner?”

They went inside, and she changed into her slacks. When she came downstairs, she picked up the mail on the hall table and leafed through it. On her way back to the kitchen she spotted another letter on the floor, without its envelope. Dick must have dropped it.


Dear Dr. Wister,

We regret to inform you that the University will not be able to offer you Emeritus status. Your privileges will expire on July 1, 2000.…



Polly’s heart skipped a beat. How could they be so cruel? This was too hurtful to an old man. Tears came as she pictured him all alone, opening this letter, expecting good news, and finding instead another rejection. How brave he was to come up with an alternative plan, while she was at bridge! What an incredible example of resilience—no doubt beyond the capability of many who’d written him off. There were limits, however. He needed a success, badly. She laid her palm on her chest, holding her heart against its breaking. Dick wasn’t just asking for help. She needed to save his life. Not to mention how she needed to preserve the Sank. And mollify her oldest child, who didn’t want to let the land slip through his hands.

No more bridge for me.






CHAPTER 3 Maud, Manhattan, June 2000


MAUD SILVER STRETCHED, LACING HER FINGERS AND turning them inside out, reaching up and bending in every direction. She snapped open the tortoiseshell clip at the nape of her neck and combed her fingers through her hair, releasing it from its professional yoke and over her summer-bare shoulders. She hung her beige jacket over the back of her chair, placed her low black heels in a desk drawer, and slipped into her espadrilles. Finally, she loaded a manuscript into her canvas bag.

“Taking off so soon?” asked Mary, another editorial assistant.

“Umm.”

“I’m always amazed you manage to leave at five on the dot. You must be a really fast worker. I’ll be here until nine, at least.”

It had taken Maud a while to understand that Mary considered her a rival. She was forever taunting Maud and making a point of being a better assistant. She sent David emails time-stamped after eleven o’clock at night. Maud couldn’t compete, nor did she want to. She focused on coming up with fresh ideas. David seemed contented with her work, so she decided the best attitude toward Mary was to take her at face value.

“I am a fast worker, thank you!” Maud said. She considered saying she had to get home, but that was really not anyone’s business. No one at work knew anything about her private life.

Mary looked back at her computer and tapped at the keys. “I’ll help David if he needs anything after you go.”

She can’t help herself, Maud thought. “Great! Good night!” She sped off before another volley had time to land. No one had told her that the hardest part of a job was the other people.

Maud was as ambitious as Mary. She wanted to create careers for authors in whom she believed. Yet her advisor at college had warned Maud against indiscriminate hard work. Many women forwent the possibility of advancement by being diligent rather than bold. Plus sexism, of course. Maud didn’t doubt that, yet she had a very particular way of being a feminist, a central tenet of which was not to mimic traditionally masculine behaviors. There was another way to be in the world, for both women and men. A freer way.

She walked past David’s office, hoping to see him, further hoping he had an answer for her about the idea she’d presented that morning. But his door was shut.

Outside, it was June. The air pulled upward, in buoyant invisible puffs, and the entire city seemed to be afloat. New Yorkers had made a tacit agreement to be as civil as the mild weather. In the squares of dirt around the sidewalk trees, flowers bloomed. Dog owners who may have stopped there for relief in February now steered their companions to bleaker spots for a pee. Mothers held hands with their skipping children, and young girls walked three abreast, linked at the elbow. Boys and men made way for women, for once. Dachshund, sweater, clog, stroller, espadrilles, Maud named. She rose up on her toes slightly and pushed off with gusto. She’d had a good idea, one that could get her ahead. David would like it, she was pretty sure. She’d have a voice, in publishing, in the city, in the world. Tree, police car, taxi, truck, traffic light. Editorial assistant promoted to assistant editor. Then editor, then her own imprint. It was all out there, shimmering.

She wasn’t sure if she’d ever make what her father would call “real” money, but she wanted a career. She’d spent a lot of time on the presentation she’d made to David that morning. Her idea was to persuade Agnes Lee to write a book called Agnes When, a memoir about her childhood and how she came to write the When Nan books. Alongside it the company could reissue all the When Nan books in six volumes, both in hardcover and paperback. A new generation of children would become Nan fans. Boys too, now. Marketing could emphasize that. Maud had made it clear that she wanted to handle this memoir project herself—that she’d be the editor, not an assistant.

When she’d dropped it off with him, she’d turned at the door of his office and said, “It’s a good idea.” Then left. That had been a risk. Who turned her back on David? She’d felt powerful. Now when she pictured it, she winced.

She turned on 18th and walked across to Fifth Avenue. Had she been too assertive? She hadn’t seen him the rest of the day. Was that meaningful, or was he just busy?

There were a few crazy people on the walk home. Nothing like when her mother was young in the eighties and the mental hospitals had tipped forward and all the patients had fallen onto the streets. Heidi told Maud that people were frightened of them, but that she never was. “Our minds are made by a weaver. Your mind is a strong tapestry that can’t be ripped. My mind is a fishing net with lots of holes where strange notions can enter and get caught.” Heidi spent hours chatting, laughing, and commiserating with the unseen people of Manhattan. Maud was proud of her—and jealous of the time she gave away. Like all children, she wanted her mother’s full attention.

The fastest route to the Village was across and down, but in the warm months, if she had time, Maud charted longer routes down all the different avenues. Today, Fifth, right to Washington Square Park. Her spirits invariably lifted as she crossed the street where Henry James had sent carriages rolling, couples flirting, long skirts lifting above puddles, calling cards waiting on silver trays. She passed triumphally under the arch and her spirit expanded. Skateboarders, chess players, street performers, dog walkers, drug dealers. Children, students, old friends, dogs. Every creature touched by the pale green of June. The month of promise, when people married and believed they’d always be happy.

She turned west and stopped at the light at Sixth Avenue. The streets teemed with men. Mesh shirts, motorcycle boots, tattoos. She nodded to a couple she knew. She’d grown up among gay men and had heard their stories of how they realized they were different and how they told their families. “They’re ahead of most straight men,” Heidi said. “They had to figure out who they are and not take it for granted. You’ll figure out who you are, too.”

Maud had given the question a lot of thought, but she wasn’t sure yet of an answer. She wasn’t a free spirit like Heidi. She wasn’t social like the men who roamed her neighborhood. She had pursued her love of books into a career, but she still felt there was something essential about herself yet to uncover. But she was already twenty-six. She hoped she’d discover whatever it was soon.

She stepped into the day care center. A dozen sets of searching eyes looked up—Are you my mother? She had to disappoint all but one, the nearly three-year-old balancing a block on top of a construction of other blocks. Clemmie—for Clemence, a French name that Maud had loved since she first heard it—looked so small when she was at a distance. A tiny girl in tiny sneakers and shorts and a T-shirt, with large gray eyes like Heidi’s and embarrassingly matted dark blonde hair. One of the women on duty alerted her to her mother’s arrival, and Clemmie knocked over the block tower in her hurry to cross the room. Maud pushed her shoulder bag behind her back and lifted Clemmie onto her hip.

“Ready?”

Clemmie nodded from her waist, her whole body bobbing forward.

“Let’s go make dinner.” She inhaled the scent of Clemmie’s hair, sweaty and rank. No one told you that you’d be all right with your child’s worst scents.

Clemmie reached out a chubby hand to every dog they passed. Some people stopped to let her say hello, and Maud lowered her and lifted her again. “That was very gentle,” Maud said. “Good girl.”

They turned into Charles Street. When Maud was little, she’d enjoyed the sensation of envious eyes on her back as she walked up the steps and through the dark green door of their house. Then, and now, the first impression inside was the scent of lilies and cool, quiet space. When she wasn’t sick, Heidi bought new flowers every week—otherwise Maud did. The house was worth a lot of money at this point. Her father didn’t have much to offer in the way of loyalty or thoughtfulness, but he had a knack for being in the right place at the right time. He’d bought this place in the late seventies, when he was a student at NYU. Even then he’d been making money on the stock market, and investing in property seemed like a good idea. Heidi had never criticized Maud’s father after their divorce, which had frustrated teenage Maud, who had a lot on her mind already without having to decide what to think of Moses Silver. Now she was glad that decision had been left up to her.

She set her bag on the floor and placed her keys in the ceramic dish on the hall table. A mirror hung directly in front of her, but she didn’t glance at it. She wasn’t beautiful like her mother, but she had heavy brown shiny hair, and she looked like a girl of the city. She was New York thin. She could either stand out or disappear into crowds, depending on her mood, and she could walk as fast as many people ran.

“Hello? Ma?”

She lowered Clemmie and got her a juice box from the refrigerator. The living room and kitchen and back garden were empty. She called up the stairs. “Anyone home?” she called. “Ma?” Her voice echoed between the walls, and faded to expose the creaks of an old house. She held Clemmie’s hand and climbed upward. An old beige runner covered the second-floor hallway. She peered into the rooms but sensed their emptiness even before she looked.

She headed up to the third floor. Halfway up she felt anxious. Before reaching the top step she knew—her mother had turned blue again.

Maud paused to steady herself. She carried within an emotion for which there was no exact word, though it was in the range of well-being—pink in hue, warm in temperature, June-like in atmosphere, feminine in nature. It was her touchstone, her self. Her being and beliefs had formed around it, both her conviction that hope was rational and her certainty that the world was moving toward an actualization of noble ideals. She’d once described it to a doctor of Heidi’s, who told her it was a memory of innocence—or a dream—most likely from the time before she understood that something was wrong with her mother. Maud couldn’t remember that time. What had it been like? All she had left was a sentence Heidi still repeated sometimes. I loved you before I knew you. She said it came from the Bible, but Maud wouldn’t know.

Once Heidi had appeared on Maud’s blacktop playground in the middle of the school day and swung next to the children, laughing loudly yet in a perceptibly joyless way, until a teacher coaxed her to stop. She might stay in bed for days, unwashed, smelling of the jumbled inside of her body. Or she might take Maud on a subway to a hotel uptown and rent a room so they could swim in the pool and order room service and jump on the beds. “No one knows where we are!” she’d say delightedly. “Should we live here, like Eloise?” Or they might go to Central Park at dusk and lie on their backs in the Great Meadow to watch night fall, then not leave until the sun came up. “No one can see us, Maudie, we are spirits of the night.” No, we’re not, Maud thought, missing her bed. She was both exasperated by Heidi and wished she could be less conventional. Maud was rigid and aware. Heidi was fearless and clueless. “I named you Maud because it is a word for meadow. Meadows are the most beautiful places.” When Heidi was manic, life was fun, if unnerving. When she was depressed, Maud couldn’t find her among the shadows.

Heidi called depression turning blue. “What is it like?” Maud once asked. “Good question,” Heidi said, as if she’d never before been pressed to describe it, had not told countless doctors where she was on a scale of one to ten with eating, sleeping, bad thoughts, spending, hiding, et cetera. Heidi was the source of Maud’s respect for precision.

“Close your eyes and press your palms against your eyeballs,” Heidi instructed. “Now cross your legs and lock your ankles over each other. No, don’t stop, keep pressing your eyes. Now make a deep noise in your chest, a very afraid noise.” Maud did all three. “Keep going.” Maud felt trapped. Her ribs vibrated horribly. “Are you feeling anything?” Maud nodded. “What? Don’t say it out loud. Tell yourself.” Maud felt frightened, and as if she were stuck. Pinned down. Alone. She whimpered.

“Now, now, come back. Take your fingers off your eyes. Shake out your arms and legs.”

Maud was crying.

“I’m so sorry, lamb. It was the only way I could think of to explain.”

“I’m not crying for me,” Maud said.

Their last family time together was at Caneel Bay. Her father, Moses, had told her the story several times, but she believed she remembered some of it firsthand. Maud was almost five. Heidi had gone snorkeling the first day and had been hectic at the tea that afternoon, describing all the fish she’d seen to the other guests. Maud had seen them look pleased at first to be approached by such a beautiful young woman, but soon they were trying to sidle away from her. When Moses led her away Maud saw them notice her limp. Maud wanted to tell them the limp went away in the water—that was what Heidi said—but she was too shy.

On the second day Heidi got up before anyone and swam out into the boat channel. She described swimming alongside a barracuda and seeing his ghastly smile and fanatic eyes. “He recognized me,” she said. “He knew me from before.” “Before when?” Maud asked. They had never been to Caneel Bay before. “From the past, when we were relatives.” Moses frowned. He hired one of the workers at the hotel to keep an eye on Heidi so he and Maud could go to the beach. He needn’t have. Heidi was fine for the rest of the vacation, her personality meshing with her pretty face. Maud loved to think of that trip. The temperature and the island colors matched her inner feeling. When they got home, though, Heidi went straight into the hospital. Maud was told she was at a place in the country where she could sleep.

Maud stopped at the threshold of the top-floor room Heidi sometimes went to for naps. “Come on, Clem.” She picked her up again and opened the door slowly. Heidi was on her bed, face up. Maud couldn’t tell whether or not she was asleep. Heidi’s feet were bare, her toenails unpolished. She wore an old broom skirt and a black sweater and the gold bangle she never took off—it had attracted the barracuda. Her hair fanned to the sides across the pillowcase.

“Ma? Are you awake?” Maud leaned over her and arranged her hair. “It’s almost dinnertime. Do you want to come downstairs? It’s really beautiful outside.”

Maud set Clemmie down and sat on the edge of the bed. She rubbed her mother’s arm. Heidi brought a wrist up to her eyes and draped them. She smelled clean, washed and perfumed.

“I just got home from work. Had a lovely walk back, naming the world.” She took Heidi’s hand. “As you taught me.” She looked into the soft brown shadows, and at the wavy pale lines around the blots of shades. “Please, Ma?” She tugged lightly.

Heidi hinged upward via her strong stomach muscles and looked around.

“Hi, Heidi,” Clemmie said.

“Hello, you. Come up here.” Clemmie reached up, and Maud hooked her fingers in the back of her shorts and lifted. Clemmie hurled herself onto Heidi’s lap.

“I had a long nap. I felt a little blue this morning, but I fought it. I took a long bath and did beauty things,” Heidi said.

“I’m so glad. You seem fine now.”

Heidi raised her eyebrows. “Fine might be going too far. But I feel all right. I caught myself in time. This morning I went to a store and stood there staring around, and I thought—uh-oh.”

This was a symptom for Heidi. It was also the kind of thing she couldn’t tell people without their saying, Oh I do that too! No. They didn’t. Not in the same way. Her major spiraling symptom was a repetitive thought. She went around the world picturing bad things happening to children at that very moment, and then bad things happening to animals. When she had those thoughts, if she didn’t get help soon enough, she ended up in the hospital.

“Good, Ma.” Maud was careful not to go overboard. An excess of enthusiasm frightened Heidi. Her detector for false cheer was finely tuned. “Come on, I’m getting hungry.”

She held out her hand and the three of them went down—mother, daughter, granddaughter. Maud led Heidi and Clemmie straight down to the garden and headed back up to the kitchen. She cut up vegetables and put rice in the cooker. A stir-fry. A staple. Maud would watch to see if Heidi ate the green peppers. When she was really getting blue, she didn’t like to chew.

As Maud cooked, she checked out the window every couple of minutes. It appeared Clemence was in charge of whatever game she and Heidi were playing. She pointed here and there, and Heidi skipped across the bricks. Maud smiled—her bossy daughter. Clemence had been a person right from the start, with her own preferences and ways of doing things. She’d had colic, and Maud had spent hours walking her, and more hours with her draped like a tense lion in an acacia tree over her forearm, or in the groove between her pressed-together thighs, the baby turned on her stomach, tiny feet pointing toward Maud’s abdomen, the rumbling stomach hanging free, the bony back rising on each breath. Or in the same position but rolled on her back, so the baby faced her, and Maud could slip her thumbs inside the little fists and make the hands jig back and forth while she made funny faces.

She discovered that if she removed a layer of clothing when Clemmie was wailing she usually stopped. She also found that Clemmie liked to be set down on a blanket on the floor in a pool of sun and left alone. This perplexed Maud. She’d read about Jane Goodall raising her son, Grub, as she’d seen the chimps raise their young, by always having him in someone’s arms and never letting him down or leaving him alone. She’d have tried that if it weren’t for her job—she couldn’t very well ask the day care to replicate the doings of a chimp mother. But Clemmie wouldn’t have wanted that anyway. She had a strong sense of her bodily integrity.

Now Clemmie was nearly three, a solid walker and talker. She’d started talking early and spoke in sentences, and that made her both easier and harder than when she was a baby. Maud hated to leave her to go to work, but she very much wanted to work, beyond the need for money. Her father, Moses Silver, had offered to pay for an abortion, on the theory that having a baby so young and without a husband would ruin Maud’s career, but Maud couldn’t conscience that, not for herself. She’d asked Heidi what she thought, and Heidi had been her usual fey self, saying she’d loved being a young mother, and that she’d put her creativity into that and the house and missed nothing. Moses’s mother also encouraged the abortion on the grounds of her long-term work for abortion rights groups—she’d be proud to have a granddaughter who’d had one. Heidi didn’t have any family for Maud to consult, which she was used to—but in this instance the lack, the absence, reinforced her decision. All those people she’d never know would come alive in the baby. Maud made up her mind to go ahead with the pregnancy, and to never regret it. She was sure Heidi had never regretted her.

Now Heidi crouched in front of the brick wall and helped Clemmie crawl up onto her back. Clemmie gave Heidi a good kick in the flanks, which made Heidi laugh. Maud was swept with sorrow, watching this happy scene. Whatever had happened to her mother, to render her mind so porous?

They ate outside on the wooden table, lighting candles when the sky dimmed. When the meal was finished, Heidi excused herself to go read.

“Tired, Ma?” Maud saw that a great strain had appeared around her eyes and mouth.

“Uh-huh.”

“What are you reading this week? Anything good?” She glanced over at Clemmie, who was playing quietly now under the table, nearly ready for bed.

Heidi smiled. “Are you doing market research?”

“Nope. Just curious.”

“I’m reading The Emigrants. Also, Cold Mountain. Also, poems.”

“Do you think you’d buy a memoir by Agnes Lee?”

“So this is market research.” Heidi leaned back and laced her hands behind her head.

Maud laughed. “I guess so.”

“Did she write one?”

“Not yet. But I am going to try to convince her to. I asked David if I could pursue it.”

Heidi thought about it. “I used to imagine Agnes Lee all the time. When I read her books, I pictured her handwriting as straight connected printing, old-fashioned. I pictured her looking out a window as she wrote—between sentences, that is.” She shook her head. “I wanted to do everything that Nan did.”

“Me too.”

“You are. You will. I never did anything.”

There was no point refuting this. A discussion would deflate her. Best to let the words dissipate.

“All right, up I go. Good night, Clemmie.” She waved. “Night, Hi,” Clemmie said without turning around.

After Clemmie’s bath Maud read her two Nan books of her choice—Clemmie had all of them in her room—until the small eyes closed. Maud had taught her how to go to sleep, and how to put herself back to sleep at night if she awoke. It was a great accomplishment, but no one wanted to hear about the triumphant work of mothers. It was a taken-for-granted form of labor, worth little to no money. She had to pat her own back for that.

Before she went up to check on Heidi, she opened her laptop. The sounds of the city seeped in over her windowsill—men’s voices, dogs barking, a woman’s smoky laugh, leather scuffing on the sidewalk. She never wanted to leave this house.

Emails from Mary that made it clear she was still in the office. Maud rolled her eyes.

An email from David.


Maud. Your idea is good, as you know. But we are a children’s book imprint, so we can’t do the book. I’m sorry to disappoint you. There are other ways to go about this, however, and New York is full of people who have traveled an individual path toward the future they desire. If I were your age with your determination to be an editor, I’d propose the idea to Agnes Lee, work with her on the manuscript, and then I’d ask my boss to introduce me to people who’d be interested. That is an entirely plausible scenario and can be pursued in the evenings.

Meanwhile, a boxed set of When Nan is a smart idea. Think of who we can get to write an introduction.

D.



He liked it. But he couldn’t give her the go-ahead. Instead he was pushing her out of the nest, or teaching her how to fly out on her own. She knew she better start right in before she scared herself out of trying.

She made a list of pros and cons from Agnes’s point of view, and the only pros were A, it was an interesting project—maybe, and B, Agnes could make a personal statement that would seal her legacy as an author for the ages—if she cared about that. Maud had the feeling that Agnes wouldn’t be moved by either one, especially without a contract. What might move her was Maud’s original idea—a memoir would sell the series. Pure business, nothing abstract or lofty. Nan was decidedly down-to-earth; Maud guessed Agnes admired that mode of behavior.

Maud considered the best approach. She could pretend David had agreed to the idea, but that would backfire. The only sure way forward was to be honest about the circumstances and the gamble this would be. She had nothing to lose by trying. She placed her fingers on her keyboard and began to draft.
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