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PART ONE

We are unhappy because we do not see how our unhappiness can end; whereas what we really fail to see is that unhappiness cannot last, since even a continuance of the same condition will bring about a change of mood. For the same reason happiness does not last.

—William Gerhardie, Of Mortal Love












CHAPTER ONE






September 13, 1995



 Ms. Caroline Gund 
Ms. Arden Langdon 
Mr. Adam Gund 
Ochos Rios 
Tranqueras, Uruguay



 Dear Ms. Gund, Ms. Langdon, and Mr. Gund:

I am writing to you because I have been told you are the executors of Jules Gund’s literary estate. I am seeking permission to write an authorized biography of Mr. Gund.

I am a doctoral student at the University of Kansas. On the basis of my thesis, “Remember That? Well Forget It: The Articulation of Cultural Displacement and Linguistic Dismemberment in the Work of Jules Gund,” I have been awarded the Dolores Faye and Bertram Siebert Petrie Award for Biographical Studies. This award, which includes publication by the University of Kansas Press of the Gund biography as well
as a generous research stipend, is contingent upon my receiving authorization from my subject’s estate. I hope you will agree that a well-researched biography of Jules Gund written by me would be in the best interest of his estate. I feel sure that the biography I plan to write, coupled with the burgeoning interest in Holocaust studies and Latin American literature, would markedly increase the amount of attention paid to the presently overlooked work of Jules Gund. This attention would enhance and secure the reputation of Mr. Gund, which would invariably result in increased sales of his book.

In order that you may fully consider my request, I am enclosing a sample chapter and table of contents of my thesis. (Of course, I would be happy to send you the entire thesis if you would like to see it.) I am also enclosing a copy of my curriculum vitae, and the letter endorsing this project from the University of Kansas Press. I hope that after perusing this material, you will agree that I am uniquely qualified to research and write the comprehensive and sympathetic biography that Mr. Gund undoubtedly deserves.

Because I must furnish proof of authorization to the Fellowship Committee by November 1 in order for them to process the initial payment by year’s end, I would appreciate your earliest possible response. I have taken the liberty of enclosing an authorization form herewith, should you feel ready to grant authorization at this time. Please feel free to contact me with any questions or concerns you may have about this project. You may call me, collect, at the number above.

Thank you for your consideration of this request. I look forward to your response.

Sincerely, 
Omar Razaghi




CHAPTER TWO






Adam stood before the mirror and tried to tie his bow tie. He was having an unhappy time of it. Some of his difficulty could be attributed to the fact that his hands shook, but it also appeared as though he had forgotten how to create a bow. Yet he persisted, unloosening the unsatisfactory and ugly knots he formed, straightening the fabric wings, and beginning again. And again and again. He did not seem to grow aggravated at his lack of success; he seemed to have the belief that at some time, almost despite himself, a bow might form.

Pete, who was leaning over the banister on the third-floor landing, watched with no expression for about five minutes and then began down the stairs. At the sound of his descent Adam stopped his struggle with the tie but did not look up.

Pete appeared behind Adam and, standing so that they almost touched, reached around and grasped the tie. As their two faces watched in the mirror, he created a perfect bow out of the formerly recalcitrant fabric. Although the bow was perfect Pete adjusted it a little and then readjusted it (to restore its perfection) and then patted it lightly and said, “There you are.”


“Thank you,” said Adam. He touched Pete’s hand, and held it against the bow. “Where would I be without you?”

“Right here, probably,” said Pete.

“Yes. But sans tie. Or at least sans bow.”

“So you would be better off. I don’t know why you’re wearing a tie.”

“I was taught that one should always wear a tie when one ventures forth into society.”

“Is dinner with Arden and Caroline society?” asked Pete.

“It is practically all the society we have,” said Adam. “Or I should say I. Perhaps you have society of which I know not. Do you?”

“No,” said Pete. They were still both looking into the mirror, talking to their reflections. Pete leaned his head closer and rested his chin on Adam’s shoulder. Adam reached up and stroked Pete’s dark hair. He had lovely long hair, Pete. They observed their reflection : an old man of European lineage, a young man of Asian descent.

And then Pete raised his head and stepped a bit away, so that his face disappeared from the tiny world of the mirror.

“Ready to go?” asked Adam.

“Yes,” said Pete. “Do you want to walk, or should we drive?”

“It is a lovely evening,” said Adam. “I want to walk.”

“But what about coming back? Will you want to walk then?”

“I don’t know,” said Adam.

“Because if you’ll want to drive home, we should take the car now.”

“Why?”

“So that we will have it there, to drive back in.”

“But you could always walk back for it, and drive up to get me.”

“Yes, but it would be easier to take it now.”

“I’m not sure I follow you,” said Adam. “If we walk home, we walk home. And if we decide to drive you’ll walk back for the car. So either way you will walk back, won’t you?”


“Not if we drive up.”

“Oh, but I want to walk up. Of that I am sure.”

“Are you sure? How’s your leg?”

“It is the same as always.”

“Why don’t you see the doctor?”

“Because he is a terrible doctor and there is nothing really wrong with me.”

“Your hands shake. And your legs ache.”

“And I am old. It all corresponds.”

“So we should drive.”

“No. I am old, but I can walk to the big house, and perhaps, depending how late it is and how much I eat and drink and what sort of mood I am in, walk back. We shall see.” He looked back into the mirror. “Thank you for tying my tie. I look very handsome in it, I think. I have always liked this tie. I bought it in Venice, in fifty-five. It is important to buy beautiful things when you are happy. I look at this tie”—Adam touched the bow at his throat—“and I remember how happy I once was.”

“Why were you happy?”

“I forget. Who knows? It is enough to remember the fact of the happiness. I’m sure I was happy. Otherwise I would never have bought such a beautiful tie.”

“It’s not so beautiful now,” said Pete. “It’s stained.”

“Is it?” Adam leaned toward his reflection. “It looks fine to me. I am really happy to be losing my sight. Everything looks fine to me. It is the best evidence I know that there is a God.”

“What?”

“That he dims our vision as we age. Otherwise it would be too horrible to bear. Especially for those who were beautiful when they were young.”

“Were you beautiful when you were young?”

“I wasn’t so terribly ancient when we met. I thought I still retained some of my beauty then. I must have. Otherwise, how could I ever have attracted you?”


Pete did not answer. Adam turned away from the mirror and faced his companion. Pete had opened the door. The evening light fell upon his handsome face. He was looking out at the little cobbled yard in front of the millhouse. A cat sat at the foot of the steps.

“Chuco wants his dinner,” said Adam.

“Chuco can wait. If we’re going to walk, we should leave now, or we will be late,” said Pete.

Adam realized Pete was angry. Lately he seemed angry all the time, but it was an odd, private, submerged anger. He must be very angry not to feed Chuco, whom he loved. He will not feed Chuco to punish me, thought Adam. “We can take the car now,” said Adam. “Perhaps I am too tired to walk.”

Pete turned away from the door and looked at him. “No,” he said. He bent down and picked up the cat. The cat looked away. “Just let me feed this little pig.”




 Portia was sitting at the round table in the courtyard drawing and labeling a map of South America. It was an assignment for school. She was a day student at the convent school in Tranqueras. The courtyard was surrounded on three sides by wings of the large house and on the fourth side by a stone wall. There was an archway in the center of the wall, and a small, round fountain in the middle of the courtyard. Arden, her mother, came out of the kitchen door, her hands full of tablecloth and napkins and cutlery, and stood behind Portia for a moment, watching her color Uruguay gold. The rest of South America was green, all different shades of green, like fields seen from an airplane.

“Why are you making it gold?” Arden asked.

For a moment Portia did not answer. She was eight years old and had recently discovered that the withholding of information is a kind of power. “Because,” she finally said.


“But it doesn’t match the rest of South America,” said Arden.

“It’s not supposed to,” said Portia.

It made Arden happy to watch Portia carefully color Uruguay gold. “It’s very pretty,” she said.

“It’s not supposed to be pretty,” said Portia.

“Yes, but it can be,” said Arden. “And is, I think. Like you.” She bent down and kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “Your hair smells of gasoline,” she said. “What have you been doing?”

“Nothing,” said Portia.

“Have you been playing in the garage?”

“No,” Portia decided, after a moment’s thought.

“Well, you shall have a shampoo tonight,” said Arden. “Even if we have no hot water. Could you move that, darling? Just for a moment, while I set the table?”

“Why do we need a tablecloth?” asked Portia.

“Because Adam and Pete are coming to dinner and I want the table to look nice. And really, you should always have a tablecloth. There is no reason not to have a tablecloth. But when it’s just us I get lazy.”

“Do I have to eat with you?”

“Don’t you want to?”

“No. I’d rather eat in the kitchen.”

“Why?”

“Because you all talk too much.”

“But that’s what people do when they eat together—talk.”

“But it’s boring. Especially with Uncle Adam.”

“All right. But help me with the tablecloth.”

“I don’t see why you should always have a tablecloth. It just gets dirty and has to be washed and that causes pollution,” said Portia. “When it’s just the table you can wipe the crumbs off, and let the birds eat them. It’s much more elogical.”

“Ecological, you mean,” said Arden. “But life isn’t always—well, some of the nice things about life aren’t always the most practical
or ecological, are they? And having a tablecloth does no great harm, so it’s okay.”

“Sister Domina says it is the little harms, the little sins, that matter most, because they add up. God adds them all up.”

“I suppose you’re right, but we shall still use the tablecloth. When you get a bit older you can join the nuns and live as simply as they do.”

“You don’t have to join the nuns to live simply,” observed Portia.

“But it is easier, I think, when one is apart from the world.”

“Sister Domina says that their world is the real world. And we live apart from it.”

“Well, everything is a matter of perspective, I suppose,” said Arden. “Now will you move your map and the pencils?”

Portia complied, and helped her mother set the table. After a moment they heard some voices from inside the house. “Listen,” said Arden. “That must be Uncle Adam and Pete. Go tell them we’re out here.”

Portia disappeared through the French doors, and returned a moment later with Pete, who said good evening and kissed Arden. “Where’s Adam?” she asked.

“He’s inside,” said Pete. “He wanted to look at the newspapers.”

“Can I get you a drink?” Arden asked Pete.

“Yes,” said Pete. “Thank you.”

“Gin?”

“Yes, thanks,” said Pete.

Arden entered the house through the French doors opening into a large front hall, the high ceiling of which was crowned with a cupola. Opposite the French doors was the large wooden front door; two galleries ran along the back wall from which doors led to the hallways on the second and third floors, and a curved staircase led up to the first gallery from each side of the room. Directly off the entrance hall were doors that led to the pantry and kitchen hallway,
a small toilet, and two large, square rooms in the front of the house: one was a library, one was a sitting room. Arden paused at the library door. “Good evening, Adam,” she said. “I won’t disturb you now except to see if you’d like a drink. Pete and I are having gins.”

“Oh, how I would adore a nice little glass of gin,” said Adam.

“Lime?” asked Arden.

“Yes, of course,” said Adam. “Lots of lime, if you can spare it.”

Arden returned a moment later with a tray of drinks. She put Adam’s on the little table beside his seat. “Thank you, my dear,” he said, without looking up from the newspaper.

Arden returned to the courtyard, but Pete and Portia had disappeared. She put the tray down on the table, took her drink, and walked over and sat on the rim of the fountain. It was full of dark water and lily pads and fat, listless carp. They appeared and loitered at the surface near her, but she had nothing to feed them. After a moment they nonchalantly sank, as if they had never really expected to be fed at all.

Arden put her fingers in the water and some fish returned to nibble at the pellets of air that clung to them. Jules had used to nibble her fingertips, pretending he was—what? Not a fish. A child, perhaps. And suck them too.

After a while, Portia and Pete appeared through the archway. They came and sat beside Arden at the fountain. For a moment no one said anything, but it was a comfortable silence. Then Arden said, “Your drink’s on the table, Pete. Portia, why don’t you get it for him?”

“I’ll get it,” said Pete.

Portia was kneeling beside the basin, trailing the ends of her long hair through the water, trying to entice the fish.

“Don’t,” said Arden.

“Why? You already said I’ll have a shampoo tonight,” said Portia.


“Yes,” said Arden.

Pete returned with his drink.

“Where did you go?” asked Arden.

Portia looked at Pete. “Nowhere,” she said.

“A secret,” said Pete.

Adam emerged from the house and sat at the table, the newspaper neatly folded into quarters. “Come here and help me with the Jumble,” he called to Portia.

Portia stood up and joined her uncle at the table. This left Arden and Pete at the fountain. They sipped their drinks, and watched the fish move slowly through the dark green water.




 Caroline looked down at them from her studio in the tower. It was not really a tower, just a room built above the attic, with dormers and windows on both sides. Jules had built it for her, because the rest of the house was so dark: in an effort to re-create Bavaria, Jules’s parents had planted thousands of trees—Norwegian spruce, Austrian pine, juniper, larch—and the resulting forest now perpetually shadowed the big house. Caroline watched Pete and Arden sit on the fountain and say nothing to each other. Then she turned away from the window and looked at her canvas. Since she had realized—or admitted—years ago that she would never paint anything original or good, she had only made copies of great paintings. It was more sensible that way. Otherwise she would have stopped painting, and she liked to paint. She was now copying Bellini’s Madonna of the Meadow. She crossed the room and looked out the other side, out across the tops of trees. She looked up: the sky was still a very pale blue, a tired, ancient blue. There were no clouds. She heard gravel crunching and saw Diego walking down the drive. He had come up from the village to fix the hot water heater. Perhaps they would have hot water tonight. She could take a bath. She watched him walk all the way down the long drive. He stood at the end smoking a cigarette, waiting for his son. She went back and
looked at her painting as if it might have changed, reconfigured itself, in her brief absence. It had not. She heard a car and returned to the front windows and watched Diego get into his son’s car. The car drove away. She crossed the room and looked out the window at the courtyard. They were eating now, all seated at the table. Candles and a tablecloth. Even though she had been asked, and refused, to join them, she felt excluded. That the exclusion was her of them rather than them of her made it no less keenly felt.




 “Are we not being joined by Caroline?” asked Adam, as they began eating.

“No,” said Arden. “She’s working and didn’t want the interruption.”

“I should go up later,” said Adam. “After dinner.”

“I’m sure she would like to see you,” said Arden.

“She works very hard,” said Adam. “Still, after all these years.”

Arden agreed that she did.

“She wasn’t a bad painter once, you know. Terribly derivative, but not bad. Of course, all women artists tend to be derivative.”

Arden refused to be baited. “I like her paintings,” she said. “At least the ones I’ve seen.”

“Yes, you would,” said Adam. “You know nothing about art, do you?”

“No.” Arden laughed. “Absolutely nothing.” And then, to change the subject, she said, “I received an interesting letter today.”

“Did you? How nice for you,” said Adam. “It has been ages—years, perhaps—since I have received any correspondence that could be called interesting. Who wrote you this interesting letter?”

“A student. A graduate student, from a university in the States. He’s written some sort of thesis on Jules, and he wants to turn it into a biography. He’s received a grant to fund his research and the university press would publish it.”

“And the reason he wrote you?”


“Well, he wants me—he wants us to authorize it. He needs our authorization to continue.”

“Someone wants to write a biography of Jules Gund?”

“Yes,” said Arden. “Apparently.”

“Is this person reputable?” asked Adam.

“I don’t know,” said Arden. “I assume so. He’s affiliated with a university.”

“Which one?”

“I don’t remember. A state university. Kansas, I think. Or Nebraska.”

“May I see the letter?” asked Adam.

“Of course,” said Arden. She went into the house and returned with the letter. She handed it across the table to Adam, who held it close to the candle and read it. Arden and Pete watched him.

After a moment Adam set the letter down on the table. “Well, a biography could be very good for us,” he said.

“Could it? How?”

“By increasing interest in Jules. And thereby increasing sales.”

“Yes, he mentions that in his letter. But surely that’s no reason to authorize a biography … simply to increase sales. And there’s no guarantee that it will, is there?”

“No,” said Adam, “but it can’t hurt.”

“Can’t it?” said Arden.

“I don’t see how,” said Adam.

“It could hurt Jules,” said Arden.

“Jules is dead.”

“I mean his reputation.”

“I think you mean that it could hurt you,” said Adam.

“No, I didn’t mean that,” said Arden. “How could it hurt me?”

“It would expose you—your life, after all, was entwined with his.”

“Yes, it was, and in no way that shames me. So how could I be hurt? Besides, I’m not thinking of myself. I’m thinking about Jules.
Would Jules want this? Would he want a biography? I don’t think so.”

“Jules is dead. I don’t think he is wanting or not wanting much of anything these days.”

Arden frowned, but said nothing.

“Have you spoken with Caroline?”

“Yes,” said Arden. “She said no. She would not authorize a biography. She wants no such thing.”

“Why?”

“She did not say.”

“How like Caroline.”

“I think I agree with her.”

“How can you agree with her without knowing her reasons?”

“I agree with her decision. And we outnumber you, so you will be outvoted.”

“Are we to allow the continuing reputation of Jules Gund to be decided by something so stupid as democracy?”

“How else can we decide? It is certainly the easiest way.”

“The easiest way! Don’t you want to do what is best for the estate?”

“Yes,” said Arden. “Of course, but also what is best for Jules.”

“I hasten to remind you that Jules is dead.”

“I know that. But that is not a reason to stop considering him.”

“Isn’t it? I would think it is a very good reason. I am hardhearted, I suppose.”

Arden did not reply. She stood and began to stack the plates.

Adam leaned back in his chair and then said, “May I ask you again why you do not wish to encourage this biography? Perhaps you can explain your reasons to me.”

“I don’t believe in biography,” Arden said.

“You don’t believe in biography?”

“No,” said Arden. “Well, not the biography of artists. Or writers. I think their work should speak for itself. I think their work is
their life, at least publicly. And biography can only interfere with the work—it taints the work somehow.”

“How?”

“By offering an alternative narrative. To have that out there, set alongside his work, for us to countenance that, and perhaps benefit from that—I feel that is wrong.”

“Wrong? How wrong?”

“Just wrong. I don’t know; I can’t explain. I’m not an intellectual. I’m sorry I can’t be clearer. It’s just something I feel, strongly.”

“I understand and appreciate your feeling,” said Adam. “But think for a moment. You may not be an intellectual but you are a thoughtful and intelligent person. Think: we have before us the request to write an authorized biography.” He touched the letter on the table. “Do you understand what that means?”

“It means he can’t write it without our permission,” said Arden.

“No,” said Adam, “it does not. It means that in exchange for our permission and cooperation, in exchange for our making available to him Jules’s papers and our reminiscences of him, we have control of the content of the book. We can withhold, or cause to be withheld, any information we do not wish, for any reason, to be included. This young man writes the book, yes, but its content is entirely controlled and vetted by us. That is an authorized biography. That is what this young man is proposing to write. If we decide, as you propose, not to cooperate with him, to withhold authorization, there is nothing to prevent him from writing his biography anyway. It would be more difficult, of course, without our help, but he would in that case be free to write whatever he wanted. We would, in effect, be handing the story of Jules over to him carte blanche. We would be sacrificing Jules out of pride, stubbornness, stupidity.”

“I don’t think he could write a biography without our cooperation,” said Arden. “How could he?”

“That is the job of biographers. They are clever, vindictive,
ruthless people. You must see that our withholding authorization is like throwing him the gauntlet. It is much better if he is on our side.”

“Perhaps I’m naive,” said Arden. “In fact, I’m sure I am. But I don’t see the world like that. I don’t presuppose that people will act ruthlessly or vindictively. I think people are reasonable and respect privacy. It’s a nice letter, the letter he wrote. Polite, and respectful.” She reached out and touched it. “You are too cynical, I think, Adam.”

“Well, about one thing, at least, you are correct.”

“What?”

“You are naive.”

Arden picked up the stacked plates and carried them into the house. Pete stood up and walked across the courtyard, out through the archway, into the night. Adam sat alone for a moment. He looked up at the light in Caroline’s room. He could hear Arden and Portia talking in the kitchen. He went looking for Pete. He found him smoking near the garden. They stood beside each other for a moment, not talking, and then Pete said, “You were nasty, I think.”

Adam took the cigarette from him and dragged on it. He gave it back. Exhaled. “Was I?” he said.

“Yes,” said Pete. “I think you’d have a better chance of changing her mind if you were a little kinder.”

“Oh, please,” said Adam. “Arden knows I am not kind.”

Pete flicked his cigarette to the ground and stepped on it. Then he picked up the butt and put it in his shirt pocket. “I don’t suppose you want to walk home?” he asked.

“No,” said Adam. “I’m tired. And I’ve got to talk to Caroline.”

“So you want me to get the car?”

“Yes,” said Adam. “Please.”

Pete began walking around the house, toward the drive.

“Wait!” Adam called. “Do you want me to get you a torch?”

“No,” said Pete.


“It’s dark,” said Adam.

“It’s okay,” said Pete. “I know the way.”




 Adam made his slow way up the steps to Caroline’s studio. She was working at the easel and did not turn around as he entered the room. He had the feeling she had not been working, that she had assumed this position only at the sound of his footsteps on the stairs; certainly his slow ascent had given her plenty of time. He stood behind her and watched her paint. Her intentness seemed artificial. He found a chair and sat down.

“It looks quite good,” he said. “Although the colors are all wrong.”

“Good evening, Adam,” said Caroline. She did not turn around.

“Good evening,” said Adam.

“Please don’t say anything more about my painting,” said Caroline.

“All right,” said Adam. “Except really, the colors—”

“Please,” said Caroline. She turned around and smiled brightly at him. “Did you come up for a drink?”

“No,” said Adam. “I was left alone, and saw your light.”

“And so you came up for a drink,” said Caroline.

“I wouldn’t refuse a drink,” said Adam.

Caroline poured two glasses of scotch and gave one to Adam.

“I wish you and Arden would coordinate your liquor,” Adam said. He sipped his scotch and looked again at the painting. “It’s Bellini, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Caroline. “But please don’t look at it.”

“You can draw very well,” said Adam.

“Yes,” said Caroline. “I can draw. But I cannot paint.”

“Yes you can,” said Adam. “Or you could, at least. I was just telling Arden what a good painter you were.”

“Yes,” said Caroline. “Were. Can we not talk about the painting?”


They were silent a moment, and then Caroline said, “Did Arden show you the letter?”

“Yes,” said Adam.

“And what do you think?”

“I think I am old and tired. I think this scotch is excellent. Where did you get it?”

“Sebastian brought it. What do you think of the letter?”

“I think what any sensible person would think,” said Adam.

“And what is that?”

“It is an excellent opportunity for us. We would be fools not to encourage him.”

“Ah,” said Caroline.

“I understand you think differently.”

“Yes,” said Caroline. “I am not as sensible as you.”

“Apparently no one is,” said Adam. “Or at least no one to whom this matters.”

“Not Arden?”

“Arden sees this as a romantic opportunity—to be the noble grieving widow, protecting her husband’s good name. It is absurd.”

“Why?”

“For several reasons. First of all, if anyone should play that role—which no one should—it is you. Second, it is stupid and impractical. And selfish. I could go on and on.”

“I’ve no doubt you could.”

“And I think, for some strange reason I can’t fathom, she wants to align herself with you in this matter. And so I depend upon you to be sensible.”

“You keep mentioning sensibility, as if you are the arbiter of it. You are not, Adam. We make our own sensibilities. You cannot impose yours on others. At least not upon me.”

“Why don’t you want this biography?”

“It is of no great concern to me. It is not something I want or don’t want.”

“Then why did you tell Arden you did not want it.”


“I told her I would not grant authorization.”

“Why did you tell her that?

“Because Jules did not want a biography. He told me that once.”

“When?”

“Years ago. When The Gondola was first published.”

“That was over twenty years ago.”

“Yes. Ages ago. Aeons. But when he said it is not important.”

“And because of something Jules may have said to you twenty years ago, you are now going to refuse to authorize a biography that is undoubtedly in all of our best interests?”

“Yes,” said Caroline. “It seems logical to me. Sensible, even.”

“I’m sure Jules said many things to you twenty years ago,” said Adam. “For instance, he said he would love you always, didn’t he, when you were married?”

“Yes,” said Caroline.

“And you did not hold him to that,” said Adam.

“I did not need to. Jules didn’t stop loving me. He stayed married to me.”

“What you had, at the end, was not a marriage,” said Adam.

“Was it not? Who are you to say? Again, I think it is a matter of sensibilities. And what does any of this have to do with the biography? Nothing, I think. Or, I might add, with you.”

“I think it does,” said Adam. “I was his brother. I was not his wife, or his mistress. Ours was a fairly dispassionate relationship, and I think I can see this present situation a little more clearly than either you or Arden. And I think it is a situation that needs to be looked at clearly. Dispassionately.”

“And you are the one to do it,” said Caroline.

“I’m sorry if I have offended you,” said Adam. “That was not my intention.”

“You haven’t,” said Caroline. “We just think differently about this, that is all.”

They heard a car and saw its lights coming up the drive.


“Here is Pete,” said Adam. “And it is late. Perhaps we should talk about this some more, the three of us, and come to a decision. We must respond to the letter, after all.”

“Well, my mind is made up.”

Adam stood up. “Please don’t say that, Caroline. At least have the grace to listen to what I have to say, and consider it. I expect that rigidity of Arden, but not of you.”

“Of course I will listen to you,” said Caroline. “I did not mean that.”

“Tomorrow, then. Will you come to lunch? And bring Arden with you? And we can discuss this all calmly and rationally.”

“I’ll come to lunch,” said Caroline. “And bring Arden with me, but whether we can discuss this calmly and rationally is another matter.”

“We can try,” said Adam.

“Yes,” said Caroline.

“You’ll tell Arden?”

“Yes. Go now. Pete is waiting. How is Pete?”

“Pete is unhappy. Surly. He is getting tired of living in the middle of nowhere with a nasty old man.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Caroline. “Pete loves you.”

“And I love Pete. But nevertheless, he is unhappy. Good night.”

Adam kissed her. She closed the door and listened to him go slowly down the stairs. She heard the car door open and close and then she heard the car drive away. It was quiet. Then she could hear, from somewhere lower in the house, a bath filling. Good, she thought, there must be hot water.




 Arden was saying good night to Portia. She sat on the bed and combed Portia’s hair, which was still damp from her shampoo, “Where did you go before, with Pete?” she asked.

“What?” asked Portia.


“Before dinner. You and Pete disappeared. Where did you go?”

“Nowhere,” said Portia. “For a little walk.”

“Yes, but where?”

“To the beehive,” said Portia.

“You are supposed to stay away from the hive,” said Arden. “You could get stung.”

“I know. But I thought with Pete it would be all right. We wanted to see the bees fly home. They come back at sunset.”

“Yes,” said Arden, “I know.”

“And then we listened to the hive. We didn’t stand too close. We were behind the well. We could hear it from there. The humming.” She made a purring noise low in her throat. “Pete says the bees talk to each other, and dance.”

“Yes,” said Arden. “I’ve heard that they do. There. Your hair is nice and dry. And it smells lovely. Get into bed.”

“First I must say my prayers,” said Portia.

“I forgot. Yes. Say your prayers, if you want.”

Portia knelt beside the bed, but looked over her shoulder at her mother. “Go away,” she said. “Don’t listen. Prayers are private. They are between God and me.”

“All right,” said Arden. “But God can’t tuck you in. Call me when you’re ready.”

She went out into the hall, from where she could hear her daughter mumbling a very long and complicated prayer, the particulars of which she could not, in spite of her efforts, discern.




 Although Arden and Caroline lived in the same house they saw each other infrequently. Without ever having discussed or acknowledged it, they had come to an arrangement of passing through the house, of inhabiting certain rooms at certain times, of rising, eating, sleeping, and bathing, that allowed for little or, on some days, no contact.

Caroline’s habit was to stay awake much of the night and sleep
far into the day. After Adam left her she drank another scotch and sat looking at her rendition of Madonna of the Meadow. She was copying it from a large color plate in a book on Bellini that had been published in Dresden in 1920. It was one in a series of books that had been brought over by Jules’s parents. Of course the colors were all wrong; probably printed poorly to begin with and now faded even further. She had tried in her version to replicate the colors she supposed were in the original painting—the brightness of the past—but she knew she had failed.

She waited until all the lights were out in the house until she descended from the attic and crossed the dark courtyard. The fountain had been turned off but the fish moved sleeplessly through the water. She stood for a moment, watching them, and then entered the house.

It was all still and dark. Her rooms were on the second floor and she had almost passed through the front hall toward the stairs when something made her turn around and study the shadows across the room. A woman was sitting in the dark, watching her.

“It’s me,” said Arden. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

“You startled me,” said Caroline. “I thought you were in bed.”

“I was,” said Arden, “but I couldn’t sleep.”

I could say good night and continue up the stairs, thought Caroline. Or I could go and sit beside her. But her pause to think this was somehow decisive; it precluded the first alternative. “Perhaps you should have a drink,” she said. “It may help you sleep.”

“Actually, I already have one,” said Arden. She raised her hands from her lap, revealing a small glass cupped in them.

Caroline sat down across the room, on the bottom stair. For a moment, neither of them said anything.

Then Caroline said, “Did Diego fix the heater? Do we have hot water?”

“No,” said Arden. “He says he needs another part. He said he would come back tomorrow, if he can get it in town.”

“How I long for a hot bath,” said Caroline.


“Yes,” said Arden. “I know.”

They were silent a moment, and then Arden asked, “How is your painting coming?”

Caroline made a noise that indicated both impatience and dismissal.

Arden sipped from her little glass.

What is she drinking? wondered Caroline. Is she a drunk? Has Arden become a drunk? She bent down and unstrapped her sandals. “Adam has invited us to lunch tomorrow. He wishes to discuss the biography.”

“I thought you didn’t want it,” said Arden.

“I don’t,” said Caroline. “But the least we can do is listen to Adam. We owe him that.”

“Why?” said Arden. “He doesn’t listen to others.”

Caroline stood up. “Well, I said we would have lunch with him. You can not come if you wish.”

“Of course I’ll come,” said Arden. “I just wish he weren’t such a bully.”

“It’s rather pointless to wish that,” said Caroline. “Should we walk down together?”

“Yes,” said Arden.

“I’ll look for you about noon, then. Good night.”

“Good night,” said Arden.

Caroline turned and went up the stairs. Arden sat alone a while longer, finishing her drink. Then she, too, went to bed.




CHAPTER THREE






Arden and Caroline walked along the shaded verge of the road. They both wore sleeveless dresses and sandals; Caroline wore a straw hat with a large, sloping brim. It tied with ribbons beneath her chin, but the ribbons were loose and fluttered at the periphery of her gaze.

It was about a mile downhill from the big house at Ochos Rios to the millhouse. The road was quiet, seldom traveled by automobiles. They walked past a field of wildflowers above which a cloud of butterflies delicately hovered. Then they turned off onto the dirt road that dipped down, shadowed by trees, toward the dell in which the millhouse stood, and the air was suddenly fresh.

From the window of the study Adam could see two women walking along the road. A little cloud of dust got kicked up around them. Fools, he thought. Mad dogs and Englishmen. He looked again at the women, who had drawn closer. One of them wore a coolie hat, trailing ribbons. And then he thought: Damn it, it’s Caroline and Arden, coming to lunch. I forgot.

The millhouse was a round stone building that had been rather
crudely transformed into a domicile. A large living room and small kitchen and bathroom occupied the first floor, the second floor was a large, unfinished room where Pete stored the secondhand and cast-off furniture he collected and sold to a dealer from New York City. A bedroom and study were on the third floor. Adam went out to the landing and called for Pete.

“What?” Pete called back up.

“I forgot to tell you. Caroline and Arden are coming to lunch.”

“When?” asked Pete.

“Now,” said Adam.

“What?” Pete appeared in the open space below, gazing up.

“I forgot to tell you that I invited Caroline and Arden to lunch. And they are coming up the road. Or actually, they are coming down the road. Do we have anything to feed them?”

“No,” said Pete.

“There must be something,” said Adam. “What were you planning for our lunch?”

“I didn’t know I was planning our lunch.”

“Of course you were. You always do. Don’t taunt me.”

“I thought we might have soup. A tin of soup. But it won’t go four ways,” said Pete.

“There must be another tin,” said Adam.

“There isn’t,” said Pete.

“Could we stretch it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Add water till there’s enough for four. What kind of soup is it?”

“Chicken,” said Pete. “With rice.”

“Oh, that will be fine,” said Adam. “Just add some water and some milk. You can make it a sort of cream of chicken rice. Those tinned soups are made to be stretched. And we have bread, don’t we?”

“A little,” said Pete.


“Well, slice it thinly.”

“Why did you invite them to lunch? We were just there last night.”

“In order to discuss this business of the biography. I thought it might help to get them here, on my turf, so to speak. Otherwise they will stay home and plot things. And we don’t want Arden and Caroline plotting behind our backs, do we?”

“That might be interesting,” said Pete. “I would not mind it so much.”

“Well, I would,” said Adam. “And remember that you are on my side. You must charm them. I am incapable of that, so I depend upon you.”

“Should I be charming before or after I make the lunch?” asked Pete.

“What?”

“I just want to make sure I understand your orders: feed them lunch and be charming. Anything else?”

There was a knock on the door.

“Don’t be difficult,” said Adam. “Open the door.”

“Feed them lunch, be charming, don’t be difficult, open the door. Anything else?”

Adam laughed. “Not at the moment,” he said.

Pete opened the door. The two ladies entered and were greeted. Adam descended the stairs, and they entered the living room and found seats, all a little bit away from one another. The act of sitting down and arranging themselves took some time and attention, and was followed by a silence. Then Adam said, “I am sorry to say that Pete has burned the lunch. So I am afraid we have only the soup left to feed you.”

“Soup sounds perfect,” said Caroline. “I am not hungry for a big lunch.”

“Neither am I,” said Arden. And then she said, “It’s much cooler down here near the stream. How lucky you are.”


Caroline said, “I have always loved this room and now, for the first time, I understand why. There is something about a room with rounded walls, with no corners, that makes me feel safe and happy. I suppose it all goes back to the womb.”

Adam did not like this talk of wombs. “Could I get you an aperitif?” he asked. “I think we have some Cinzano.”

“We have no Cinzano,” Pete said.

“Yes, we have no Cinzano,” Adam sang. Then he said, “Well, what do we have?”

“There is wine, of course, and tomato juice.”

“Tomato juice would be lovely,” said Caroline.

“Yes,” said Arden. “Please.”

Pete stood up.

Arden said, “Let me help you.” Together they went through the swinging door into the tiny kitchen, a sort of shed that had been built onto the millhouse at some distant point; it had no windows, just a rusted exhaust fan that no longer worked but through which leaked a little fresh air. A piece of slate, which stood on top of an old kneehole desk, served as a counter. A small, ancient, noisy refrigerator occupied the kneehole. A hot plate and toaster oven stood on the counter. A single spigot in the stone wall emptied into an old porcelain sink that stood on an iron stand beneath it. Most of the porcelain was worn away, revealing an iridescent subderma, smooth and pearly as the inside of a shell, veined with rust.

Pete rummaged in one of the desk’s drawers and extracted a tin without a label. “This is either tomato juice or lard,” he said, and began to poke a hole in its top with an awl.

Arden watched him. “Don’t you have a can opener?” she asked.

Pete looked at her, but did not answer.

“What’s wrong?” asked Arden.

“What do you mean, what’s wrong?”

“I can tell when something’s wrong between you and Adam. Is he still upset about last night?”


“No,” said Pete. “Or perhaps yes, I don’t know. What he’s really upset about is the lunch.”

“Because you burned it?”

Pete was a good cook, and this fiction rankled him. “I did not burn it! There was nothing to burn. He forgot to tell me you were coming until just before you arrived. And so to punish him I told him there was no food. Just one tin of soup.”

“Why do you want to punish him?” asked Arden.

The answer was obvious and inexplicable, so Pete merely shrugged.

“Do you really only have one can of soup?”

“No. There’s plenty of soup. But I want it to seem a miracle.” Pete succeeded in penetrating the can’s metal skin. He sniffed at the thick maroon juice that spunked from the hole. “It smells bad,” he said. He dabbed his finger and tasted it. “It’s nasty,” he said. “Wouldn’t you rather have a glass of wine?”

“Yes,” said Arden, “I would.”

“I think we all would,” said Pete. He extracted a bottle of wine from the refrigerator, deftly opened it, and put it and three glasses on a little silver tray. “Why don’t you take this out and leave me to my soup?”

“Are you sure I can’t help you?”

“Yes. And don’t give it away. There was only one tin of soup, remember.”

Arden liked Pete. Sometimes it was Arden and Pete versus Adam and Caroline. “I saw no tin at all,” she said, with a laugh, and pushed through the door.

Adam and Caroline were standing by the window, whispering. Arden put the tray down on the low table in front of the sofa and poured wine into the three glasses. “The tomato juice had gone bad,” she announced, “so we decided on wine. Would you like a glass, Caroline?”

“Yes, please,” said Caroline.


“Adam?”

“I could have told him the tomato juice was rancid. It’s been there for a hundred years, if a day.”

“Then why did you not?” asked Caroline.

“Because he would have told me to shut up,” said Adam.

“But you know he is right,” said Caroline. “You really should shut up, sometimes.”

“Of course I know,” said Adam. “The problem is I have no self-control. I blame it on my parents. I was brought up well enough to know what not to say but not strictly enough to resist saying it. I was indulged and spoiled. Shamelessly. Until a certain age when a certain brother was born and I became unbearable and then I was just ignored. ‘Go and play out of doors,’ my mother would say, pushing me outside and locking the door behind me. They actually locked me out of the house, for hours and hours. In all sorts of weather. Can you imagine?”

“Yes,” said Caroline. “I can.”

“I would go to the garage and let the chauffeur interfere with me. Chauffeur interfere. That sounds very nice, doesn’t it? It would be good in a poem. Or as a title: The Interfering Chauffeur.”

Arden took a glass of wine from the tray and sat on the couch. She felt she wanted to drink it more than she wanted to serve them theirs. I suppose that makes me selfish, she thought, but so be it. She sipped the wine. It tasted very good: cold and clean. She shuddered slightly at the thought of the rancid tomato juice and drank more wine.

Pete appeared from the kitchen. He began to clear off the round table, which was stacked with books and dated newspapers and magazines.

“May I help?” asked Arden.

“No, thanks,” said Pete.

“How is the soup coming?” asked Adam.

“Quite nicely,” said Pete, and returned to the kitchen.


“Well,” said Adam, after a moment. “Perhaps we should talk about this biography.”

“Jules did not want a biography,” said Caroline.

“That was my feeling too,” said Arden.

“While I think it is very noble of both of you to consider Jules’s feelings, I think such consideration is rather beside the point.”

“Why is that?” asked Caroline.

“Jules is dead,” said Adam, “as I seem to be constantly reminding you.”

“I do not need you to remind me of that,” said Caroline. “I know very well he is dead.”

“Good. I am glad to hear it, as I had begun to wonder. And as he is dead, I think we should stop worrying about what Jules would or would not have wanted.”

“But isn’t that exactly our role as executors?” asked Arden. “I thought it was.”

“No, my dear. Your role as executor is to manage his literary estate.”

“And how can we do that without considering him?”

“Jules and his literary estate are two separate things. They are not one indivisible entity. He wrote a book. He was not his work. It was not him. It is a product.”

“I think it is more than a product,” said Arden.

“But you will admit it is separate from him?”

“Of course, in the most literal way.”

“Why don’t you tell us why you want this biography,” said Caroline.

“Why do I want this biography? It is very simple! It is no great mystery. Let me try to put it simply: this biography, this authorized biography, which is guaranteed to be published by what I assume to be a reputable if somewhat … well, somewhat dingy university press, this biography will help immeasurably in making sure that Jules’s work is not lost or overlooked. For work to survive, it must
be read in context of the life. It was fine for Jules to stay private while he was alive, fine for him to want that, but if we don’t allow some public investigation of his life, I am afraid his work will die with him. Disappear. And I do not wish to be responsible for that. I feel I owe my brother that much. That is what I can do for him now.”

“Even if it is against his wishes?” asked Caroline.

“He made me his executor. As he did you and Arden. Somewhat perversely, of course, but nevertheless that is what he did. He has entrusted and empowered us. While he was alive it was all right for him to act in other than the best interest of his reputation. That was his decision to make, and I respected it. But he is dead. It is our decision to make now. We must do what we think is best.”

“I wish I could find the letter he wrote me about this,” said Caroline. “He was reading someone’s biography—I can’t remember whose; Maugham’s, perhaps—and he said he couldn’t bear for his life to be, well, I forget his words, but he compared it to a corpse being publicly exhumed.”

“But you don’t understand!” exclaimed Adam. “He will not have to bear it. He is dead! He bears nothing now!”

“Yes, I see your point,” said Caroline. “It must seem foolish to you, but I am afraid I cannot concede. There is so little we can give the dead, beyond respecting their wishes. In fact, it is all we can give. It is all I can give, and I intend to give it.”

“What about you, Arden?”

“I see both sides,” said Arden. “I understand—I think I understand—both of your positions. And I think if there is a mistake to be made, the greater mistake would be in disregarding Jules’s wishes. If you’re right, Adam, and it’s a mistake not to take advantage of what a biography would offer, that’s the mistake I’d rather make. That mistake hurts no one, really. It can be changed in the future. But the other mistake is hurtful, and cannot be changed. You cannot take something out of the world once it is put in, but you can add things, later, if you want.”


They were all silent a moment, and then Pete appeared with steaming and fragrant bowls of soup. They all stood up.

“It smells delicious, Pete,” said Caroline.

They sat at the table and began eating the chicken rice soup, to which Pete had added lemon and cilantro and wine. It was delicious. They all agreed on that.




 As it was all uphill, it was a slower walk back to the big house. And the two women were stunned by the heat and the wine they had drunk before, during, and after lunch. They would take naps when they got home, both of them, drowsing on large old beds in bedrooms at different ends of the house. They often did the same thing at the same time, unwittingly, for they were more alike than they cared to know, and there was something real between them, a rhythm, like love, that allowed them to live together as peacefully as they did.

They walked in silence, the sun on their bare arms and legs. Caroline carried her hat, trailing its ribbons. They passed the field of wildflowers, but the butterflies had disappeared. The flowers were left behind, however, like an image in a mirror that remains reflected after its subject passes.

“I’m glad that it’s been decided,” said Arden.

Caroline murmured something.

“I think we’ve made the right decision,” said Arden. “I don’t think a biography would make much difference anyway. I’m not convinced by that. It’s better to proceed cautiously. I shall tell him we have no interest in a biography at this time.”

“Yes,” said Caroline. “Tell him that.”

“I’ll write to him as soon as we get home,” said Arden. “We mustn’t keep him waiting.” As she said this her mind made a little leap, and a field appeared beside the field in which she had been thinking: She could write the biography. They couldn’t stop her from doing that. And what else was she to do with her life? It was
the project that she needed, that would give her direction and purpose, save her from this aimless fretting. She supposed she could do it. It was just a formula after all, a gathering of information, a filling-in of blanks, a compiling and arranging of facts. It seemed impossible but it must not be, as biographies were so often written. And with Adam and Caroline around it wouldn’t be difficult to find out what she needed to know. Really, among the three of them, they knew everything. Or everything that would go into a biography. Adam knew about Jules’s childhood and the past, and Caroline knew about the rest. And who better to write it than she? Some graduate student from Kansas who had never known Jules and never set foot in Uruguay? No wonder he wants to pick our brains, she thought. We mustn’t let some stranger do it. I must write him at once and say no.

“I shall write him at once and say no,” said Arden.

“Yes,” said Caroline.

They turned into the drive and saw Portia, walking home from school, a ways ahead of them. She was trailing her cardigan in the dusty road and hopping along, singing. Some of her piping notes were carried back to the two women.

Arden called out her name.

Portia stopped hopping and singing and turned around. The two women caught her up. Arden leaned down and kissed her.

“Where have you been?” asked Portia.

“Having lunch with Uncle Adam and Pete,” said Arden. “How was school? Pick up your sweater, darling. Don’t drag it. Here, give it to me.”

“What were you singing?” asked Caroline.

“Did you hear me?” asked Portia.

“Yes,” said Caroline. “It sounded lovely.”

“It was just a song,” said Portia. “Well, not a song, really. I was making it up. Oh, before I forget. I’ve got to bring some yarn to school tomorrow. Sister Domina is teaching us knitting.”


“Knitting?”

“Yes. It’s either knitting or decoupage. But Sister Julian’s doing the decoupage, so everyone chose knitting. So then we had to count off because there weren’t enough needles and I was an even, and evens are knitting. Ana Luz and Paloma are knitting too. Marta is decoupage, but she’s going to pretend the varnish makes her sick and get switched. Ana Luz showed her how to be sick.”

“You must teach me to knit,” said Caroline. “I would like to knit a nice, warm gray sweater to wear when it rains.” She drew her arms around herself as if she were chilly. “I used to have the loveliest gray sweater. It was my sister’s. I wore it when I painted, which was stupid of course, but I felt good in it. It must have been full of turpentine because one day I dropped my cigarette on it and it went up in flames. Luckily I got it off before it burned me. That’s when I stopped smoking. Although it’s really drinking I should have stopped. I only dropped the cigarette because I was drunk, you see. But there is only so much we can give up.”

“We’re knitting scarves, I think,” said Portia. “Not sweaters.”
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