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An American Airman in Paris

Paris. Mid-April 1920

HE CAME TO HARRY’S TO DRINK, NOT TO FIND A WOMAN, BUT sometimes the one just naturally leads to the other, doesn’t it? Sometimes you haven’t got a choice.

Besides, you’re in Paris! You’re in Paris, in a smoky establishment not far from the Opéra, surrounded by souls in a similar state of reckless desperation, and who can resist that fug of inevitability? Sex hangs in the air, thick and musky, and it tastes like Scotch whisky. Nearly irresistible.

Octavian lights another cigarette, gestures for another drink, and considers the array of bottles on the wall before him, for example. Plenty of choice there, right? Except that there isn’t. It’s all an illusion. A fellow’s got to drink something, or he’ll die. You can choose what to drink, but you can’t choose whether to drink.

All right. Maybe you can, if you try hard enough. If you care hard enough. Octavian has always believed in choice. Hasn’t self-control been the guiding principle of his life? Until this moment, on this particular night, he’s resisted that barbaric impulse to copulate, in the manner of his broken-down compatriots, with whatever lady happens to look fairest in the hazy glow of a quarter liter of decent Scotch whisky and a half dozen smokes. In fact, Octavian’s abstinence has made him a legend. A religious idol, almost, except for that inconvenient absence of outward religion. J.C., his friends started calling him, way back in the middle of a Paris leave two years ago, and it stuck.

“Now, J.C.,” says Jack Marmot, plopping sloppily on the stool next door, “just tell me what you think of that bird over there, talking to Dashwood. A real doll, ain’t she?”

Octavian squints between the bodies until he finds Dashwood, and then the woman furled up next to him, lush and sleek-skinned, holding a slender Gauloises in one hand and a highball in the other. Her lips are dark, her hair is short and curling. Underneath a sheer black dress, her breasts are enchantingly visible.

He returns his attention to his drink and tips it back between his lips. “Sure. A real doll.”

Jack leans close. “Do me a favor, J.C. I want to see this before I die. Why don’t you just drag your handsome mug over there and relieve Dashwood of his responsibilities? He don’t deserve a doll like that.”

“He’s welcome to her.”

“Aw, what is it with you, J.C.? You don’t like girls?”

“I like girls, all right. Just not that kind of girl.”

“You gotta girl back home, J.C.?”

“Nope.”

Jack finishes his drink and signals the bartender. “On account of I got to talking to an old buddy of yours, name of Peterson—”

“He’s not a buddy of mine.”

“Says he knows you, though.”

Octavian pulls out the packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket and fiddles the dwindling contents. “I guess we know each other.”

“Anyway, Peterson says you got a girl back home, pretty girl. You kept her picture in your wallet. In your pocket, every time you went up on patrol.”

“He said that, did he?”

“Yep. True or false?”

“I guess that’s true.”

The bartender arrives. Refills the glasses, without a word. Jack waits in drunken patience, mesmerized by the delicate flow of whisky against the black waistcoat of its source. When every drop is safely delivered, and Jack has clinked the careful edge of his glass with the edge of Octavian’s glass, he returns to the subject of the photograph in Octavian’s wallet. Because who doesn’t want to hear more about someone’s girl back home?

“So? What’s the story? What happened to her?”

“Nothing happened to her, that I know of.”

“All right. So what happened to you, J.C.?”

Octavian doesn’t reply to that. What a question!—What happened to you?—as if it’s not obvious what’s happened to him. What’s happened to all of them. Why it’s impossible to return to an unspoiled America, to an unspoiled girl. Why they are smoking and drinking and fornicating in Paris, instead of returning home to nice clean lives and nice clean wives.

He shrugs instead. Shrugs and lifts his drink, examining the bottom of the glass, as if expecting to find some kind of message. The cigarette burns implacably between the first two fingers of his right hand.

But Jack, it seems, will not be denied. “You still got that snap?” he asks, reaching in his pocket for his own identically smashed packet of pungent French cigarettes.

This time, Octavian decides to answer him. Why not? The existence of that photograph doesn’t make a difference anymore. But at some point between the instant of opening his mouth and the instant of making voice, the smoke parts to his left and a woman inserts herself in the crack, very close, smelling of perfume and muscular Turkish tobacco, the scent of Paris. And gin. And something else, beneath it all: something salty and perspiring that sends the hot blood rushing where it shouldn’t. She places a hand on the back of his neck—an interesting choice, and more pleasurable than Octavian expects—and bends right next to his ear to tell him she’d like to suck his bite. Octavian glances to the side, and without even trying he spies the tips of her enchanting breasts, puckering the material of her sheer black dress like a pair of large, textured polka dots.

“As a matter of fact,” he tells Jack, not looking away, “I don’t.”

Which isn’t the reason he finds himself in a taxi an hour later, trundling along the wet streets of Montparnasse while la belle Hélène (not her real name, but who gives a darn about that?) traces a few interesting fingers along the outside of his trousers. Still, it’s part of the reason—the loss of that photograph—and anyway he’s not thinking about why he’s there, is he? My God. He’s just there. Choiceless. He’s closing his eyes and listening to the rapid crump of his heart in his ears. Savoring the movement of Hélène’s finger along his bite. Wondering if he’s really going to do it, holy God, really going to do it this time: fornicate with a woman he’s just met: a lush, smoky, drunken, enchanting woman from Harry’s New York Bar in Paris, who doesn’t even seem to want to kiss him first. Who doesn’t even seem to expect payment, other than the pleasure of his company.

Well, why shouldn’t he? No law against it, is there? No human law, anyway. How many times has he watched his pals climb into similar taxis, in the company of similar women, since he started this whole business by walking into a U.S. Army recruiting station on the day after his eighteenth birthday, all chock full of shiny ideals, startling everybody in the room by announcing he knew how to fly an airplane? How many times has he watched his compatriots climb flights of sordid stairs, or line up outside sordid establishments, or—faute de mieux—simply fornicate in sordid corners, trying to reclaim a minute of joy from God’s dispassionate clock?

So maybe it’s time he gave in. Maybe the vinous, musky scent of this woman is what he really needs, after all. Maybe there’s no point in keeping himself whole; maybe he’s too late for that. Who knows? Maybe this is the way to make himself whole again—maybe this has been the way to salvation, all along—and Hélène’s nimble fingers and unencumbered breasts are a symbol from God Himself. Or maybe not. Either way—and here la belle Hélène finds the topmost button of his trousers, just as the taxi swerves around a corner, the corner of the boulevard St.-Michel, where he keeps a room on the attic floor of a decrepit Second Empire hotel—either way, he lost that photograph of Sophie Faninal on the day of the Armistice itself, and you can’t get more symbolic than that.

But that’s another story, and isn’t that the point of all this? The point of Paris, the point of Harry’s, the point of Hélène. To forget that story. To forget the other stories. To forget . . . well, pretty much everything that came before.

Rembercourt Airfield, France. November 11, 1918

EARLY ON, YOU LEARNED NOT TO MAKE FRIENDS WITH THE other pilots. In the first place, you didn’t have much time—five, six weeks—before your plane crashed or his plane crashed, and even in the intense atmosphere of a U.S. Army Air Service squadron, in which life took place at several times its ordinary speed, you couldn’t learn much about a fellow in six weeks. In the second place, why would you bother? Either he died or you died. End of friendship.

Oh, sure, you got along with the others. You made a few buddies—fellows you could drink with on leave, fellows who’d loan you a franc or two when you were short. And there was the incontestable fact that you might (willingly, without a second thought) sacrifice your own life for your mate’s life, should the opportunity arise, say, out of a clear blue sky.

But the trick was not to care too much. To care just enough.

Because, by the time a cold, gray October passed into a colder, grayer November, the man who had given Octavian his nickname (to take just one example) was long gone. Shot down a couple of weeks after that legendary Paris leave, and a few days later a Fokker flew past the base, very low, fluttering a white banner, and dropped a note in halting, courteous English: Lieutenant Morris is killed and body buried with full military honor. Fondest respect. The men who carried on calling him J.C. were likewise mostly dead, or taken prisoner (if lucky), or else too badly injured to fly. Not a single man remained who’d witnessed Octavian’s improbable feat of abstinence that weekend, and the three pilots who accompanied him to the airfield through that bleak, drizzling midmorning of November 11 were all replacements of replacements, eighteen years old, white-cheeked. Octavian, who’d just turned nineteen, felt like a statesman.

“Right, boys,” he said as the biplanes took shape before them, pale and spectral, “no one does anything stupid. We’re making a simple patrol, northeast sector, Trier airfield, not trying to finish off the whole Boche army single-handed, do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” said Johnson, a little cocky.

Yes, sir, the other boys said, more meek.

“Follow me, stay in formation, nice and tight. I don’t want any idiot getting lost in the clouds. And watch out for any darned Fokkers hiding around. And for Pete’s sake, don’t get shot down. Christmas is around the corner. You don’t want to ruin Christmas for your folks.”

(Another reason for the sobriquet: Octavian didn’t swear.)

Yes, sir.

The planes were waiting outside the hangar, noses tilted expectantly to the sky. A couple of sleepy mechanics milled about like ghosts in the spaces between them. Later, Octavian remembered thinking—as he strode toward the familiar rakish shape of his French-built SPAD in much the same way a knight might have approached his charger a few hundred years ago—This is it, the last time I’m going up. My number’s up this time. But he always thought that before a patrol. Bad luck to imagine you were actually coming back.

Aloft, he was glad for his leather jacket, lined in sheepskin, and for his leather cap and his long woolen scarf and his goggles. For his cumbersome sheepskin gloves. The fog streamed past, cold and viscous. They climbed steadily, blindly through the frozen clouds: climbed on nothing but faith. Octavian could just see the biplanes at his flanks, holding tight, Matthews and Peterson and cocky Johnson, the best pilot among them, intuitive and reckless. Said he was eighteen but that was pure invention, Octavian knew. The kid was no more than seventeen. Farm boy from Missouri or Mississippi or someplace. Lost his virginity last week in Amiens—lost it twice, according to a grinning Peterson, who’d arranged the escapade—and had probably clapped himself in the process.

Octavian glanced at Johnson’s airplane, twenty yards to the right, at the extreme edge of visibility, climbing without fear. Idiot, he thought affectionately. Everyone knew you stayed away from the war widows and stuck to the whores. Even virtuous J.C., who didn’t avail himself of either.

The break came suddenly. One instant they were trapped in the dense, infinite vapor, and in the next instant they were free. Ice-blue sky above, gray fleece below. To the east, the risen sun, new and brilliant above the horizon.

Octavian climbed higher and leveled out. Eleven thousand five hundred feet, a decent altitude. Air thin and winter-sharp. The other airplanes tucked into place around him, so marvelously clear he could see the shape of Johnson’s nose against the sky. He held the stick between his knees and reached into his pocket for Sophie’s photograph.

Yes. About that photograph. The other fellows thought she must be his girl, this image in a picture that no one—not even Peterson—had ever actually seen. He kept it in his wallet when he wasn’t flying, and in his pocket when he was. And when he reached altitude, and was flying toward his fate, he always took her picture out and fixed it between the windshield and the edge of the cockpit, so they were face-to-face, the two of them. Guardian angel, mortal man.

Sophie Faninal. He’d never actually met her. The photograph wasn’t even that: it was a clipping from a newspaper, which he’d fixed on a piece of cardboard long ago and coated in clear wax. The girl in the picture was pretty enough—light hair and light eyes, returning your smile with hers—but it was her expression that did him in, every time he beheld her. Her delight. The way her gaze emerged from two dimensions to connect with him, as if she knew he was there, all along. The curious slant to her eyebrows, as if she knew the secret to happiness, as if she were (simultaneously, and not uncoincidentally) plotting some kind of mischief. Probably she was. At the time the snap was taken, Sophie was about three years old.

Octavian touched the corner of the photograph. Smoothed the edge of her springy light hair and told her not to worry. The tide was turning. Rumor and hope (if you could call this state of cynical expectancy hope) abounded. The war had to end sometime, didn’t it? Before everybody ran out of men altogether. Men and SPADs and everything else.

Just hurry back, safe and sound, she replied.

All right, so maybe he was crazy, talking like that to a little girl he’d never met. But he wasn’t completely nuts. No, ma’am. At the same time he was holding this imaginary conversation, he was also watching the speedometer, the compass; checking his watch, calculating the distance they’d traveled. When you couldn’t see the ground, you had to rely on dead reckoning to figure out where the devil you existed atop the map of Europe, and Octavian prided himself on his navigation. All those sharp, precise numbers gave you something to think about, got your mind off what lay ahead. If you did it right, you found a rhythm that kept your heartbeat even, your breathing steady. Kept your mind clean, orderly, so that you noticed everything around you in simultaneous and infinite clarity, like God Himself: the line of the horizon, the faint undulation of the air, the angle of the sun. Those specks in the sky nearby, that might or might not be a squadron of enemy airplanes.

And Johnson’s nose. So all right, maybe Octavian was breaking his own rule of late, allowing a bit of warmth to color his regard for a fellow human being. But how could you not take a shine to Johnson? The darn fool kept getting himself into scrapes, like an adventurous puppy, and getting out of them again with an audacity that might just keep him alive, if it didn’t kill him first. Why, only last night, he’d had the nerve to break in on Octavian while he was reading—something every other pilot in the entire ever-loving United States Army Air Service knew better than to attempt—and kept asking his dumb, brilliant questions until, Lord above, the pair of them were actually conducting a genuine conversation. Johnson thought he was in love with the widow from last week. She’s a beaut, J.C., a real beaut. Tits like this—here he made round, caressing movements with his two hands, like he was changing the oil on a Model T—and so soft inside, good Lord Almighty, I was fixing to die. Came so fast the first time, I figured she’d laugh me right off the mattress. Did she? Octavian couldn’t help asking, and Johnson replied cheerfully, Why, no, she didn’t, bless her sweet heart. Kept on moving her hips like this [he demonstrated] and making these noises like a starving she-cat. So I thought, Hell yes, and I kept on going, and dammit if I didn’t come again like the Southern Pacific, ten minutes later. Begged her to marry me, right then and there. Octavian couldn’t help asking whether she said yes, and Johnson said Aw, of course she did, she ain’t stupid, and Octavian called him a dumb hayseed and a sucker, to cover the fact that he was actually, in the corner of his soul, a little bit jealous. Yes, jealous of Johnson and his widow of easy virtue, because at least Johnson wasn’t going to die a virgin. Johnson knew what it was like to come inside a woman instead of an old shirt. Johnson—

And that was the second, that instant of fragile inattention at twenty-seven seconds past 11:13 on the morning of November 11, when the first Fokker blew free from the clouds below and angled straight toward him.

By two seconds past 11:18, his plane was diving toward the ground, engine smoking and undercarriage destroyed, following Johnson, who had already gone down defending him.

FOR A MINUTE OR TWO—OR MAYBE MORE, WHO WAS counting?—Octavian remained still, not quite comprehending the fact that he was still alive. That the airplane had borne the insult without actually killing him.

But crashes were always like that. The first few seconds were the best ones, and it all went downhill from there. The pain kicked in, or rather the recognition of pain: in his chest, hard and stiff, so that he had to find a new way to breathe; in his right arm, near the elbow, possibly fracture; in his right leg, near the ankle, definite fracture. And he was in Germany by now. They had been angling daringly toward Trier, looking for enemy patrols, and should have crossed the border a short while ago. He was behind enemy lines, and the local gendarmerie would be racing to the scene any minute, if some bedraggled fraction of the German army didn’t beat them to it.

But he was alive. That was something. Broken bones would knit. And the airplane, miraculously, wasn’t on fire, though he could smell a faint acrid smoke in the air, somewhere. He moved his head on his stiff neck, and saw nothing but broken trees and turned earth, a wet and war-scarred landscape.

He placed his left hand on the side of the airplane and hoisted himself out of his seat. The pain in his chest made him gag. Beneath his jacket, his shirt was wet. A rib, probably, splintering through his skin. Better skin than the organs inside, though.

Getting himself out of the cockpit proved easier than he imagined—the airplane had come to rest at a convenient angle—but the drop to the ground nearly did him in. He lay on his back and stared at the stunted tips of the trees. You could still smell autumn in the air, just faintly: that syrupy flavor of wet, fallen leaves. But the smoke was growing stronger now, overpowering nature, and Octavian thought of Johnson, careering to the earth, trailing a slender, vaporous line from his engine, like a rope.

He rolled on his side—the left side, the one that seemed to have gotten out of this in better shape than the right—and braced himself on the fuselage. He was surprised to discover that he could stand, if he didn’t try to put any weight on his right foot. There was a thick, knobbled stick on the leaves nearby, struck off a trunk by the driving nose of the airplane, or else an artillery shell from some recent bombardment, the evidence of which lay everywhere. Broken trees, craters of fresh earth. Ground that had escaped largely unscathed through four years of war was finally getting its due. In some places, the front lines were now no more than a few miles from the German border.

Octavian reached for the stick and set it upright on the leaves. The wood held his weight bravely. He looked up at the sky, and there it was: the faint smudge of charcoal against the drizzly gloom of the clouds beyond. In his lungs, he felt the sulfurous sting of burning fuel, all too familiar.

He took a single, excruciating step, and then another, and he was about to take a third when he remembered something important.

He staggered back to the cockpit, reached across the empty seat with his left hand, and pulled the photograph of Sophie Faninal from the edge of the airspeed dial.

JOHNSON WAS CLOSER THAN HE THOUGHT; OR RATHER, JOHNSON’S airplane was closer, only a few hundred agonizing yards away, wings and fuselage crumpled, billowing smoke from the nose. Of Johnson himself, there was no sign, until Octavian heard the faintest possible groan above the ominous whisper of the gathering fire, and he looked over the edge of the cockpit, between the struts connecting the two wings, and saw Johnson’s cocky face, smashed beyond recognition and beginning to swell.

The air rumbled, and a lick of flame spurted from between the bent blades of the propeller.

Octavian leaned on his stick and unbuttoned his jacket, as fast as his stiff fingers could manipulate the fastenings. Another flame licked free, and then a roaring whoosh moved the air against his eardrums, and the engine exploded.

Somewhere inside the din, he heard Johnson cry out. He staggered forward, dragging his right foot, and the heat of the fire seared his skin beneath his shirt as he slipped the leather jacket from his shoulders and threw it over Johnson.

“Come on, kid!” he shouted. “Lift your arms!”

But Johnson didn’t move. His airplane had wrecked on a little rise, and the open cockpit tilted to the side, away from Octavian. He sheltered his mouth with his shirt and stumbled around the tail, until Johnson returned in view, slumped over the controls, while the smoke and flame billowed from the nose and crept over the fuselage.

Octavian swore.

The heat was like hell itself, singeing his skin, singeing the tiny shaved bristles of his beard. It struck him with physical force, and he pushed himself through the way he might batter down a wall. The skin of the airplane was hot to the touch. He stuck his left arm in the cockpit—no good—he threw aside the stick and tried again, opposing the suffocation in his chest, opposing the pain that had gone so deep, he almost didn’t feel it anymore. His left arm found the gap beneath Johnson’s shoulder and wedged into place, and he just closed his eyes and heaved, heaved, until Johnson screamed and his body slid free, like a baby from the womb, sending them both into the ground just as the flames overtook the cockpit.

THEY LAY THERE ON THE WET LEAVES WHILE THE PLANE BURNED a dozen yards away. It was as far as Octavian could drag them both before the last of his strength gave way. The soles of his boots grew hot against his feet, until he wanted—irrationally—to take them off. Instead he pulled the leather jacket over both their heads. The smoke wasn’t so bad on the ground, but his lungs were already raw. As for Johnson, Octavian couldn’t even say if the kid was dead or alive. He didn’t make a sound. Octavian listened for his breath, and thought he could hear a faint and irregular scratch. Or maybe that was just himself, Octavian, starved of oxygen. Stripped from the inside out.

The roar of the fire began to subside, but the plane still smoldered. Octavian lifted away the jacket and raised his head, just enough to see the blackened pile, resting in a hollow that he now realized was a shell crater. Or a bomb, dropped blindly from an Allied airplane at some point in the autumn push.

“Johnson?” he said. “You alive?”

There was a small movement in the dirt beside him.

“No.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Baftard,” Johnson said, like he’d lost a few teeth, or couldn’t move his jaw.

Octavian’s chest started to shudder, but the pain of laughing cut short the laugh itself. “Still the same old Johnson,” he said, and he didn’t recognize the smoky rasp of his throat.

Johnson spit messily. “We fucked, J.C.?” The C was more like fee. Jayfee.

“Looks like it.”

“Forry.”

“C’est la guerre, kid.”

Johnson didn’t reply. Octavian reached out his left hand—the right arm, by now, was utterly immobile—and gave the boy a shove to the shoulder, not gentle at all. “You wake up, Johnson, all right? You gotta stay awake.”

“Fuck you.”

“That’s better. Come on. I’ll tell you a story.”

“Fuck. You.”

“I’ll tell you something no one else knows, all right? I’ll tell you about my photograph. The big secret.”

Johnson’s voice was packed with effort. “Fulla thit, Jayfee.”

“No, listen. Just shut your mouth and listen, you cocky son of a gun. You maroon trying to be a hero.”

Johnson grunted. Disgust, from the tone of it. Good. Octavian would take disgust over despair any day.

“All right, then,” he said. “This girl, the girl in the photograph? The one you think is my sweetheart? I don’t even know her.”

Another grunt. Surprise?

Octavian continued, as if they were sitting at a bar, nursing a pair of beers. Or whisky. What he wouldn’t give for a brown, neat whisky at Harry’s Bar near the Opéra, where they knew how to make a solid American drink. A double. His fingers found a leaf and rubbed the two sides between his thumb and forefinger. “Well, maybe that’s not true. I’ve never met her, not in person, but I know her like I know myself.”

“Aw, thit, Jayfee.”

“No, you’re gonna listen, kid. You need to hear this. You see, this girl—Sophie’s her name, Sophie Faninal—”

“The fuck?”

“Faninal, kid. Fan-in-al. See, she’s a stranger, maybe, but I guess I’ve known her most of my life. She used to live in the house where I grew up. Greenwich. That’s a town in Connecticut, right by the shore, about thirty miles from New York City. It’s the first town you run into, once you cross the border into New England. Pretty town, full of rich people, horses, summer houses. A lot of stockbrokers. My pops, he was a stockbroker, and when we bought this house, you see, no one had lived in it for two years. It was a year after the panic, though, so we figured that’s why it was such a bargain, because all the stockbrokers had lost their shirts, except Pops, I guess. Pops got lucky. Made out all right.”

“Gotta point, Jayfee?” The voice was a little clearer now, like Johnson was actually paying attention. Rallying a bit.

“Yeah, I got a point. Anyway, one day, not too long after we moved in, I got to talking to the neighbor kid, and that’s when I learned about Sophie. She was three years old when they moved out, and she slept in my exact bedroom, the best room in the house. Overlooked Long Island Sound from a turret window. Loved that room.”

The leaf fell apart in Octavian’s hand, done to death by the force of his callused fingers. He turned his hand over and allowed the pieces to shiver back into the ground.

“And?” said Johnson.

“And then, one fine September morning, like I said, two years before we moved in, some lunatic takes a kitchen knife and cuts open her mother’s throat, ear to ear, right downstairs when Sophie’s taking a nap.”

“Holy thit.”

Octavian picked up another leaf and started again. “So, the story goes, little Sophie wanders in on her fat little legs and finds the body. The maid hears her crying and comes downstairs, and there’s Sophie, tugging on her mama’s limp arm, trying to wake her up, and—”

“The fuck.”

“Yeah, well. They thought the father did it, old Faninal, but before they could arrest him, he split. Split and took the family with him—Sophie had a sister, see, nine or ten years old—and nobody heard from ’em since.”

Johnson spat out a little more blood.

“And that’s that, I guess,” Octavian said.

Another grunt, full of gurgling derision. “Point?”

“The point, Johnson, you bonehead hick kid, you numbskull hayseed, is that she’s out there somewhere. This little girl who lived in my room and lost her mama. And the reason I keep her photograph, the reason I keep her with me—”

“’Cause—go back home—shave ’er? Huh, Jayfee?”

“Maybe. If I can find her, that is. Only I was kind of thinking . . .” He closed his eyes, because the sight of the back of Johnson’s head, matted with blood and hair and torn skin, was beginning to sway in front of him. “I was kind of thinking we might save each other.”

“Full—thit—Jayfee. You—too—damn—a shave.”

“Yeah,” he said, inhaling the leafy rot, the poisonous smoke. Trying not to open his mouth too much. To draw too much oxygen across the surface of his excoriated lungs. “Too damned to save. I guess you might be right. Still—”

“Hier ist es. Mein Gott! Was für ein Durcheinander!”

Octavian slid his hand to the small of Johnson’s back. Not that he needed to. Johnson knew darned well not to move, even if he could.

The voices grew in size, heavy and male. Two men, maybe three. Octavian knew a few words of German, not enough to understand them. He didn’t dare lift his head and look. Underneath the leather jacket, he moved his hand to the pistol at his waist, a weapon he’d hardly ever fired. What was the point, up in the sky? You already had two nice efficient Lewis machine guns strapped to your wings, one on each side, ready to rain hell on somebody. Still. He remembered how. Octavian, he remembered everything. A curse, sometimes, but at this particular moment, in this particular copse of skeletal German trees, it was a blessing.

A cool customer. That’s what his friends at Andover used to call him, and it wasn’t just that he played hockey so well. There was something in his blood, something that chilled and slowed when danger approached, like the thickening of sea ice in the middle of January. The higher the stakes, the more everything slowed, the clearer his mind became: an extreme economy of thought and motion, as if he were a machine directing his own actions. As the Germans picked their way around the smoldering wreckage—soldiers? deserters? gendarmerie?—he held himself perfectly still, while his brain mapped out each possibility. The trajectory of his imprecise left arm, the direction of his attention, should the footsteps form such a pattern that Octavian, lying under the brown leather coat against the brown leaves, would have to defend himself by force.

“Jayfee?” whispered Johnson.

Octavian hardly heard him. The voices, muffled by the remains of the fuselage between them, were beginning to sharpen. But there was no pause in the complicated German consonants, no sign that the men had spotted them. Two men, he was now certain. He slid his pistol from its holster.

A soft, ominous rattle emerged from Johnson’s throat.

The voices stilled.

Oh, Christ. Don’t die, Johnson.

The body twitched next to him, and the action—involuntary—caused Johnson to make a noise of agony, stifled in his throat, as if he were choking on his own pain.

“Dort gibt es,” whispered one of the men, more loudly than your ordinary whisper.

Octavian’s hand rounded around the butt of the pistol. His thumb found the safety latch, pushing it upward in the faintest possible click, just as a similar sound nicked the air a few yards away.

Johnson’s throat made that gurgling sound again, a death rattle. One leg flinched, hitting Octavian’s injured shin.

“Achtung!” someone called out.

Johnson was going to die. He was going to choke on his own blood, while Octavian hovered between the risk of surrender, and the risk of attack. Surrender: would these Germans accept it? Or would they shoot the two of them dead, without a witness in this dank and cheerless copse, in revenge for a brother or a son or a friend?

On the day after Morris went down in a spectacular ball of fire—Morris, the fellow who gave Octavian his nickname—they had caught a German soldier hiding out in a barn. The second German advance had started a couple of weeks before (this was why Morris and Octavian had rushed back from Paris, cutting short their leave by a day) and everything was in chaos: frontiers crossed, lines retreating. The German was wounded in the shoulder and the gut, and he had fashioned himself a dirty bandage from a rag. The barn was attached to a small farm in which Octavian was billeted with a few of his squadron mates, and he and one of the other pilots found the German after following a trail of his blood through the new spring grass. Octavian volunteered to run back to the airfield for a medic and an MP, while the other man stood guard.

“Why the fuck?” said his mate, and he lifted his pistol and shot the German through the forehead, bang splat. “That’s for Morris,” he added, turning away, putting his pistol back in its holster, and Octavian—stunned, horrified—realized also that he was glad. That in some brutal, primitive corner of his heart, he had rejoiced in the act of retribution. Later, of course, such acts became impossible: not because they didn’t encounter more Germans, but because they lost so many pilots. How could you seek revenge for the life of a man you’d only met a few days before? How could you seek revenge for an act—shooting down an enemy airplane—of which you yourself were guilty, a dozen times over?

But now, it seemed, God had arranged his own atonement. A life for a life, wasn’t that right, since they were all God’s children, and equal in His eyes? But it was a shame that poor young Johnson was now forced to pay Octavian’s indemnity. Johnson wasn’t present on that verdant May afternoon in the French barn. Hardly fair that he should die for it.

Octavian shut his eyes. Tested his left arm, tested his fingers wrapped around the pistol. The muscles of his abdomen, contracting in agony against his broken rib.

The leaves stuck to his wet cheek. He licked his lips and tasted blood, and he realized he’d been tasting it all along: that the bright, metallic flavor in his mouth was his own human blood.

“Zeig dich!” a man called out. “Zeig dich! Oder ich scheisse!”

Octavian fastened on the word scheisse. He knew what that meant.

Shoot.

He snarled his lips, flung off the leather jacket, lifted his left arm, and fired.

The first man, struck in the chest at a range of perhaps five yards, yelled a strangled “Ach!” as he flew backward and hit the soft, leaf-strewn ground.

The second man fired his own frantic pistol—once, twice—and Octavian, feeling nothing, coolly adjusted his aim and fired again.

The pistol jammed.

“Halt! Halt!”

Octavian sat with his arm outstretched, holding the pistol, hoping the man opposite didn’t realize what had just happened. That Octavian was impotent.

“Stop!” This time in English. A female voice. “Please stop!”

“Gertrude! Zurückbekommen!” said the German, his pistol trained on Octavian.

He was old, Octavian realized in shock. Not a soldier at all. Just an old man in a threadbare wool suit, his face white and grizzled, his arm quivering. Both shots had missed—at least, Octavian hadn’t noticed the impact—and the gun he held in his hand must have been at least as old and rusted as the man himself.

The girl. Gertrude. Octavian couldn’t see her, but her voice had come from the right, young and frightened. She made a noise like a sob, and her footsteps squished against the ground.

“Nein, Gertrude!” cried the old man.

“Papa,” she said, in a broken voice, and she came into view, bundled in a worn brown coat, her head covered by her hood. She bent over the fallen man and cried out. “Mein Vater! Mein Vater!” she said, gripping the man by his shoulders.

“Ist er tot?” demanded the old man.

“Ich weisse nicht, Ich weisse nicht!”

The old man’s lips curled around his teeth, and Octavian knew he was going to shoot. He was going to shoot Octavian, and that was perfectly fair, wasn’t it, perfectly fair and just, because Octavian had just killed Gertrude’s father. Octavian had killed this poor old German man, lying among the rotting leaves; moreover, he’d pursued and shot down at least eleven additional Germans (possibly more) and a couple of observation balloons besides; he’d stood by in the springtime and allowed a German prisoner to be shot like a dog, and he hadn’t once objected to any of this slaughter. So these particular Germans had every right to shoot him, just like he’d had every right to shoot them. Around and around it went, forever and ever, until nobody was left alive. C’est la guerre.

He dropped the pistol into the earth.

The old man’s eyes narrowed into an angry squint, taking aim.

“Nein!” the girl cried. “Onkel! Nein!”

“Er sollte sterben, den Hund!”

“Nein! Der Krieg ist vorbei! Es is genung! Bitte!” She was sobbing now, rising up, grasping the old man’s arm. “Es is genung! Haben Sie nicht genung Männer starb? Der Krieg ist vorbei!”

Octavian’s hand went to his pocket, where he kept Sophie’s photograph.

“Just kill me,” he muttered. “Go ahead.”

The girl turned to him. She tossed the old man’s pistol onto the ground, next to Octavian’s. Her hood had fallen back from her head, exposing a long flaxen braid to the damp air. Octavian thought she was perhaps fifteen or sixteen, for while her cheeks were concave and incurably hungry, the skin that covered them was still tender. Her eyes were flat and hopeless, the color of November. “No, soldier,” she said, in English. “You did not know? The war is over.”

She turned back to her father, loosening his clothes, and Octavian slumped forward. Then he remembered Johnson, and he looked back to see if the kid was still breathing, or whether he’d choked to death during the course of that little incomprehensible exchange. The war is over. What did she mean by that?

The crisis now past, his brain was beginning to lose its moorings and drift. There were now two Johnsons lying on the ground before him, and each of them had a new wound, a fresh piece of skull missing from the top of his head, a small mound of pink matter oozing forth from within, and Octavian thought, So the old bastard didn’t miss, after all.

The war is over. Well, she was right about that. The war was over for him and Johnson, anyway. Johnson was dead, and Octavian was a prisoner. Lucky to be alive, maybe, and even luckier if he didn’t die in a prison hospital. All of Germany was living on rats and acorns, people said, and an American prisoner would be fed last of all. His war was over. Everything was over.

He touched his pocket again with his stiff hand, but when his fingers slipped inside, seeking reassurance or maybe absolution, they found nothing.

The photograph was gone.

Paris. Mid-April 1920, just after midnight

OCTAVIAN FOUND HIS PAIR OF ROOMS IN THE MONTPARNASSE attic a little over a year ago, not because he wanted to write or paint or compose music or any darned thing, but because a few of his buddies lived there, and it was cheap.

By then his bones had knit back together, and so had the skin on his arms that had burned in the fire, though he hadn’t noticed at the time. His face remained strangely unscathed, like a baby’s, so you wouldn’t know how many scars he bore underneath his clothes. The doctors all said he was lucky, fabulously lucky.

He thinks about this now, as the taxi nears the crumbling Second Empire building where he lives, No. 33. Not about luck, but about his scars, and whether they will charm or repel la belle Hélène, or whether she’s too drunk to notice. (Is it taking advantage of a girl, if you’re a virgin and she is surely not, if you’re both drunk and she’s the one who first suggested a liaison? He’s not sure. The lines are all so blurry, in this bright modern age.) He thinks about poor old Johnson and his widow, a subject to which his mind turns with sordid frequency. Tits like this—he glances at Hélène’s chest, and he realizes that he’s well within his rights, for the first time in his life, to touch a woman’s breasts. He lifts his stiff right hand, plunges it inside her dress, and does just that, like he’s changing the oil of a Model T, and Hélène gasps obligingly and tilts her head back, and between that—the sight of Hélène’s vulnerable dusky throat, the feel of her soft breast in his palm, the warmth of her hand on his crotch (so good, so good, so good)—and the whisky and the smoke and the darkness, he nearly disgraces himself, the same way that poor hayseed Johnson disgraced himself his first time. Except Johnson actually got his thing inside the widow first, according to his own account, and by God (here Octavian gulps for air, and the self-control that comes with oxygen), by God, a cool customer like J.C. can do as much. Can’t he?

The taxi stops suddenly, throwing them apart in the nick of time. Hélène makes a panting little heap on the seat, her bobbed hair just shading her eyes, her dark lips smiling dreamily, while Octavian reaches in his pocket for the fare. The driver accepts his money without expression. Octavian opens the door and reaches for Hélène’s hand; she lifts her head and asks him if he’s got a cigarette.

“I guess so,” he says. He pulls her forth from the taxi and sets her upright. She slings one arm around his neck while he hunts for his cigarettes in various pockets. The rain’s stopped, the sky’s clearing. Springtime in Paris. The cool, damp air clears his head a little, so that he’s able to enjoy his drunkenness from the outside, as it were: to savor the smell and feel of the woman pressed against his groin, the dirty, disrespectful knowledge of what he’s about to do with her. To exult in his freedom from self-restraint. (He finds the cigarettes and pulls two of them from the lips of the crushed packet, sticking one inside Hélène’s mouth and one inside his own.) Why, heck, it’s about time he throws off the shackles! God only knows why he waited so long—why, for so many years, he allowed the specter of a girl he doesn’t know to cast her disapproval over the perfectly natural urges of a perfectly virile red-blooded American ace pilot. (He finds a match and lights the end of Hélène’s cigarette, and then his own.) Why, goddammit, he’s a war hero, isn’t he? He’s got a right to screw a pretty girl. He’s got a right to fornication, after all that hell and sacrifice. He made the world safe for democracy! He ended all wars! So he’s got a right. To the victor go the spoils. Only the brave deserve the fair. See? You can’t argue with the wisdom of proverbs.

Hélène blows out a paper-thin stream of smoke and says she’s getting a little cold, down here on the pavement.

“All right,” says Octavian, and he takes her hand and leads her to the door of the apartment building.

The lock is stiff and doesn’t want to turn, but Octavian coaxes it open while Hélène fumbles from behind at the buttons of his shirt. The door opens to a small and tatty courtyard, pots overgrown with brown winter weeds. There’s a tree in the middle that Octavian knows to be a linden, though you can’t tell at the moment because the leaves have stubbornly refused to unfurl this spring. Underneath the tree is a wrought-iron bench of tremendous age and decoration, the kind of bench your Victorian parents might have sat on while conducting a perfectly respectable courtship, and for some reason Octavian thinks it’s a splendid idea to lead Hélène to this bench and pull her down with him.

She makes a fevered little gasp and puts one hand at his nape, while the other plucks at his shirt. “Ah, my love,” she says, kissing his neck and jaw, “ah, Claude!”

“Octavian,” he mutters. “It’s Octavian.”

Either she doesn’t hear him, or she doesn’t care. She goes on calling him Claude as she tears at his buttons, and Octavian, trying to find a way to uncover her breasts again in the middle of all this frantic activity, figures it doesn’t matter. Hélène and Claude, fine. He gives up on her breasts and finds the edge of her dress instead, which has ridden up her legs to expose the tops of her stockings, the elastic of her garters, the slippery skin of her thighs. “Mon Dieu!” she cries, tilting back her head again, taking a quick and hissing draft of her cigarette, Claude, fuck me, please, now! And it sounds so inviting in French, so sinful and yet naturally elegant, that Octavian thinks, Fine, we’ll do it right here, I’m going to screw a woman for the first time on a bench in a courtyard, why not, and he says, in her ear, “How?”

She laughs. “However you like, Claude. You know how I like it.”

“But I’m not Claude.”

“Shh!” She lays the first two fingers of her right hand across his lips, and that’s when he realizes that she hasn’t actually kissed him yet: properly, on the lips, the way other lovers kiss.

He nibbles her fingers. It seems the right thing to do. “Who’s Claude?”

“Mon amant.” She sways a little, right there on his lap, atop the bulge in his trousers, and finishes her cigarette. “Mon ciel sur la terre.”

Octavian sucks in his breath, holds it, counts to five. Exhales with great precision. My heaven on earth. “When did he die?”

“Verdun.”

The word is a sob. That word is always a sob. Hélène’s small French body, made of tiny angular bones and hollowness, sharp and frantic an instant ago, has begun to melt in sorrow against his clothes. He doesn’t ask more about Claude. He doesn’t need to. Verdun is a time and a place and a manner of death, all rolled into one. Poor Claude. Poor dumb sucker. At least he got to fuck his sweetheart before he left, to fuck his dear little bird, his Hélène. Does he mind that other men have taken over that duty? That Octavian is about to fuck his dear little bird? Or, when you are blasted into minute chunks of fresh-blackened flesh by the proximate explosion of a Krupps artillery shell, are you released from your enslavement to petty human jealousies? Is Claude hovering in the courtyard right this second, cheering them on in their mutual pursuit of relief? Offering a much-needed hint or two to that dumb virgin J.C.?

“Please,” Hélène says, nudging her hips, tossing away the stub of her cigarette into the paving stones. The courtyard is unlit, except for the glow of a couple of windows somewhere above them, but Octavian has always been able to see well at night. Hélène’s eyes are half-closed and enormous, and the kohl has smudged underneath the bottom lids, so that she looks frail and somewhat bruised as she undulates impatiently on his lap. Her neck is long and slender, quite smooth, and the transparent fabric of her dress has come askew over her breasts, exposing one—small, young, bearing a tiny dark nipple—and disguising the other. Octavian’s hands are presently resting at her waist, underneath her dress, and she’s not wearing a corset or camisole anything like that, obviously, so there’s nothing but bare skin under his fingers, warm and springy, musky-sweet, or is that the smell of her privates? Making him dizzy. Her thighs squeeze his, one on each side. Her humid cigarette breath comes in bursts. Octavian is so aroused, he’s afraid of himself. Afraid of what he might do to her. Afraid of what he might not do to her.

All right. All right. You can do this. It’s just anatomy, right? Just a matter of getting the parts in the right place. The world is populated, it can’t be that difficult. But how the hell does he unbutton his trousers, when she’s squirming on his lap like that? He lifts her up by the waist, but it’s not enough space, he’s too hard, so he sort of hauls her off his lap to the bench and stands up to unfasten the damned trousers and get on with it, release himself to the open air and—God have mercy—Hélène’s waiting body, and that’s when he realizes there is someone else in the courtyard.

Octavian holds himself still, hands frozen at his waist. His senses, dulled by whisky and sexual arousal, sharpen back to their habitual points.

He hears the breathing first: soft, shallow, rapid. Trying not to make itself known, and yet so obvious that he cannot believe he didn’t notice the sound before. And then the smell. Damp wool. Greenness, almost floral but not quite. The vibration of a startled heartbeat.

“Who’s there?” he calls out, in French.

“What’s the matter?” Hélène says.

“Someone’s here.”

She makes a derisive noise. “Claude. Come back here. I have such a fever.”

He doesn’t move. He listens for more sound, in between the beats of his heart, and then he hears it: a tiny rustle, like the movement of a squirrel in a tree. He turns his head to the right and sees her, huddled in the corner, a dark feminine shadow outlined against the stone.

Octavian’s hands fall in shame from his trouser buttons.

“Can I help you?” he calls gently.

The figure shakes its head.

“Have you somewhere to go?”

A small voice replies, in hesitant words: “Je ne parle pas français.”

“English?”

She darts from the corner.

“Wait!”

Octavian moves after her, but she’s so quick, he only just manages to grasp her fingertips. But it’s enough. She stills in his hand. His heart thuds in panic. His cheeks are hot. What now?

Behind him, Hélène calls out, “Claude! What are you doing? Who is she?”

Who is she.

He reaches for the girl’s hood. Fingers shaking. Eyes blurry. Brain spilling from his head. He pulls back the hood—so tender, as if plucking a tiny bird from its nest—and whispers, “Sophie?”

A smooth head of hair slips free, and then a braid, long and flaxen. She ducks her head and reaches for the hood.

“No! I have make mistake.”

“But I know you!”

“Not anymore.”

She pulls away and breaks for the door, but the sticky latch confounds her, and Octavian catches her and turns her to the light from one of the windows. Her face is hungry and familiar and pink with humiliation.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

“Let me go.”

“It’s Gertrude, isn’t it?”

“I have make mistake. Please, let me go.”

“Why are you here? You found me here. Don’t be afraid.”

“I am not afraid.” She tilts her chin a little. “I am sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too. I—this—it’s not what—”

She turns away and reaches into her pocket. “I bring you something, see. That is all. Here. If you want.”

All at once, Octavian is cold, so cold he can’t move. There are footsteps behind him, Hélène rising from the bench and approaching them in curiosity, the heels of her shoes clicking uncertainly on the paving stones, but Octavian is powerless to turn his head, powerless to lift his hand and accept the small yellow envelope that Gertrude holds in the space between them.

“Here,” she says again. She’s stronger now, and defiant. Her eyes widen fearlessly. There’s nothing like moral superiority, is there? When you have caught a man almost in the act of sin, and he stands before you, degraded, frozen in shame. “You wanted this very much once, yes? Your photograph that you lose.”

“Yes. I wanted it very much.”

“You say this over and over, in the hospital. I make you promise to find her. Here.” She nudges his stomach with the edge of the envelope. “Take. She is yours, not mine.”

“Claude.” Hélène’s head lands smack between his shoulder blades, her arms around his waist. “Is this a lover of yours? Shall we bring her upstairs with us?”

Octavian wants to crawl out of his own skin. He wants to climb from inside his own head. He wants to touch Gertrude’s cheek, he wants to caress her hair, he wants to kneel on the stones and rend himself. He takes the envelope.

“There it is,” she says. “Now good-bye.”

“Wait! You can’t go out there alone!”

“I cannot stay.” Withering voice.

He tries to place his hand on the door, but she ducks beneath his elbow and forces the latch to lift.

“Gertrude, please.”

She turns in the doorway. Her face is shadowed now. “May God bless you, Mr. Rofrano”—and then she’s gone, and Octavian is just a solid pillar of flesh, holding an envelope, staring into nothing.

Hélène yawns and tugs his shirt. “A great pity. She is so pretty. A German girl, isn’t she? How do you know her?”

Octavian waits until the footsteps merge into the traffic on the other side of the wall, until she’s gone. Gone where? If only he could move. He says quietly, “She rescued me when I was shot down, on the last day of the war. She brought me to the hospital.”

“Ah, did she nurse you back to health? It is so romantic.”

“No. She wasn’t a nurse. But she visited me, every day, until I was well enough to be moved to a French hospital. She read to me. English books, mostly. She wanted to improve her English, she said.” Octavian hesitates. “I shot her father.”

“Mon Dieu! You shot him, really? Did he die?”

“Yes.”

“And then she saves you?” Hélène laughs. “She is a saint, I think.”

A saint. Is that how you describe Gertrude? Only she hadn’t performed any miracles, really, unless you count an act of grace such as the one Gertrude performed on that November forest floor a miracle. A sign from God that it was possible to forgive another’s sins, even when your own heart was steeped in grief. That you could actually purchase a human soul by the coin of mercy.

Octavian says, “She brought me the telegram about my mother. The news that my mother died of the influenza.”

“Mon Dieu. And you did not marry her for this?”

“It wasn’t like that.”

Hélène snorts. “Not for you, maybe. Poor girl. What did she give you?”

“It’s a photograph. A photograph I thought I’d lost.”

“Your sweetheart?”

“Not exactly.”

“May I see her?”

“No.”

She laughs. “Poor Gertrude. She’s a virgin, no?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, well. Nobody is perfect.” She sighs wetly against his shirt. “You, too, isn’t it so?”

“No. I’m not perfect at all.”

“No, I mean you are a virgin, yes? You are also a virgin.”

Octavian looks down at the envelope, on which his name is printed in careful block letters. CAPTAIN O. N. ROFRANO, U.S.A.A.S. He slides his fingers across the ink and discovers the stiffness inside, the square edges of the photograph, rescued from the fallen leaves. Has she survived the damp and the rot? Is Sophie’s face still intact, or is she now obscured?

“I thought so,” Hélène says. “You can always tell. But come upstairs.”

“Wait. Just—a moment.”

Her hand slides to his elbow. “Come. There is no shame, Captain. I will show you how it is done. You are going to be a great lover, another Casanova, and then maybe when you have learned all these important lessons, you will go back to your pretty German girl and give her much pleasure.”

He wants to tell her that he’s not ashamed, at least about that, and that he’s an unlikely candidate for a second Casanova, or even a third. That he can’t possibly face Gertrude again. But maybe she’s right. Maybe, in the aftermath of apocalypse, the only shame that remains is innocence. Maybe Gertrude has come to Paris on a fool’s errand. Maybe he’s better off without this envelope in his hands; maybe he should toss what remains of Sophie Faninal in the nearest dustbin, like a piece of furniture that is no longer in fashion. Maybe Sophie doesn’t even exist at all.

Octavian shoves the envelope in his pocket and gives in to the persistent tug of Hélène’s hand at his elbow. The whisky is wearing off, and his head is painfully sharp. He opens the door to the stairwell and leads Hélène up the worn wooden steps, flight by flight, her bony little hand like a claw inside his closed palm. She stops for breath on the fourth-floor landing, and it’s so dark—the bulb’s been out for weeks—he can see only her outline against the smudged wall as she pants and laughs, holding her hand to her chest. He puts his arm around her waist and lifts her.

Once inside his attic room, she looks around in a sort of amazed contempt. “But it’s so shabby! I didn’t know you were so poor. You don’t look poor.”

“It’s home.” He hands her a cigarette and lights it, and then one for himself. She thanks him and smokes for a moment in silence, next to the window, one arm folded beneath the other, regarding him without blinking from beneath her thick black eyelashes, like a dare. She is smiling a little.

“You are like a statue, monsieur,” she says at last. “Don’t you want to know what happens next?”

He doesn’t feel like a statue. His heart is smacking, his blood is running mad. His skin is hot. His mouth is full of smoke.

He nods his head yes.

She turns around and gestures with her cigarette to the fastenings of her dress. He steps forward and fumbles away, until the sleeves—such as they are—fall suddenly from from her shoulders and she wriggles free and kicks the dress aside. She takes his two hands in her two hands and draws them around her waist, up the ridge of her rib cage, until he’s holding her breasts in his palms. They are soft, and a little heavier than he remembers from the taxi, warm and pliable and exciting, and he thinks, God, so this is what it’s like, to hold a girl’s breasts in your two hands, thank you. She makes a breathless noise, straining upward against his hands, and he closes his eyes and rests his mouth against Hélène’s short, dark hair.

“Ah, Claude,” she sobs. “It’s so good. Claude, I need it.”

Outside, the sky is a metropolitan purple, and the opposite rooftop catches a bit of empty silver moon, and it’s like there are no more people in the world, everyone is dead, and just he and Hélène remain to populate the earth. Her flesh shudders under his hand, and he realizes she’s crying.

“All right,” he says in English. “Hush, now.”

He reaches in his jacket pocket for a handkerchief and draws Hélène onto the threadbare sofa. For perhaps an hour he holds her in his lap, while her sharp bones dig into his stomach and his groin, and her chest quivers against his, settling eventually into a flaccid sleep. He watches the progress of the moon outside, and when he wakes up into the pink dawn, Hélène is gone, and there’s no sign that she even existed there, or that the incident ever occurred, except for the stub of her cigarette, stained very faintly with lipstick, in the bottom of an empty glass on the table.

And the envelope, still sealed, which he tucks into the pocket of his suitcase just before he leaves Paris the next morning.
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Keep reading for an excerpt from New York Times bestselling author Beatriz Williams’s extraordinary upcoming novel,


A Certain Age

The bestselling author of A Hundred Summers brings the Roaring Twenties brilliantly to life in this enchanting and compulsively readable tale of intrigue, romance, and scandal in New York society, brimming with lush atmosphere, striking characters, and irresistible charm.

As the freedom of the Jazz Age transforms New York City, the iridescent Mrs. Theresa Marshall of Fifth Avenue and Southampton, Long Island, has done the unthinkable: she’s fallen in love with her young paramour, Captain Octavian Rofrano, a handsome aviator and hero of the Great War. An intense and deeply honorable man, Octavian is devoted to the beautiful socialite of a certain age and wants to marry her. While times are changing and she does adore the Boy, divorce for a woman of Theresa’s wealth and social standing is out of the question, and there is no need; she has an understanding with Sylvo, her generous and well-respected philanderer husband.

But their relationship subtly shifts when her bachelor brother, Ox, decides to tie the knot with the sweet younger daughter of a newly wealthy inventor. Engaging a longstanding family tradition, Theresa enlists the Boy to act as her brother’s cavalier, presenting the family’s diamond rose ring to Ox’s intended, Miss Sophie Fortescue—and to check into the background of the little-known Fortescue family. When Octavian meets Sophie, he falls under the spell of the pretty ingénue, even as he uncovers a shocking family secret. As the love triangle of Theresa, Octavian, and Sophie progresses, it transforms into a saga of divided loyalties, dangerous revelations, and surprising twists that will lead to a shocking transgression . . . and eventually force Theresa to make a bittersweet choice.

Full of the glamour, wit, and delicious twists that are the hallmarks of Beatriz Williams’s fiction and alternating between Sophie’s spirited voice and Theresa’s vibrant timbre, A Certain Age is a beguiling reinterpretation of Richard Strauss’s comic opera Der Rosenkavalier set against the sweeping decadence of Gatsby’s New York.

Click here to pre-order!






The New York Herald-Times, May 29, 1922

TIT AND TATTLE, BY PATTY CAKE

At last! It’s the day we’ve all been waiting for, dear readers: the opening of the latest and greatest Trial of the Century, and I don’t mind telling you it’s as hot as blazes inside this undersized Connecticut courtroom. You’re much better off reading about it from the comfort of your own armchair, believe me. Oh, the suffering I endure on the sacred altar of journalism.

And now, after all these months of fuss and hysteria and delectable details—the Patent King, his beautiful heiress daughters, the downstairs tenant, the kitchen-maid-cum-tearful-Scarsdale-housewife and her munificent husband, the turret window, the missing gardener, the exact length and serration of the blade used to murder the victim—here we all sit, waving our makeshift fans before our perspiring faces, and it turns out these mythical figures are human after all! The Patent King is smaller than you’d think. He doesn’t say a word, sitting stiff as a wire by the side of the defense counsel, and the daughters huddle next to each other in the front row, so pale and haggard that their much-ballyhooed beauty is, I’m afraid, purely conjecture.

A number of well-known society fgures populate the benches around me. Chief among them is that perennial mainstay of the social calendar—and this column, naturally—the iridescent Mrs. Theresa Marshall of Fifth Avenue and Southampton, Long Island, as exquisitely dressed (and as exquisitely fashioned) as ever. I’ve had the privilege of visiting Windermere, the Marshall family estate down there by the shore, and I admire Mrs. Marshall’s fortitude in enduring this untoward inferno when she might be reclining among the dunes, or riding her famous jumper, Tiptoe, around the ring at Lake Agawam.

The reason for Mrs. Marshall’s sacrifice is quite clear, however. He sits by her side, and he’s a fine specimen of manhood, as judged by the expert eye of yours truly. Mr. Octavian Rofrano will soon figure as one of the key witnesses in this case, and given his newfound fame and undoubted allurements, I don’t blame Mrs. Marshall in the least for her vigilant oversight of his person, though I can’t help wondering what poor old Mr. Marshall thinks of all this protectiveness.

So much for the man on Mrs. Marshall’s left side. To her right sits another well-known Manhattan Thoroughbred: none other than the lady’s brother, Mr. Edmund Jay Ochsner, famed bachelor-about-town and not so far past his considerable prime to lay claim—so rumor has it, anyway—to the lesser of the two Patent Princesses. As to whether rumor has their engagement right, neither principal is talking, and I certainly don’t see a ring glittering on the telltale finger. So, as always, I’ll let you decide the truth for yourselves, dear ones.

As for me? Hold on to your hats. I’ve got the Trial of the Century to watch, if I don’t melt away into the benches by the end of the morning.



CHAPTER 1

In olden times, sacrifices were made at the altar—
a practice which is still continued.

—HELEN ROWLAND

THERESA

Long Island, New York, on the second day of 1922

DURING THE NIGHT, I DREAM THAT MY HUSBAND arrives unexpectedly from Manhattan, in a plume of sultry exhaust from the engine of his Buick Battistini speedster, and let me tell you, the intrusion is most unwelcome.

To be sure, outside of feverish dreams, the possibility’s remote. I have no doubt that, at the instant my dream-husband’s wheels disturb the dream-gravel outside, the genuine Mr. Marshall lies in cetacean slumber on the bed of that jewel-box apartment on Sutton Place he’s bought for his mistress, this being the second night of the New Year and one conveniently placed on the calendar for adulterous pursuits. In any case, he’s not the sort of man to storm down a frozen highway at dawn. Mr. Marshall’s manners are impeccable.

Still, the very suggestion is enough to awaken me, lathered and breathless, from a state of abandoned repose. The room is heavy with that charcoal light that arrives just before dawn, and since it’s a small room, unheated, unpainted, perched above the dusty remains of a pair of carriages made redundant by the ilk of Mr. Ford, I can’t quite decide where I am, except that the place feels like home.

A mattress sags beneath my hips, and the sheet is flannel, musty, like an Adirondack cabin. I’m borne down by the weight of a thousand wool blankets, and someone is smoking a cigarette.

I roll on my side. “Boyo?”

The Boy stands by the window, matched in color to the smoke that trails from his hand. His shoulders are the exact width of the sash, and just as level, from clavicle to humerus. I have forgotten the substance of my dream, or why it terrified me; my breathing returns to normal at this indisputable proof of a male companion. Without turning, without even twitching—he is absolutely the stillest man I’ve ever known—he says: “I keep wondering, are you going to call me that when I’m sixty?”

Yes, the room is dark and cold, and the blankets are heavy, and underneath those blankets I’m as naked as an innocent babe, though the resemblance to both babes and innocence ends there. I sit up anyway and hold out my arms. “You’ll always be my Boyo. My lovely laddie.”

He steps to the bed and sits down on the edge, entering obediently into my embrace. His skin is icy, the flesh underneath as hot as blazes. “There’s a car outside,” he says, after kissing me, as if this piece of information is of no consequence whatever.

I sort of startle. The Boy’s arms, which are planted on either side of my hips, prevent me from startling too much.

“A car?”

“Yes.”

“What make?”

“Can’t tell. It’s too dark.” He picks up my arm and kisses the skin of my inner elbow.

“Saloon or coupé?”

“Coupé. Sit still, will you?”

I struggle to drag my arm away from his lips, and he won’t let me. “For God’s sake, Boyo, have you gone loony in the night? Where are my clothes?”



“Why? He’s not getting out.”

I swear. The Boy, who doesn’t like me to take the name of his Lord in vain, applies the pad of his thumb to the center of my lips. I open my mouth and bite him.

“Ouch!”

“It’s Sylvo. It’s got to be Sylvo.”

“So what?”

“So what? My husband’s at the door, and you have to ask?”

“He’s not at the door, Theresa. He’s sitting in the car. Smoking a cigarette. Probably lit.”

“But he’s going to come out eventually.”

“Maybe.” The Boy shrugs. “No need to rush him, though.”

There is little purpose to stirring up the Boy when he won’t be stirred. His cold nerves kept him alive in France, and I guess they’ll keep him alive now. It’s Sylvester I’m worried about now. I sink back into the pillows. The Boy follows me. “You have to hide in the cupboard when he makes up his mind,” I tell him.

“I’m not hiding in any cupboard.”

“Yes, you are. I don’t want a scene, Boyo.”

The Boy finishes the cigarette at his leisure, exhaling the smoke directly from his mouth into mine, and crushes out the stub in the sardine tin on the floor next to the bed. (The Boy is awfully clever at improvising ashtrays from the raw materials at hand.) He knows exactly where the target lies, and his gaze remains on my face throughout this little operation. I think that’s one of the little tricks that drew me in, all those months ago: his concentration. His refusal to be hurried. “There’s only one reason your husband’s here,” he says, “and that’s because he knows I’m here. So there’s no point hiding in cupboards, even if we had a cupboard, and even if I were inclined to hide. Which I’m not.”

“Why do you want to make things difficult for me?”

“Why do you make things hard for me?” He takes a piece of my hair between his thumb and forefinger, rubs it once or twice, and curls it tidily behind my ear. “I play by your rules, don’t I? I do what you want.”



“Most of the time.”

“All right, then. So let me handle this one.”

He lowers his head to my neck. I place my two hands on his shoulders and push, without much result. “How can you kiss me at a time like this?”

“Because I’m your Boy, aren’t I? You’re my baby. Kissing you is what I do, after a hard day’s work. It’s what makes me tick. It’s who I am.”

The Boy is built like a reed, or maybe a rope—that’s it—coiled neat and tight into a knot you can’t break. If he wants to sit here kissing me, I’m not going to stop him, at least not by force. You can’t force the Boy into anything, you have to uncoil him first. Only his lips are soft.

It’s who I am, he says. But who are you, Boyo? I’ve been puzzling that for a year and a half, and I could go on forever, at this rate.

So I think of something. “I’m no baby. When you’re sixty, I’ll be eighty-two.”

“Well, now. Here’s what I figure. As long as I’m your Boy, you’re my baby.”

As long as he’s my Boy. But then who am I, Boyo? What am I doing here, puzzling over you? How did I—Mrs. Theresa Marshall of Fifth Avenue, Manhattan—become one half of you-and-me?

I don’t think I know the answer. Something is lost. Something has gone missing inside that you-and-me, and I suspect it’s me.

HE IS TWENTY-TWO YEARS OLD, my Boy, and therefore a man, in the eyes of his almighty Lord God and of the law. He looks like a man, all the more now than when I first saw him. That was the summer of 1920, a year and a half ago, and he was a man in a boy’s skin, let me tell you, a perfect pink-cheeked Boyo, young lips and old eyes. How he fastened on me. It’s a heady thing, you know. And it was July, a late-night Long Island Fourth of July party, warm and slow and syncopated, dark and dreamlike, the sweat melting off the highball glasses and entering your palms. Someone told me he flew airplanes in France, had only just returned, the sole man in his squadron to survive, but then they always say that, don’t they? The only man in his squadron to come home alive! He’s never one of three survivors, or ten. All the other poor sons of bitches have to die, in order to render the cocktail conversation more breathless, the chitchat tip-top, the midsummer ennui less oppressive.

He was standing near the swimming pool. I thought he was much too young for me, but maybe that was why I was interested. As I waded through the air in his general direction, I became conscious of his puncturing gaze, and the wavelets glimmering on the skin of his face, the exact size and shape of a leopard’s spots. This general impression—the Boy as predatory cat—aroused all my early interaction with him, and it was not until much later that I realized just how wrong I was.

By then, of course, it was far too late.

HE DOES HAVE A WAY of making me forget things, important things, like the fact that a man sits in an automobile outside our window, smoking a cigarette, possibly drunk, and that this man is very likely my husband. Or maybe it’s part of the thrill, this terror of imminent discovery? Maybe I’ve been wanting a showdown like this all along, ever since I transformed that boy by the swimming pool into a fully grown lover, and I stopped sleeping with anyone else, including my own husband.

When my baby smiles at me, he croons.

“You’re a terrible singer.”

“That’s why I only sing for you.”

“Sweet boy, I want you to be serious.”

“I am serious. I only sing for you, Theresa, and you only sing for me. I think maybe it’s time Mr. Marshall understands that.”

Oh yes. He’ll say things like that, my Boy, from time to time: statements of permanence that no civilized lover is supposed to make. Permanence is not what lovers are for, is it? But the Boy never does anything the way the others do. He packs more intention into a single word than the president drizzles into an entire inaugural address, and that’s what snaps my bones when he enters a room, or a bed, or a car headed across the Queensboro Bridge at midnight. I stare a moment into those steady eyes and think about all those airplanes he must’ve shot down, the ones he never talks about. I think about a pile of lumber and shredded white fabric, smoking softly atop a frozen brown field, and the Boy’s eyes looking down, circling, taking the whole mess in.

“I won’t have you making scenes, Boyo, do you hear me? No scenes.”

“I’m not going to hurt him. I’m just going to explain things.”

“Explain what, exactly? He’s my husband. He’s got a right.”

The Boy seizes my face in his hands. “He’s got no right. How does a man keep a mistress, from the day he’s married, and still call himself a husband? He’s got no right at all.” A soft bang rattles the window sash, but the Boy doesn’t stop. He’s got something to say to me. His thumbs make dents in the apples of my cheeks. “I’m the one who sleeps with you. I’m the one who dies in your bed at night.”

“Did you hear that?”

“It was nothing.”

I push the Boy away from my breast and leap out of bed. “He’s coming in!”

“Let him come.”

My dress lies on the floor by the door, my slip by the bed, my brassiere draped over a bedpost. I gather up these items while the Boy sits on the edge of the bed, hands braced on either side of his naked thighs, watching me like a Sopwith watches a Fokker. “What do you want me to do, Boyo? Get a divorce?”

“You know what I want.”

“I’m not divorcing Sylvester.”

“Why not?”

“There’s no need.”

“If we have a baby, there is.”

My trembling hands will not operate the fastenings of my dress. I present my back to the Boy and say, “We are not having a baby.”

“We might.”

“I’m too old. Too old for a baby, too old for you.”

He finishes fastening the dress and slides his hands around my middle. “Not true.”

The Boy wants me to have his baby. He thinks a baby will solve all our problems. I don’t happen to think we have any problems, other than the fact that I’ve got a desperate, bone-snapping crush on a boy two and a quarter decades younger than me, but the Boy has something against adultery and wants us to get married. He wants us to get married and live together in some rinky-dink apartment on Second Avenue (he doesn’t come into his trifling inheritance until he’s twenty-five, poor thing, and I’m afraid a junior bond salesman is paid at the mercy of the partners he serves) and then somehow make miraculous new babies, one after another, while the snow sifts down like sugar outside our window. Like one of those O. Henry stories. Love and candlelight. Except I’m forty-four years old and have already borne three healthy, legitimate, bawling children, the last of whom departed for Philips Exeter just as the war was staggering to its sepia end, and I’m about as suited to caring for a newborn now as I am for tending a rinky-dink apartment on Second Avenue.

No, our present arrangement suits me just fine: trysts every Monday and Thursday, when I’m supposed to be playing bridge, at the Boy’s shabbily immaculate place in the Village, perched on the fourth floor of a building smack between an aromatic Italian grocery and a well-stocked speakeasy, so that a lady and a boy can enjoy a little hooch and a dance on the sly, before retiring upstairs to bed. During the summer months, we shack up here in the old carriage house, because while Sylveste r and I have always occupied separate bedrooms here at the estate on Long Island, we do maintain a certain informal code about receiving lovers directly under the matrimonial roof. Mutual respect is the foundation of a solid marriage, after all.

Sometimes, for a special treat, the Boy and I will meet out of town at this lovely grand hotel by the sea, one that won’t blink an eye at a boy and a well-preserved lady of a certain age checking into the honeymoon suite as a married couple. (The Boy always writes our names in large, neat letters in the register—Mr. and Mrs. Octavian Rofrano, Junior—and insists on paying the bill from his own pocket, the dear.) We stay for two or three nights, ordering room service and drinking poisonous gin and skinny-dipping in the ocean at two o’clock in the morning, sleeping and waking and sleeping, and most of all fucking. Sweaty, glorious, tireless, honeymoon fucking. Fucking two or three times a day, sometimes even four or five when the Boy is fresh and hasn’t drunk too much gin. We haven’t done that in a while, not since the end of summer. Autumn’s such a busy time, after all. But my God, when we do, I feel like a new woman. I feel irresistible. As we drive back to the city, my skin glows like a debutante’s.

So really, taken all together, Village and carriage house and naughty hotels, it’s been most satisfactory, this past year and a half: the Year of the Boy, and then some.

Until now. I don’t know what possessed us to jump into the Boy’s Model T and head out into the tundra last night. Maybe it was the endless racket of Christmas parties and New Year dos, maybe it was the champagne. Maybe our little affair has settled too comfortably into routine, and we need a taste of excitement. “Let’s go somewhere we can be alone,” said the Boy, leaning back against the headboard, and I lifted my head and said that we were alone, silly, and he said he wanted to be more alone: he wanted to go out to Long Island and breathe in a little clean air, you know, just make a little New Year whoopee without all the lights and people and sirens and smoke, just sunshine and frozen air and me. So what am I supposed to say to that? I said all right.

And now look. Mr. Marshall has gone and followed us all the way here, has taken the trouble to track down Mrs. Marshall and her Boyo to a little love nest above a carriage house a hundred miles from the city, an act of jealous possession that was entirely out of character, made no sense at all, unless—

“The children!” I exclaim, and run to the window.

The Boy’s eyes must be better than mine, or maybe it’s youth. Under the trees below, I can just discern a shadow that might or might not be a car, and when I press my fingertips against the old glass and narrow my eyes to a painful focus, I see something more: a masculine figure leaning against the hood, possibly smoking a cigarette.

Behind me, the Boy is making noises. “Can you see him?” he asks.

“He’s out of the car now. I think he’s smoking. Oh God.” I turn around. “Where’s my coat?”

The Boy is dressing himself, rapid and efficient. “You’re not going out there. It’s too cold.”

“Oh yes I am.”

“The kids are fine, Theresa.”

“How do you know?”

He takes my shoulders. “Because he would have gone straight in if something was wrong, wouldn’t he? Let me handle this.”

“No, please. Please. Go in the cupboard.

“There is no cupboard, remember?”

“Under the bed. Let me—”

A knock sounds on the wood below.

The Boy’s eyebrows lift a little. “That’s polite of him.”

It has taken me decades of marriage to learn the sangfroid the Boy acquired in his paltry few months in France—or maybe he always had sangfroid, maybe he came out of the womb a cool, collected infant—and I’m still not as serene as I’d have you believe. My insides are all flighty, all riddled with fear and instinct. The children! Once you bring forth a baby into this world, God help you, the terror instinct takes up residence in your blood, like a chronic disease, and never leaves. When my Tommy quit Princeton to join the army in the spring of 1917 and had the nerve to turn up on Fifth Avenue a fait accompli in his second lieutenant’s uniform, I nearly vomited into a Ming vase. Nearly. But I didn’t! I held out my hand and shook his, and said he had better get a valet to look after those shiny buttons, and he laughed and promised to maintain his buttons as the shiniest in the service. Which was all our fond little Fifth Avenue way of saying how much we adored each other.



So I am more than capable, despite my shredded interior, of maintaining a purposeful calm as I pluck my lover’s hands from my shoulders while my husband pounds and pounds on the door downstairs. “Get under the bed, Boyo,” I say. “Now. And stay there.”

His eyebrows are still up, and the brain behind them turns furiously, like an engine running fast under a placid hood. You can’t see the color of his eyes, the air is too dark, but let me assure you they are a most engaging shade of pale blue-green, equally capable—depending on the light and his mood—of Mediterranean warmth or arctic frigidity. I can imagine which climate prevails now.

The pounding stops, the doorknob rattles—it isn’t locked—and the hinges release a long and cantankerous squeak.

I point to the bed. “Now, Boyo.” Or we’re through. (I don’t actually say those last three words, of course—no one likes an ultimatum, least of all the Boy—but you can feel them there, sharp-edged, dangling off the end of the sentence.)

The Boy shrugs his long, ropy shoulders and turns away. “If that’s what you want,” he says.

And that sound you hear, beneath the ponderous rhythm of a man climbing a set of high wooden stairs, is the hairline cracking of my heart, straight through the calcified left ventricle.

BUT THE MAN STANDING IN the doorway isn’t Thomas Sylvester Marshall, after all, enraged or otherwise.

“Ox?” I exclaim. “What on earth are you doing here?”

My brother strides up to me, takes my by the shoulders, and kisses both cheeks. “Happy New Year, Sisser! Look at you. Haven’t aged a minute.”

“Oh, stop.” I shove him away. “You gave me such a fright.”

He steps back obediently, casts his eyes along the walls, and sends forth a slow whistle. “Sylvo said I might find you here.”

“He did, did he?”



“I thought he was crazy. What are you, hibernating?”

Perhaps it’s time for a chat with my husband.

“Something like that.”

“This place have a lamp or something? I can’t see a thing. And boy, is it frosty.”

I turn to the sole piece of furniture in the room, other than the bed: a beaten-up pine dresser wedged between the window and a diagonal roof beam. The matchbook lies next to the base of the kerosene lamp. “I thought you said I hadn’t aged a minute.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, how could you tell a thing like that if you can’t see?” I set the dome back on the lamp, and the room illuminates slowly, chasing out the frozen dawn by concentric degrees. The smell of burning kerosene enters the air, and it makes me yearn for the Boy’s nakedness, his coiled-rope muscle under my hands, lit by an oil lamp.

“All right, now, Theresa. Lay off a fella. How are you? What the devil are you doing in this old shack? You crackers or something?” He frowns. “Say, you’re not here with some sheik, are you?”

“Of course not.”

“Yeah, I guess not. Old Sylvo wouldn’t stand for it.”

He’s such a dunce, my brother. A sleek, good-looking, bachelor dunce.

“Of course he wouldn’t. I’m just hibernating, as you say. Taking the edge off the New Year with a little simple living.”

“Simple’s right.” He cast another look, shivered, and burrowed deeper into his overcoat. “Think of lighting that old stove, maybe?”

“It is lit.” I push away from the dresser and make my way to ancient cast-iron stove in the room’s final corner, the relic of some long-gone coachman. A few small lumps lie overlooked in the scuttle, and I lift the stove’s lid and drop them in. “I just forgot to bring in more coal, that’s all.”

Ox doesn’t reply, and I rub my hands inside the feeble bubble of heat rising from the top of the stove, until his silence begins to unnerve me. I turn my head. “What is it?”



“You,” he says. “You’ve been acting strange for a while now. Haven’t seen you out much. When I do, you’re not yourself. And now here you are, freezing to death in a shack in the wilderness—”

“Hardly that. I just wanted a little peace and quiet.”

“You can have peace and quiet and central heating, too. What are you doing for food?”

“I’ve got a little something tucked away.”

He shakes his head. “Sisser, Sisser. Let’s drive into town and have breakfast. Ham and eggs and hot coffee.”

“No, I’ll stay here, thank you. I’m not hungry.”

“But I’ve got something to tell you, and I don’t want to do it on an empty stomach.”

“Yours or mine?”

He grins a wolfish, ecru-toothed grin. “Both.”

We are not entirely unprepared, the Boy and I, despite appearances. In the picnic basket next to the dresser, there are a dozen dinner rolls tied up in a napkin, a large flask of gin, a hunk of cheddar cheese, half an apple pie, two oranges, and a sandwich made of thick slices of leftover Christmas ham. Everything you need to shack up for the night in a Long Island attic, except the coal to keep you warm, and really, who needs coal when you have a magnificent self-heating Boy occupying your bed? I bend over and untie the napkin and toss my brother a dinner roll, which he catches adroitly. “Bon appetit. Try not to drop any crumbs on my nice clean floor, will you?”

“This is stale.”

There’s also a shawl in the basket, the lovely thick crimson shawl of India cashmere that the Boy gave me for Christmas. I settle it over my shoulders and step back to the stove, missing the roof beam by a slim quarter inch. “Tell me why you’re here, Ox, and it had better be good.”

My brother bites his roll, chews, swallows, and smiles, and when he parts his lips to speak, he says the last thing I’d ever expect to hear from the mouth of Mr. Edmund Jay Ochsner, confirmed and eminently successful bachelor.

“I’m getting married, sis.”



“Really?” I fold my arms. “Who’s the lucky broodmare?”

“Not mare, sis. Filly. Such a gorgeous, fine-limbed, Thoroughbred filly. The prettiest girl you ever saw. I’m in love, Theresa. I am one hundred percent, head over heels, goofy in love.”

“I see.” A craving for tobacco strikes my brain, but the cigarettes lie on the floor next to the bed, an inch or two from the sardine-tin ashtray and from the Boy’s head resting on the floorboards, and I can’t risk drawing Ox’s attention in that direction. “Can I assume the poor child feels the same way about you?”

“I hope so. I’ve asked her father for permission, and he said yes.”

“But the girl, Ox. What does the girl say? It’s more or less the crux of the
whole business, isn’t it?”

“Well, I haven’t asked her yet. But I think she’ll agree.” He gnaws another chunk from his bread. “I’m sure she’ll agree. She’s the sweetest thing, sis.”

“And blind, obviously.”

“Now, sis—“

“And rich. She’s got to be rich.”

“Sis.”

From the downcasting of his eyelashes, I can see I’ve hit the nail straight on its bent old head. I say tenderly, “She’s got to be rich, hasn’t she, or you’d just do what you always do, when the love beetle nibbles.”

“No, no. This time I really mean it.”

“Of course you do. I’m sure she’s a sweet, lovely girl, and her money has nothing to do with it.” I pause. “How much has she got?”

“I don’t know, exactly.” He leans against the wall, on the other side of the roof beam that slopes away from the dresser.

“Oh yes you do. Down to the plug nickel, I’ll bet.”

The coals have begun to catch on, and the stove is getting hot, though not so much that my icy bones are inclined to step away. Ox is examining the floor now, and his arms are folded, the way he used to look when we were children and he’d been caught in some kind of mischief. The slope of his shoulders suggests confession. “Her father’s got a patent on something or other, something that speeds up the manufacture of industrial . . . industrial . . .” He screws up his eyes.

“Don’t hurt yourself. I’ve got the general idea. How much are we talking about? Thousands?”

He looks up, and his eyes are a little sparky. “Millions.”

“What?”

“He licenses the design out, you know, and the revenue from that alone is one and a half million dollars a year, give or take a hundred thousand—”

I clutch the roof beam.

“—which is pure profit, you know, because he doesn’t have to make the—the thingamajig himself. They just pay him for the design. It’s patented.” He pronounces the word patented with triumphant emphasis, as he might say gold-plated.

“Yes, Ox, darling. I understand what a patent is.” In the midst of my beam-clutching shock, the shawl has sagged away from my shoulders. I resume both balance and composure and tuck myself back in while these extraordinary numbers harden into round marbles and roll, glimmering, back and forth across the surface of my mind. How could a man invent a single object and then vault—vault with such marvelous, casual ease!—over the accumulated wealth of no less than Mr. Thomas Sylvester Marshall of Fifth Avenue, whose father once supplied the entire Union Army with canned ham? A wealth that had dazzled me at seventeen. The company had naturally been sold in the seventies—canned ham being incompatible with the social aspirations of so keenly ambitious a woman as Mrs. Thomas Sylvester Marshall, my mother-in-law—and the proceeds invested in such a manner that a passive two hundred thousand dollars—give or take ten thousand—still drift gently into the Marshall coffers each year, enough to keep us all in silks and horses and ennui. But two hundred thousand is not one million five hundred thousand. A patent: well, that’s a different kind of capital altogether. A patent suggests activity. Suggests having actually earned something.

I take the soft fringe of the shawl and rub it between my thumb and forefinger, in much the same way that the Boy caresses my hair. “Gracious me. She’s quite a catch, then. Pretty and sweet and loaded. Does she have anyone to share all this lovely money with?”

“An older sister. Virginia. She’s already married.”

“I see. And how old is your little darling?”

He hesitates. “Nineteen.”

“Oh, Ox. She’s just a girl!”

“She’s a very old nineteen,” he says. “And you were married at eighteen.”

“So I was.”

“And Sylvo was thirty-six at the time, wasn’t he?”

“So he was.”

“Well, there you are.” He nods and pulls a pack of cigarettes out of the pocket of his overcoat. “Smoke?”

“Thanks.”

I accept the cigarette gratefully and allow him to light me up. He starts his own smoke from the same match, shakes out the flame just as it reaches the intersection of his finger and thumb. Like me, he closes his eyes as the virgin draft fills his lungs, and I am reminded of the first time we shared a smoke together, after the bon voyage party (if that’s the term) that Sylvo and I threw for Tommy. You look like you could use a smoke, he said, upon finding me alone on the terrace, staring across the dark wilderness of Central Park, and I agreed that I did, and we stood there smoking together at three o’clock in the morning, not saying a word, until I tossed my stub over the ledge onto Fifth Avenue and turned to him. This is our little secret, Ox, I warned him, and bless the idiot, he’s kept it ever since.

“It’s not just the lettuce, though,” he says now. “I was falling for her already, before I found out about that.”

I reflect for an instant on my brother’s extraordinary capability for self-delusion. “No doubt,” I say.

“Wait until you meet her, sis.”

“Oh, I can’t wait. When are you proposing? I’ll have to consult my calendar and throw you two lovebirds a smashing little engagement party.”



“But, sis, that’s why I came. Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what?”

He looks around for an ashtray, and his gaze finally alights on the little oblong tin on the floor. I watch him step confidently to the bed and bend over. He’s not quite the agile young sportsman he was in earlier days—everything takes its toll, and Ox has imbibed plenty of what constitutes everything—but he’s still bendable enough, under that fat Chesterfield overcoat, and his glossy blond hair picks up flashes of light as he moves.

“Well, well.” As if he’s just discovered a second Sphinx hidden between the floorboards. “Hello, Sisser. Looks as if someone’s been a little naughty.”

I choke back a cough. “What’s that?”

Ox straightens and holds out the sardine tin in my direction. “Eight smokes already? That’s some hibernation.”

“Give me that.” I snatch the tin and set it on the dresser, under the shelter of the lamp. “Now, then. You were talking about asking your young filly to marry you.”

Ox follows the ashtray and leans against the edge of the dresser, nice and close, so I can examine the dark smudges under his eyes and the chapped skin of his lips, which are bent into a familiar self-assured smile. Underneath the Chesterfield, he’s wearing evening dress, which shouldn’t really surprise me. Nor, for that matter, that he stinks of moonshine.

“I’m not the one who asks her,” he says. “Don’t you remember?”

“I don’t remember a thing. I hope you don’t think I’m going to ask her for you. I wrote all your college papers; isn’t that enough?”

“The ring, Sisser. Don’t you remember?”

“What ring? I have no idea what—oh!” I spit out the cigarette. “Mama’s ring? The rose ring?”

Ox pats my hand on the dresser. “That’s right. The old family tradition. I had it sent to the jeweler for a good polish, and now all that remains, all I need, which is why, of course, I came to you, Sisser—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Ox. You can’t be serious.”

“Why not?”



“Why not? Because it’s a farce. A medieval farce. Who sends a proxy to propose for him these days? Chivalry went out with the Armistice, Ox, didn’t you know? Chivalry went out when the Lewis gun and the chlorine gas and Picasso came in. This shiny modern world hasn’t got any knights left in it.”

“It’s not a farce, sis. It’s a beautiful family tradition. A cavalier presents the august family ring to the lady of one’s choice, the lady who will one day become the next Mrs. Ochsner, ruler of all New York—”

“Darling, the Ochsners haven’t ruled anything for years, not since Mamie Fish took over from Lina Astor. And now it’s just anarchy. Actresses and artists and writers, God help us. The present Mrs. Ochsner commands a crumbling house on Thirty-Fourth Street and nothing else to speak of.”

“Not true. Mama has pedigree, Theresa, she has history, which is more than you can say of some ink-stained penny novelist.” He pauses grandly, flicks his ash into the tray. “Anyway, I need a cavalier. A ring bearer.”

I laugh. “Oh, Ox. Only you.”

“I’m serious, sis. How about one of your boys?”

“Absolutely not. They haven’t got a knightly bone in their bodies. Unless it’s a football you want delivered, they’re not interested.” I stub out the cigarette.

“One of their friends?”

“What about your friends?”

“My friends are all married. Or else lecherous old bachelors like me.”

“You know what it is, Ox? You don’t give a fig for family tradition. You just want someone to do your dirty work for you. You don’t want to face the girl herself and ask her to marry you. After all, what if she does the sensible thing and says no?”

He tosses his cigarette in the tray and turns to the bed. “She won’t say no.”

“You don’t sound very confident.”

“She won’t say no. I’m sure of it. Her father’s on my side, and she—well, she’s a good girl, Sisser.”



“Does as she’s told?”

“Exactly. And she likes me, she really does. I pulled out all the stops for her, sis. Charmed her silly. She likes horses, I took her riding. She likes books, I . . . well, I—”

“Pretended to like books?”

“You know what I mean. I dazzled her! I took her into our library on Thirty-Fourth Street, Papa’s old library, and you should have seen the lust in her face.”

“So she’s marrying you for your strapping great library?”

He turns back, smiling, and flourishes an illustrative hand along his body, from brilliantine helmet to bunion toes. “And my own irresistible figure, of course.”

As I said. Delusional.

I reach inside his overcoat pocket and draw out the cigarette case. There’s only one left. I rattle it around and consult my conscience. “Of course, Ox. You’re just as perfectly handsome as you were at twenty-two. In fact, I can hardly tell the difference.”

Ox picks the gasper out of the case and hands it to me. “Go ahead. Take it. And in return, you’re going to find me my ring bearer, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“Sweet old sis. Always count on you to help a fellow out in a pinch.”

“Indeed you do.” I strike a match and hold it to the end of the cigarette. My brother watches me anxiously. The light’s a little better now, the sun is rising, and the lines around his eyes grow deeper as the reality of daylight takes hold of them. The slack quality of his skin becomes more evident. And I think, Is this how I look, too? Despite the creams and unguents, the potions and elixirs with which I drench myself daily, has my face grown as shopworn as his?

When we’d been married a year or two, and Tommy was still a baby, my husband commissioned Sargent to paint my portrait. It’s a gorgeous old thing, full-length, framed in thick gilt wood. It hangs in the middle of the gallery of our apartment on Fifth Avenue, the place of honor, where it’s illuminated by a pair of electrified sconces and gazes down from the heights to a certain point in the marble center of the hall, the exact position where any human being would naturally come to a halt and gaze upward to pay worship.

Because—forgive me, let’s be honest—the creature depicted in that portrait is a goddess. She is as beautiful and self-assured as they come. She’s wearing a dress of pale pink gossamer that hugs her tiny waist—giving birth at eighteen has its advantages—and a diamond necklace arranged like a chandelier upon her sculpted white bosom. Her dark hair is piled in loose curls on her head; her eyebrows soar confidently above her opaque almond eyes. The smile that curls the perfect bow of her mouth proclaims such an extraordinary volume of youthful self-satisfaction you’re inclined to smack her.

In fact, go ahead. I wouldn’t blame you, really.

On the other hand, who can blame her for her satisfaction? My God, the world’s at her feet. At the age of twenty, she’s succeeded brilliantly in the one great career open to her. She married one of the wealthiest and most eligible bachelors in New York; she has already given him a son and heir. She’s rich and beautiful and clever. The newspapers adore her. In fact, not a single genuine setback has ever dared to obstruct the ascendant path of her life.

And on the face of that young woman there hangs not the slightest doubt that she will remain ascendant forever. A world doesn’t exist in which she will have to fight for her beauty, to guard against the slow thievery of time.

She doesn’t know, poor thing, that in less than a year, she will discover that her husband keeps a mistress, and that this mistress has also borne him a child—a small and perfect daughter—only two months after the birth of the Marshalls’ own firstborn son. By then, of course, the portrait’s subject will be several months into her second pregnancy, and she will face an important decision, the most vital choice of her life, and one on which all her future happiness depends.

Did she make the right one?

Well, I’m here, aren’t I? I stand right here in the shabby attic of an old carriage house, as rich as ever, mother of three cherished sons, wife of a generous and well-respected husband, passionately in love with a young and brilliant man—a man to whom I have no earthly right, a man who returns my passion with bone-snapping physical ardor—who at this very moment has flattened himself into the dust beneath the bed for my sake.

What more could a woman ask for, at my age?

I’m halfway through the cigarette before I address the question warping the eyebrows of the brother who stands before me. I wave away a curl of smoke, which has been illuminated into a kind of celestial spirit by the sunshine that now refracts through the window’s ancient glass. The luminous new morning of the second of January. Remember that.

“Do you happen to know the young lady’s name?” I ask.

My brother says eagerly, “Sophie. Sophie Fortescue. She’s a good girl, Theresa. Quiet as a mouse. The sweetest girl in the world. Wouldn’t say boo to a goose.”

I hand him the cigarette—he looks as if he needs a smoke more than I do—and he sucks it in like oxygen. I look past his elbow at the bed in the corner, and the dozen or so mildewed horse blankets that the Boy gathered up to cover me last night. I objected to the smell, and he said a little mustiness was better than freezing to death, and anyway I’d get used to it. Human beings can get used to anything, he told me. It’s how we survive.

And he was right. All I remember of last night, other than the terror of my dream, is the smell of the Boy’s warm skin.

I return my gaze to the pasty and anxious ruins of my brother’s face. “In that case, I can’t begin to imagine what she sees in you, Ox, though I frankly can imagine why your courage failed you, in the face of all that virtue.”

He begins to object, and I hold up my hand.

“Nonetheless, and to your great and undeserved fortune,” I continue, “I happen to know just the boy to get the job done.”
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