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North Atlantic Ocean
Outward Bound
April 14, 1912



Somewhere below the hubbub of the dinner hour, under the omnipresent vibrating of the ship’s engines, a clock could be heard beginning to chime. Helen Allston tightened her grip on her daughter’s elbow, brushing aside the lace from Eulah’s sleeve to better settle her fingers in its crook. She cast a sidelong glance at Eulah, whose buoyant anticipation seemed not to register her mother’s weight on her arm. Eulah’s face, flushed and pink, eyelids darkened with such a cunning hand that even Helen, who knew better, found the change difficult to detect, wore a bright, open expression that few other women’s daughters could manage with success. Helen sighed with satisfaction. She never tired of seeing the world through Eulah’s eyes, young and willing as they were.

But not too willing, of course.

“What a fetching way you’ve done your hair,” she murmured, steering Eulah with a firm hand toward the grand staircase. Her daughter’s blond curls, too unruly for Helen’s liking most of the time, had been twisted off her forehead and fastened back in a roll, then smothered with a cloud of fragile black netting fastened at the crown with a butterfly, its enamel wings set en tremblant, and so shimmering slightly with Eulah’s every movement.

“My brooch?” Helen said aloud, recognizing the ornament, and Eulah turned to her, eyes wide with mock innocence.

“You don’t mind, do you, Mother?” she asked, dimpling. “Nellie said that all the New York girls were wearing brooches this way, and I thought . . .”

Helen held her gaze for a moment, sufficient to indicate whose brooch this was really, but not long enough to instill any real remorse. She knew that she was inclined to give Eulah too much, rather than too little, leeway. Eulah had a way of making one see the absolute logic of her preferences, no matter how unorthodox. And she had to admit that the new maid they’d brought with them had a good eye for what was fashionable in hairdressing.

“Well,” she demurred, and Eulah laughed, placing her hand on her mother’s, knowing the battle was won before it started.

“Just remember, my dear, that for all that New York fashion, you’re a Boston girl,” Helen whispered, to Eulah’s puff of exasperation. This motherly remonstration dispensed with, the two Allston women paused at the top of the staircase, readying themselves.

Helen’s gaze traveled over her daughter for a final appraisal, wanting to ensure that everything was in its place before they swept down the stairs and into the first-class dining room. Under the netting Eulah’s liquid blue eyes glimmered with anticipation, behind which lurked something else that Helen struggled to identify. She peered closer. Determination, perhaps.

She was accustomed to seeing her youngest child determined. All her children were willful, of course, but Eulah had taken the Allston stubbornness and aimed it outward, at a world that she felt needed fixing, with the same alacrity that Helen’s two older children aimed inward, at themselves. Perhaps after all Eulah finally understood the opportunities available to her on this journey, even more than Helen had guessed.

This determination appeared in the obvious care that her daughter had taken with her evening dress. Helen took pleasure in the creativity Eulah showed in instructing the dressmakers back on Tremont Street, and she suspected that her hours with the dressmakers in Paris would only make Eulah’s directions more demanding. Well, she supposed they would be, anyway, given all that time poring over Journal des Dames et des Modes.

Helen thought it best that Eulah not attempt to look too French, at least not until well after they returned from the tour, so she was glad to see her waist just a little high but still bound with a satin sash, a deep vermilion that she recognized from one of Eulah’s coming-out dresses last winter. The reused satin gathered a rich, narrow column of marigold silk with a matching lace overlay around the bodice, which suited her figure marvelously. Granted, the bodice was just a shade low for Helen’s taste. But she had to admit that the lower cut set off Eulah’s grandmother’s cameo beautifully. All in all, Helen concluded that the months in Italy and France had done wonders for her daughter. Eulah had left Boston a fresh, lively girl, and now she had all the freshness of before, but with the sophisticated gloss that can only be imparted by prolonged exposure to certain works of art, performances of opera, and the perfumed air of fashionable restaurants.

Helen cast a melancholy eye down at her own costume, an evening dress a few seasons out-of-date, but still serviceable. Navy taffeta, low on the shoulders, with black beadwork and sashed with pale blue. She wished she had thought to take it over to Mme. Planchette’s atelier for a sprucing up, shortening above the floor, at least. Her slippers groped around in puddles of silk, hunting for purchase on the polished deck. Helen frowned, regretting her age, and her hand sneaked up to finger the seed pearl choker nestled in the delicate skin of her throat.

Of course Eulah’s loveliness was a credit to her mother. And Helen prided herself on being remarkably well preserved. Her face had only the slightest trace of lines at the edge of her mouth, her eyes were as clear as they ever were, and she only kept the spectacles on a golden lorgnette at her waist for the reading of menus. The rinse that she used was very clever indeed—not even Eulah suspected that Helen’s rich dark hair, now heaped in an elegant pouf at her crown, was less than natural in coloring. At least the navy of her dress complemented Helen’s skin, pearlescent in the low electric light. She would have preferred gas, at least from an aesthetic standpoint, but she supposed the ship must have all the latest modern conveniences. Lan would disapprove, surely. At the thought of her husband, Helen’s face darkened but brightened again almost immediately.

“Why, if it isn’t the Misses Allston!” boomed a young man’s voice, and Helen felt a familiar hand at her elbow. She turned and met the merry face of Deke Emerson, slick haired and apple cheeked in his tight evening clothes, already flushed from his exertions in the library in the hours preceding dinner.

“Why, Deckie!” Eulah squealed, clapping her hands. “I wondered if we’d see you. Mother says that there’re quite a lot of our set on the manifest, but we haven’t seen anyone yet. Isn’t it just marvelous!”

“It is. Doubly so,” Emerson managed, with a little trouble, “now that I’ve found two such sharming dinner companions.”

Helen smiled her most tolerant smile. “My dear Mr. Emerson, what a pleasure. We would be so grateful if you would escort us into the dining room. We’ve engaged to dine with Mrs. Widener this evening.” She emphasized their dining partner’s name, and gave him a weighted look.

“Ah!” said Emerson, comprehending, with an acquiescent waggle of his eyebrows. “I approached you with no other object in mind.” He offered each woman an arm, and with a gathering of skirts and nerves, they descended the grand staircase to the dining room.

As Eulah nattered to Deckie about the wonders of motor dashes through the Bois de Boulogne and the fashions worn by Parisian women, Helen caught her breath at the glittering scene unfolding before her. The staircase itself was a marvel, more suited to a Parisian hotel than an ocean liner. It was carved out of an elegant wood—Lan would know what it was, and he would probably scoff at going to such expense on the fittings of a ship. Like most seagoing men, Lan could be pigheaded about traveling for pleasure. Well, it couldn’t be helped—Eulah must go on the tour. When he saw the change wrought in his youngest daughter, the exquisite finish that Europe had applied to her, Helen knew that Lan would agree she had been right.

The staircase was festooned with carved wooden curlicues, lit by a cherub on the central railing holding aloft an electric torch. Overhead soared an illuminated crystal dome delineated by wrought iron, which reminded Helen of the coils and leaves of the shopping arcades in the rue du Faubourg. The landing of the grand staircase featured a clock with Roman numerals and sharp hands, its face dwarfed by ornate woodwork. She gazed at the clock as they passed down the stairs; presumably the dinner chimes hailed from it. Helen frowned, confused.

“Mr. Emerson,” she said, interrupting Eulah’s enthused discourse on an opera singer whom she had spotted in a café the evening before they departed for England.

“Yes, Mrs. Allston?” her escort replied, solicitous in his pronunciation.

“Is there anything the matter with that clock that you can see?” she asked, nodding her head in its direction.

“Why, I should think not.” He laughed, matching his pace to theirs. “Ship’s brand-new, you know. What’s the word these sailor types use? Shipshape?”

Eulah giggled, digging her elbow into Emerson, and Helen’s frown deepened. The clock bothered her. It looked oddly familiar, but she couldn’t have seen its like before. And try as she might, she couldn’t quite make herself understand what time it was reading. Even this confusion felt familiar; in another moment she would be able to remember what this reminded her of. It was the most curious sensation.

Just then an elderly couple whom Helen recognized from their Tuesday evening lecture society passed by on the way upstairs to the first-class lounge, and she snapped to attention. They bowed, and she nodded, introducing her daughter and Mr. Emerson. The group joined in a few moments’ collective exclamation over the relative fineness of the ship, the dreariness of shipboard life, the delight in continually running into one’s Boston acquaintances while abroad, the miserableness of the Popish peasantry in rural Italy, and the great relief to be returning to Boston, where one could have a proper meal at last.

“Gracious, Mother, listen!” exclaimed Eulah once they had freed themselves from the elderly couple. The band had begun to play, and at the bottom of the staircase they swept through the reception hall and arrived at a splendid dining room, tables all laid with crisp white linen. Tiny candles cast the sterling tableware in warm, twinkling light, and the room was filling with murmuring clusters of people, some few couples dancing at the end of the gallery, the men in perfectly turned-out evening dress.

But the women! Helen smiled as she surveyed the flock of women illuminating each cluster of black-coated men, like tropical birds in a sea of penguins. There was Mrs. Brown, as if Helen needed any help finding her, so insistent was her bellowing western voice, her impressive girth swathed in layers of mink unfitting to April and unmistakably expensive. And there was beautiful young Mrs. Astor, the same age as Eulah, in quiet conference with Mrs. Appleton, neither of whom Helen had met, but Eulah often remarked over their doings when reading the columns in Town Topics. Mercy, how elegant Mrs. Appleton looked. Her gown was of a shell pink so delicate that it almost seemed not to exist.

The sound of humming broke in on these reflections, and Helen shot a reproving look at Eulah, the humming’s source.

“Oh, but I love this song, Mother.” Eulah smiled. “Dum dah dee dum dum duuuuum.”

“Goose,” teased Emerson as he propelled them to their table. “You can’t know this song. It’s brand-new. Why, I only just heard it in Paree, and at a café where your mother wouldn’t ever let you go.”

“I do so know it!” Eulah mock-pouted. “I can even remember some of the words.”

“Is that a fact.” Emerson smiled.

“Dum dee dah dah, hmmm hmmmm silver liiiining . . .” Eulah warbled, her gloved hand drawing musical circles in the air at her shoulder.

“Eulah!” Helen scolded. But her exhortations were cut short by their arrival at the appointed table.

“Well, ladies,” Emerson said, holding on to the back of a chair for extra support as he executed a gentlemanly bow. “Here is where I bid you adieu.”

“You’re too kind, Mr. Emerson,” Helen said, dismissing him, not unkindly.

Eulah gifted Emerson with her most celestial smile, and after he had helped them, as best he could, to their seats, he withdrew.

Helen leaned in to admonish her daughter about her conversation, when she was interrupted by the appearance of Mrs. Widener and, just behind her, a mustachioed eminence who could only be her husband, George. Helen sighed, resigned. She hoped Eulah would have better sense than to go on about her absurd political ideas in front of Mrs. Widener. For all Europe’s salutary influence, Helen worried that her daughter was still dangerously forward thinking. Helen had even caught her lecturing Lady Rutherford in the dressing room at the opera on the necessity of female suffrage.

Of course, Helen had a few unorthodox interests of her own. Not political of course. Spiritual ones, mainly. Mrs. Dee always said Helen owed it to herself—to the world—to expound about the wonderful things they were accomplishing at her Wednesday evenings. Perhaps Eulah was right and Helen oughtn’t lecture her about proselytizing. But babbling on about nonsense in one’s sewing circle was one thing, and doing it at dinner on the first real night of a transatlantic passage was something else.

“Eleanor!” Helen smiled up at her dinner companion, nudging Eulah under the table with a slipper to summon her attention. “My dear, how are you? What a long time it’s been. And Mr. Widener traveling with you. How nice.”

“Helen,” Mrs. Widener acknowledged, offering her hand, which Helen took. Mrs. Widener adjusted the ermine at her shoulders, casting a slow, calculating gaze around the dining room. Finally she sighed and sank into the seat next to Helen Allston, rearranging her skirts and settling against the gilded seat with patient assistance from her husband, who then seated himself and proceeded to drum his meaty fingertips on the tabletop. A few moments passed with the table in silence as the band continued, diners in small clusters began to pick their way to their own tables, and Helen fumbled in her mind for something more to say.

“Well,” Mrs. Widener said at length. “Here we are.” Her husband grunted in assent.

Helen smiled, leaning nearer, and began, “My dear Eleanor, but you remember my daughter Eulah, don’t you? We’re on our way home from the tour,” as Eulah trampled over her mother’s introduction with “How d’you do, Mrs. Widener! And Mr. Widener,” extending her gloved hand across the little nosegay of lilies at the center of the table.

“Of course,” Mrs. Widener allowed, clutching and releasing Eulah’s hand. Her husband followed suit.

Just then a breathless young man appeared from within the crush of people and stooped down to Mrs. Widener’s ear with a “There you are, Mother. I’ve just spent five minutes trapped at a table with Eddie Calderhead, listening to some business scheme of his. Picked up the wrong table card. Nearly had to promise him twenty thousand dollars just so’s he’d let me leave.”

“You didn’t, did you?” Mr. Widener grumbled, but his son paid him no mind.

The young man collapsed into the free chair at his mother’s side with a grin. “Nearly, I said,” he tossed off with a laugh. Mrs. Widener smiled a mother’s indulgent smile, and turned to Helen.

“And you remember my son, don’t you? Here, Harry, meet some lovely people I know from Boston. Mrs. Helen and Miss Eulah Allston.”

“How d’you do,” Harry said, rising with a nod at each, and then seating himself. Helen took in this unexpected development closely. So the Wideners had brought along their son. He was older than Eulah, to be sure, but not so very much. Twenties, thereabouts. A Harvard man, impeccably dressed. Hair a bit messy, but it gave him a sweet, bookish air. Fine jaw. Lovely, straight Roman nose. Roman, or Grecian? Oh, she could never remember. Helen wondered if he was entering into his father’s business. Trolley cars, wasn’t it? Lan would know. Of course, his mother being an Elkins, what his father did hardly mattered.

“I was just telling your mother,” Helen ventured, “that Eulah and I are returning from Paris. Her first time, you know.”

Harry’s eyes settled on Eulah with interest. “Why, that’s capital! Everyone should go to Paris at least once. Some excellent book dealers there as well. How’d you find it?”

Eulah allowed herself a small, mysterious smile, as though she were newly privy to untold mysteries at which Harry could only guess.

“Why, I suppose it was . . .” She paused, pretending to search for the perfect word, and so drawing his attention. He edged closer to hear what she might say, and Helen felt her heart flutter.

“Magical,” Eulah finished. “Just so. It was all magical. The art. The opera. The balls.”

“The ateliers,” Mr. Widener muttered to no one in particular.

“What is it that you do, Harry?” Helen dove in, rescuing the table from Eulah’s tendency to rhapsodize.

“I am a bibliophile,” he said with gravity, ignoring Mr. Widener’s audible snort.

“Are you!” Eulah exclaimed as Helen blinked in confusion.

“Indeed. We were just in Paris as well, as a matter of fact. I was there seeing if I could hunt down this particular volume, and Mother and Father decided they would come along for a change of scene.”

“Paris!” Eulah cried. “How funny we didn’t see you any sooner. I wish you’d tell me about the book you were looking for. I just love books, you know. Did you find it?”

“It’s called Le Sang de Morphée,” Harry said, rising. “And I will tell you everything there is to know about it, if you’ll only dance with me.”

Mrs. Widener suppressed a startled cough as Eulah turned her delighted eyes to Helen. “May I?” she asked, already halfway to her feet, Harry reaching, too late, to pull back her chair.

“Why, of course, my dear!” Helen beamed. “You needn’t bother about us. Catch them while they’re still playing that song you like.”

Giggling, Eulah placed her hand into Harry’s and allowed him to help her away from the table, the music seeming to swell in concert with Eulah’s growing pleasure. Harry supported her back with a firm hand and, executing a few masterly steps, waltzed them away into the throng of dancers at the end of the gallery.

Helen sighed, pleased, thinking of the cotillion when she first saw Lan. She had felt so grown up, in the stiff silk evening dress her mother ordered, her hair put up for the first time. Helen noticed him right away, even before her mother pointed him out, whispering his marriageable qualifications in her ear with irritating urgency. Helen hadn’t heard a thing her mother said. Perhaps his being so much older was a part of it: his face was nut brown, and his eyes looked haunted and knowing. All those years at sea, and it seemed that part of him was forever at sea, unreachable. She shivered at the memory.

Harry Widener might not be as mysterious to Eulah as Lan had been to her, but then Eulah didn’t have Helen’s taste for mystery. Mrs. Dee had recognized the spark of the unusual in Helen right away, but it was a private spark, one that she kept hidden beneath a well-rehearsed public face.

Eulah, however, was an outward-looking girl. Headstrong, too quick with her desires and opinions. Helen worried that she was hungry for life, almost demanding of it. She would do well with a young man like Harry: well educated, moneyed, bookish, reliable. A trifle boring. He would settle Eulah down. Helen pressed her lips together in resolve. Never mind the four thousand dollars for the ticket, then. Lan could complain about the expense as he might, but it was worth it if she could see at least one of her children settled.

“Le Sang de Morphée indeed,” Mrs. Widener remarked to herself, surveying the glittering scene before her with a gaze of supreme boredom.

“Blood from a stone, more like,” Mr. Widener replied, resettling a pair of gold spectacles on the bridge of his nose and applying his attention to a sheet of heavy card stock in his hand. Helen was shaken out of her reverie long enough to notice that menu cards had appeared. Oysters! Well, she supposed that was apt. And perhaps that boded well for Eulah’s chances. Helen placed equal stock in the power of old wives’ tales as she did in the newer branches of thought. Consommé Olga, whatever that was. Poached salmon and mousseline sauce with cucumbers.

“What is the name of this tune, Helen?” Mrs. Widener interrupted her thoughts with a poke of her gloved finger on Helen’s forearm.

“Why, I’m sure I don’t know.” Helen smiled, catching a glimpse of Eulah in the crowd of dancers, her head thrown back in exquisite laughter at something Harry was saying. Through the rising babble of dinner conversation, the clinking of cutlery and glassware, the swelling horn section of the band, Helen wondered if she could be hearing the clock tolling again. Was it tolling in actuality, or just in the back of her mind? She pushed the question aside, taking up the menu again to see what gustatory delights lay in store for her and her daughter.

Roast duckling in applesauce. Parmentier and boiled new potatoes. Cold asparagus vinaigrette. Pâté de foie gras, and—oh, Eulah would be so pleased—chocolate and vanilla eclairs! Helen turned in her seat, searching for her daughter’s gay face in the crowd of revelers, dropping the menu in her haste on the floor, where it settled against the gilded leg of her chair.

At the top of the menu, engraved in elegant, nautical letters, was written the name of the splendid ocean liner that was carrying them home: TITANIC.
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Beacon Hill
Boston, Massachusetts
April 15, 1915



Goodness, but the air was cloying. Sibyl Allston felt a cough rise in her chest and pressed her handkerchief to her lips to silence it. Thankfully she had soaked the kerchief in a little 4711 this time; the astringent, citrusy scent of the cologne sharpened her mind and pushed away the room’s miasma. She shifted, feeling her heart turn over in her chest, lurching in trepidation tinted with a strange kind of excitement.

Across the table, Sibyl observed an anonymous man, on the elderly side of middle age, also overcome by the heavy atmosphere. His eyes watered, and skin hung in sallow folds over his detachable collar. She didn’t know his name, though she supposed it would have been easy to deduce from the papers if she bothered to look. Sibyl saw him, every once in a rare while, driving down Beacon Street in an old-fashioned brougham, one of the last ones in town, his eyes sheathed in worry. Strange that they should always see each other here, always be seated directly opposite one another, and yet never breathe a word.

Mrs. Dee insisted on that. Absolute secrecy, and absolute silence. Mrs. Dee had a way of dealing only in absolutes that Sibyl had once found reassuring.

The parlor where they gathered every year had been redone in the modern style some decades ago, in homage to Mrs. Dee’s “celebrated” status. The furniture was all carved rococo woods, weighted down with curlicues and waxen fruit and snarling animal faces, the seats upholstered in scarlet silk with golden tassels. The walls bore silk upholstery in a rival shade of magenta patterned with rosebuds, their dignity screened from sunlight by double-hung velvet portieres in deep navy, kissed by sun bleaching at their fringed edges, ends puddling on the floor. The fireplace mantel was black marble, crowded with daguerreotypes and small geodes clustered on a doily, with twin crystal whale-oil lamps at either end.

The mantel also held a small brass dish, shaped like a leaf, with a smoldering cake of incense, its smoke snaking upward to the ceiling. Two ochre Turkish rugs warred for prominence over the floor, rivaled only by the vitrine against the far wall, cluttered with porcelain, bronze sculptures of frolicking nymphs, and glass-eyed stuffed birds frozen in flight. At the center of the riot of objects, each coated in a dignified veil of dust, glowed a glasslike orb nested in velvet. Sibyl eyed this item idly, attracted to its cleanness, she supposed, for it alone seemed to bear the trace of polish and care.

Sibyl herself sat perched on a hassock that positioned her too low relative to the table in the center of the room, her knees drawn up and angled sideways, one hand clasping the opposite wrist. A slender woman, ebony eyed and dark browed, with a long nose and milky skin, Sibyl dressed practically, in shirtwaist and slim dove gray skirt, her hair gathered in a bun at the crown of her head. Her one concession to adornment was a small pin at her throat, of gold and black enamel encircling an ivory wafer patterned with two laurel leaves. The laurel leaves were so cunningly worked that it was almost impossible to tell that they were formed from pale human hair: Helen’s mother’s. Helen herself had worn the laurel leaves for years; it was a wonder the pin hadn’t made the voyage with her. Sibyl reached up to finger it, reassuring herself.

The pin was an outdated ornament, but Sibyl herself was outdated in some respects. Not that she really minded anymore. At twenty-seven she had finally accepted that her life would remain confined to the oversight of her father’s household. She clasped her hands in her lap, digging a thumbnail into the flesh of her palm to distract her from the sore spots forming under the bones of her corset. Maybe Eulah had been right about rational dress after all. She shifted her weight, stomach sinking at the thought of her sister. The waiting was the worst part. Soon they would begin.

“If you would all kindly take your seats,” Mrs. Dee intoned from the parlor door, where she had appeared with no warning.

The celebrated medium enjoyed making an entrance though sometimes found it difficult, given her small stature. Sibyl appreciated that Mrs. Dee was always the last one in the room, counting on the element of anticipation and surprise to make up for what she lacked in intrinsic majesty. Plump and mono-bosomed, waddling in last year’s hobble skirt, Mrs. Dee waved her hands in a herding motion to gather her supplicants around the mahogany dining table. A silent butler drew back the most ornate of the various chairs, a pointed Gothic monstrosity that had been raised on casters to make Mrs. Dee seem taller. She settled herself in her throne as the dozen Bostonians in her parlor picked their way to seats that belonged to them by force of habit.

Sibyl knew a few of them; some she had known from before, in the little world of Boston society with its tight web of marriages and cousinships. Mr. Brown she knew from Belmont: she’d been to dancing school with his niece. Mrs. Futrelle, in from Scituate, her grief making her sharp features more drawn and ethereal with each passing year. Mrs. Hilliard had been in the same Thursday evening lecture club as Helen. The two Miss Newells, survivors both of the gruesome ordeal, the elder of whom, Madeleine, had been in Sibyl’s sewing circle. They were put in a lifeboat by their father on that dreadful night, never to see him again.

Not in this life, anyway.

Sibyl shivered, an inward chill raising goose bumps on her arms.

The others, like the sallow man seated across the table, remained a mystery. She knew that she might see them here and there, glimpsed in a church pew, or in a distant row at the Colonial Society; might even see one of their pictures in the Evening Transcript. No acknowledgment would be made on either side. What happened in Mrs. Dee’s parlor every April fifteenth was for them, and them alone.

“The lights, please,” Mrs. Dee commanded the butler, who obligingly turned down the gas in the overhead chandelier as he withdrew. When he slid the pocket doors to the parlor closed, the room sank into an eerie twilight. Sibyl could just make out the faint outlines of the people gathered about the table, and the shadows of the stuffed birds frozen in the vitrine. The rest of the room was murky and black, the smell of the incense almost overpowering. Her heartbeat quickened.

“Let us join hands,” Mrs. Dee’s voice suggested, swimming out of the darkness. Sibyl placed her two hands outward, palms up, on the cool tabletop, and felt unseen hands grasp them, warm and reassuring. She always found holding the hands strangely troubling, as though she were both tethered to the earth, yet isolated in the void. It felt almost obscene, this pressing of flesh, intimate, yet anonymous. As these uncomfortable thoughts passed through her mind, one of the hands offered an unsolicited squeeze.

“Now,” Mrs. Dee’s voice continued, distant and placeless. “I would like each of you to inhale deeply.” She paused. “And then exhale. And as you feel the air travel out of your body, I want you to relax.”

Sibyl did as the voice suggested, drawing the turgid air into her lungs as deeply as she could, and then letting it back out through her nose. As she did so, she felt her scalp begin to tingle, the skin loosening, just as it did when she unpinned her hair after a long day. She breathed in again, more softly, and as she exhaled the close atmosphere of the room receded, and the tingling deepened. Her head nodded forward.

“Very good,” soothed the voice, sounding farther away. “Now I would like all of you to clear your minds completely. Wipe them as blank as a chalkboard at the end of a day of tedious lessons.”

Sibyl closed her eyes, picturing her mind as the voice suggested. She wiped once, twice, three times. Then the board was empty, and Sibyl exhaled with relief.

“Now,” the voice suggested, far at the outer rims of Sibyl’s consciousness, “I would like you to focus your attention on the face of the person you would most like to reach.”

Sibyl concentrated, trying to recall Helen’s face. Her mother, looking younger than her years, though a little jowly. But Sibyl had trouble getting the details right. Her mother’s hair, for instance: how had she been wearing it? Sibyl could remember the high pinned curls that Helen wore when Sibyl was small, but she must have changed it half a dozen times since then. Had she started to gray, or was she still dark? What color had Helen’s eyes been? Hazel? Sibyl knew they hadn’t been brown, like her own. Had they been blue, like Eulah’s? Sibyl frowned, mouth pulled down in guilt. As Sibyl had grown, she found herself less willing to look Helen in the face. Her mother lingered in her memory as a voice of disapproval from the corner of the room, no longer attached to a living, expressive face.

For some reason Eulah left a more vibrant image in Sibyl’s mind. She’d been so like Helen, in her unconventional opinions and her affection for fine things, making the two women overlap in Sibyl’s memory. But Eulah, young, vibrant, suffered none of Helen’s worried disappointment. Sibyl had no trouble recalling her sister’s liquid blue eyes, the dimples in her cheeks when she said something daring, even the way that Eulah’s wild curls could be tamed into an elegant sweep up the back of her head. She could still hear the timbre of Eulah’s voice, lower and more earnest than her looks implied. When Sibyl tried to picture Helen, Eulah invariably got in the way. But that was how it was when they were alive, too: Eulah had always gotten in the way. Sibyl had only been out four seasons when their mother gave her up as a lost cause and started plotting Eulah’s entree into society instead. Eulah, who wouldn’t squander her opportunities, as Sibyl had.

“Try to see every contour of the person’s face,” the voice interrupted. “The eyes. The nose. The texture of the skin. The hair. Hold your loved one’s face before you as if you were sitting right across from him, in this very room.”

Sibyl heard murmurs of grief and recognition escape from various ends of the table, and she squinted her closed eyes, trying to do as she was told. So she couldn’t picture Helen this time; no matter. She would try to reach Eulah instead. She loved her sister, as everyone had. She had as much cause to reach her as anyone. Yes, there was Eulah’s form, the general outline of her face. Her eyes. Her nose—wait. No. Her nose had been smaller. There were her dimples, and her chin. Sibyl pressed her lips together in concentration.

“Ah!” the voice breathed. “I sense that we are being joined from the beyond! Everyone, remain focused and calm. You have nothing to fear. These are your loved ones, come to share their wisdom with us.”

Sibyl tensed, worried that she hadn’t captured the right qualities of Eulah’s face. The image kept unraveling before her, pulling apart and reforming, hazy and indistinct.

“I sense a male presence in the room!” Mrs. Dee announced, and Sibyl felt secretly relieved. Now she had more time to gather her recollections together. She was afraid that she might hurt Helen or Eulah, as if they could somehow see into the hollows of her mind and perceive the imperfection of her memory. She was afraid that they would find her love inadequate and, worse, trembled to think that they might be right.

“Sir, are you there? Can you hear us?”

Three sharp raps vibrated through the wood of the table, causing the backs of Sibyl’s hands to slap against the tabletop. A woman’s voiced gasped, and Sibyl’s pulse beat in her throat.

“John!” the unseen woman cried through the darkness. “John, it must be you!”

“O unworldly spirit,” Mrs. Dee’s voice beckoned. “Can you identify yourself ? Have you come to share your visions of the great beyond with us?”

“John?” the woman broke in, too eager to wait. “Tell me it is you! Oh, how I’ve missed you, my darling!”

Three more weighty raps shook the table, and the group heaved a collective “Ooooooh” of wonder.

“Oh, I knew it must be you!” the woman burst, her voice catching in her throat. “There’s so much that I’ve wanted to tell you.”

A long pause lingered over the table, and Sibyl could sense the tension building in the two hands that clutched hers in the dark. She tightened her own grip. No matter how many times she attended the gathering, the first manifestation always shocked her.

“Speeeeeeeeak,” groaned another, different voice, something like Mrs. Dee’s, but gravelly and deep, as though the medium’s body had been transformed into something larger. The sound was placeless, seeming to come from overhead.

“Well,” the woman began, choking back sobs. “I . . . I wanted you to know that . . . that I’ve missed you terribly.” She waited, choosing her next words. The room hung in silence, waiting.

“And Josiah—you’d be so proud of him! His schoolwork goes well. He’s growing up to be such a healthy, strapping boy. So helpful to me, and to his sisters. He excels at his lessons, and . . .” The woman paused, as though suddenly aware that a roomful of strangers was listening in on her conference with her departed husband. She swallowed audibly.

“And at chess, just like you wanted. But I make sure he doesn’t while away too much time at it. It’s not good for boys to be kept too much indoors, you know.” This last comment seemed designed more for the eavesdroppers around the table than for the visiting spirit.

“Goooooooood,” groaned the mysterious voice, and the listeners all sighed, moved by this benediction from beyond.

“But, John . . . ,” the woman broke in, aware that her alloted time was drawing to an end. “I . . . I must . . .” She gasped, sniffling back her tears, and then pausing to collect herself. She drew a deep breath, and continued. “There’s something very important that I must ask you.”

Sibyl noticed a thrum of interest travel among the seekers at the table. A secret, about to be revealed. She was glad that Mrs. Dee was so adamant about anonymity.

“Asssssssskkk,” the disembodied voice groaned, and the assembly held its breath in anticipation.

“Well, since you’ve been lost to us, we’ve had some . . . ” She paused, her voice strangled with shame. “Difficulty,” she finished.

Sibyl’s heart contracted. Most of the passengers who drowned with the ocean liner had been men, of course, as they insisted that women and children be the first into the lifeboats. It was even said that the orchestra had played hymns as the ship deck tilted, to give courage to the men remaining. Boston learned of their self-sacrifice with pride, and pointed to it as a sign of the innate manliness and worth of the sons that it had lost. Less often spoken of was the effect on families left behind, so many of whom now lacked the person most able to provide income and support. For some, poverty stalked on the heels of emotional devastation.

“You needn’t worry, John. We can manage. And Carlton has been particularly keen on looking after us. He stepped in right away to ensure that no debts went unpaid, never bothering me with any of it. He’s so like you, you know, and I was grateful to have his help, that I could concentrate on the children. Josiah took it so hard, you see, and I was terribly afraid it might turn into some sort of nervous condition. And in all that time, Carlton made himself indispensable, and I came to rely on him. I don’t know why I never noticed before, but he’s grown rather devoted to me, you see. And the children are quite taken with him.” Her words tumbled out, one over the other, as if their speed would squash any objection.

“Not that anyone could ever replace you in our hearts,” she hastened to add. “Only we’ve got to think of the future, all of us. And Carlton is really nothing like the brother you knew. If you could only see him with Josiah, I know you’d understand. . . .” The woman’s voice trailed off, uncertain, wavering.

A pause lingered over the table, as if the disembodied voice were considering what it had heard. At length it sighed.

“I . . . sssssseeeeeeeee.”

“Oh!” the woman gasped, with palpable relief. “Oh, my darling, thank you! I knew you’d never object, if you only could see.” She dissolved into weeping, and Sibyl heard the sound of a nose being blown, delicately, into a handkerchief.

“Thank you,” the anonymous woman murmured through her tears. And then, more quietly, “Thank you.”

One of the hands holding Sibyl’s squeezed, as though moved by the family scene playing out before them. Sibyl hesitated, then squeezed back.

“And now,” intoned Mrs. Dee, her voice transformed back into its recognizable, if ethereal, self. “I sense the presence changing. Who is there? Who can it be? We must all concentrate very keenly. Everyone, keep your eyes closed. Hold the image of your lost loved one in your mind.”

Sibyl did so, allowing her mind to soften. The sniffles of the woman who would marry her husband’s brother faded, and she felt herself floating, comfortable and serene, aware only of Mrs. Dee’s voice. She redoubled her efforts, painting in details of Helen’s and Eulah’s faces. She thought of them, in the days before leaving for the tour. The laughter and preparations. Her own envy. Sibyl scowled. It was her duty to remember them.

“The presence is making himself felt to me,” Mrs. Dee murmured. “But he asks that all eyes stay closed. He is shy. Spirit, we will honor your request. We only yearn to help you reach us. No matter what happens, we pledge to honor you!”

A low rumbling filled the room, indistinct. Sibyl’s heartbeat quickened.

“What are you trying to say to us, spirit?” Mrs. Dee asked. “Are you sad? Could you be angry?”

Sibyl gasped and straightened in her seat. She thought the table had shifted under her hands.

“O spirit!” Mrs. Dee said, her voice rising. “We feel your anger! Your life was over too soon! We hear your anguish!”

Sibyl’s heart thudded in her chest, astonished, her mouth falling open, and she fought to keep her eyes sealed shut. For the table was pressing against the backs of her hands. A sudden lurch, and without warning one side of the table lifted itself, then fell back to the floor with a thunk. Sibyl cried out, and gasps echoed around the room. Now the other side of the table rose, carrying the séance-holders’ hands with it, then threw itself back to the floor. First one side, then the other, until the table was rocking back and forth with gusto, as though on board a ship tossed at sea. The table shook into a crescendo of fury, the clutched hands of the supplicants hopping and slapping against its surface. Then, abruptly, it stopped.

Sibyl felt her palms grown clammy with sweat. Around the table, small sighs could be heard as held breath was let go. The hands gripping Sibyl’s loosened. For a moment, silence reigned.

“We may never know whose anger we have just seen,” said Mrs. Dee, her voice steady and reassuring. “For he has gone without a further word. But we can rest assured that merely in allowing him to share his distress with us, we’ve brought comfort to a suffering soul.”

Murmurs of satisfaction encircled the table, and Sibyl shivered with the exquisite pleasure that comes from confronting fear. The table-tipping was the most substantial manifestation she had witnessed in all her years attending Mrs. Dee’s gatherings. She wondered whose spirit had visited them. But it was a man. It couldn’t have been Helen. Or Eulah. They would never have been so angry. In public, anyway.

“We have such time and energy gathered here, that I feel one more spirit yearning to commune with us. Everyone, please turn your gaze to the center of the table.”

Sibyl obeyed, excited, zeroing her gaze on the blackness before her. The harder her eyes focused, the deeper the darkness grew. The hands clutching hers on the tabletop tightened their grip, and she felt one of her knuckles shift under the pressure.

After a time, the quality of the darkness seemed to change. She frowned. She thought she could see the faintest gathering of light, coalescing in the space just above the table. The light wasn’t strong enough to reach the faces of the supplicants, but it was there. After a time the faint light began to resolve into an indistinct shape.

Everyone around the table was seeing it, too, Sibyl could tell, because she could hear the others breathing. She swallowed, trying to identify the shape. Could it be a face?

Once, years ago, Helen had returned home from one of Mrs. Dee’s evenings breathless with wonder, exclaiming that they’d witnessed a full-form manifestation right there in the living room, of a tiny girl, swathed in sheets, who hovered just out of reach, and vanished. Her father scoffed from behind his newspaper, but Sibyl, a girl of seventeen at the time, first turning her mind to questions of death, was moved by the account. And Eulah! Eulah, a little girl herself then, demanded Helen tell them about the tiny girl again and again. How tall was she? Were the sheets very dirty? Did they blow in an invisible wind? Imagine—a full-figure visitation from the beyond, seen with her mother’s very own eyes! Sibyl’s breathing tightened, her eyes hunting forward in the dark.

With wonder Sibyl perceived that it was a woman’s hand. Fully formed, hovering, attached to nothing. A gasp of awe emanated from the group around the table as the ghostly white hand hung before them, illuminated by an eerie internal light. Her heart leaped with hope, faint and dizzying.

“A spirit, reaching out to us for comfort!” Mrs. Dee cried. “We welcome you, O visitor from realms untold!”

Murmurs of assent joined the welcome, and Sibyl looked upon the manifestation with begging eyes. Could it be? She wasn’t sure. The hand, she felt she must know it, it had held her as a baby, had cradled her face as a child. How could she be any sort of daughter and not know her mother’s hand?

“O spirit, how we yearn to grasp your hand! But we know if we break our circle, you should vanish! How your nearness tortures us!” Mrs. Dee carried on. “For whom have you come? How can we reach you?”

The white hand brushed its fingers against an unseen surface, waving, as though over undulating water. The supplicants gasped, each conjuring his own private horror of being submerged in icy water. Slowly the hand folded itself into a pointing finger, which then rotated in space, aiming at each individual around the table in turn.

Try as she might, Sibyl couldn’t tell if the hand belonged to Helen. Too old for Eulah, whose fingers were delicate and tapered, cared for with files and ointments. The hand turned as though on a rotating plate or gramophone, lingering for a moment on each member of the group before moving on. But it must be Helen. Helen had been a Spiritualist since Sibyl’s girlhood. Helen, of all people, would pilot herself through the mists and ectoplasms of the beyond to return here, to Mrs. Dee’s drawing room, where she herself had passed so many evenings communing with the spirit world. Helen must know that Sibyl would look for her at Mrs. Dee’s. What a vast space the beyond must be, for Helen to take so long getting back. Sibyl ached for her mother to see all that Sibyl had had to do since she left, craved for her mother to soothe her. Sibyl’s solitude bore down on her like a weight that she could never set down. The hand must be Helen’s. It must.

The hand continued its slow rotation. From man to woman. From woman to woman. From woman to man. At last, it came to rest.

It was pointing straight at Sibyl.

Her heart plummeted down through her chest, and she choked, her nose and cheeks flushing with tears. The hands holding hers on the tabletop tightened, rooting her to her seat as her body was overcome with trembling. The hovering hand pointed, motionless.

It was her. At last. Sibyl’s mouth opened, closed, opened again as she struggled to choose the right words among everything that she wished she could say, knowing that she had only a few moments before her chance would be snatched away.

Helpless before her awe and relief, she cried out the only word that she could sift from the jumble in her heart and mind: “Mama!”

At that moment, the room plunged into blackness. Sibyl blinked, and the hand was gone. A babble of voices rose around the table. Then the buzzing rose to shouts, and Sibyl screamed. She jumped up from her seat, shaking and sobbing, rubbing her hands vigorously on the material of her dress, trying to bring feeling back to them, to reassure herself that she was safe, appalled at her own horror and fear.

For the table had flooded with ice cold water.





Chapter Two
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Alighting from the taxicab in the alley behind Beacon Street, Sibyl paused to face the river, flexing her toes inside her tight buttoned boots. Her feet ached, and she wished she could walk without shoes, as she used to.

As a girl, before the Charles River was dammed to make the basin, she used to tie up her dresses around her knees to hunt for eels in the tidal mudflats behind their home. One afternoon she’d collected three glistening fat ones and brought her prize to the kitchen door full of triumph. Barefoot, mud-caked, braids askew, with a basket full of river-rank eels, Sibyl ran smack into the appalled form of her mother, was pronounced “a sight,” and banished to the tub, her basket confiscated.

“Don’t bother with the hot water, if you like the river so much!” her mother’s admonishment followed her up the back stairs. Young ladies did not hunt for eels, she was reminded as the mud was scrubbed off her neck, leaving it reddened and raw. But later that night, her father confided that he saw her catch them out the window, and those were some fine eels indeed.

Sibyl sighed as the sun sank deeper in the sky, and then she turned to the waiting kitchen door.

“So you’re back, then,” barked a voice with a subtle burr as Sibyl closed the door, her eyes adjusting to the gloom of the rear hall. “Wipe your feet, or you’ll track in the wet.”

The white hallway paint was stained with yellowish dinge, layers of smoke from coal fires, tobacco, and leaking fireplaces, and though the gas fixtures were all lit at dusk, the walls absorbed the light rather than reflecting it. Sibyl shrugged off her overcoat and handed it to the dour matron who awaited it, mustering her best impression of a lady arriving at a house she commanded. Her performance fooled neither of them.

Clara Doherty, the housekeeper, was unchanging, a solid person in an old-fashioned peaked linen cap and long black dress. She might have been Sibyl’s age, had not the Allston family employed her since Sibyl was a child. Mrs. Doherty lingered on the periphery of family photographs for over two decades, holding a baby, or standing in the background of a holiday dinner, and through it all, as the people around her grew and changed, she stayed, arms straight at her sides, face unmoved. She was Irish, but she didn’t look it, or at least that’s what was always said of her. Her eyes were small, blue, and hard, her cheeks sunken. She wore her dark hair in a coil at the base of her neck, and though it must have been long enough to loop into place, Sibyl had trouble picturing what Clara Doherty might look like with her hair undone.

Sibyl had a fantasy of what warm and friendly Irish maids might be like, drawn from novels and the households of her girlhood friends. They were called “Peg” or “Mary,” and they dispensed cakes and merriment in equal measure. They loved saints and little children, and they had amusing folk sayings that scarcely made sense. Sibyl sometimes yearned for one of these imaginary Irish maids. She cast a wary eye at Mrs. Doherty as she handed over her hat. The woman accepted it with a sniff of motherly disapproval, dusting it off with a few thumps of her hand.

“Left your messages in the parlor,” Mrs. Doherty said. “Belgian relief committee, and it’s your turn to host the sewing circle, Mrs. Drew says. Do you want her to arrange for the flowers, et cetera, and she’s very keen that you call her back.”

Sibyl’s shoulders sagged. Of course Mrs. Drew wanted to arrange the flowers. She wanted to arrange everything. And why couldn’t she host the meeting herself ? Sibyl wondered, as was her habit when confronted with Mrs. Drew and the sewing circle.

“Thank you,” Sibyl said. The housekeeper shot her a reproving look that Sibyl was given to understand meant that other ladies of her standing usually employed a girl to see after the social schedule, rather than distracting the housekeeper with message-taking all day. It was an old argument. Sibyl knew that one day she would lose.

“Mister Allston is at home, I take it?” Sibyl asked, attempting to sound authoritative.

“So he is,” the housekeeper said over her shoulder. There was a pause, of instructions needing to be given. “You’ll be wanting to see young Mister Allston first, I wager.”

“I beg your pardon?” Sibyl said.

“Young Mister Allston’s t’home, these two hours ago.”

“Harlan? He’s home?” Sibyl glanced upward, as if the layers of wood and plaster separating her from her brother could melt into transparency and demonstrate the truth of this unexpected piece of news. Her mouth twisted in a nervous twinge. “But what can have happened? He’s not due ’til June.”

Mrs. Doherty’s face was impassive. She stood before Sibyl, holding the coat and hat over her arm. Behind her eyes flickered a measure of sympathy, held at a far remove.

“Not to worry. We’ve got the sheets well changed. But the girl’s been wanting to know what time she’s to have supper for ’em.” Mrs. Doherty always referred to the cook as “the girl,” for reasons Sibyl never could fathom.

“It’s not the sheets that have me concerned,” Sibyl said without thinking. She was always saying more than she should. The housekeeper was silent, and in her silence was agreement. Sibyl watched, but the woman’s narrow face gave away nothing—no illuminating details that might shed light on her brother’s appearance at their door, unannounced, untelephoned, uninvited, in the middle of the week.

“You’ll be stopping by the kitchen, then,” Mrs. Doherty said, in the neutral tone that was simultaneously an observation and a suggestion. Sibyl noted the comment, reassuming the surface of a woman unfazed.

“I’m sure Betty has it all well in hand,” she said with a determined step down the hallway, as if to suggest that she had known all along that Harlan was coming home, had planned for it, had taken it up with the kitchen staff, and that if she had neglected to inform the housekeeping staff, it was her privilege as lady of the house.

“Yes, ma’am.” The chill comment followed behind her in the darkness. Mrs. Doherty knew better.

Sibyl hurried to the kitchen, choosing the most easily solved of her fresh problems. She pushed open a heavy door and met the delicious aroma of roasting chicken. Through the savory haze of kitchen air, cloudy with flour and aglow from the gas fixture over the work table, Sibyl observed Betty Gallagher, striped cotton back turned, castigating one of the occasional girls as she crimped the edges of a soggy-looking pie.

Betty, to Sibyl’s occasional discomfort, was Sibyl’s exact age. She was plumper than Sibyl, healthy-looking, russet skinned with a smattering of freckles, as though her cheeks were spattered with cake batter. Her hair was dark red-brown, and frizzy, tied off her brow in a pouf. Sibyl thought her an ally in the house, and Betty provided one of the few sources of humor to be had within doors. If that humor was tinged with an unbecoming undercurrent of anger, Sibyl tried to overlook it.

“Betty!” she called from the doorway, and the hubbub of the kitchen ceased, with another of the occasional girls, a pale waif in a stained pinafore, actually freezing with her arms raised over a mixing bowl, as though caught in a game of tag.

“. . . by God, your ear’ll get boxed so hard you’ll be spitting blood!” Betty finished upbraiding the cowering girl at the coal stove. As soon as the rebuke left her mouth Betty noticed the abbreviated silence in the kitchen, and turned.

“Forgive my interrupting,” Sibyl ventured from the doorway.

“Out,” Betty commanded the unfortunate girl, indicating the garden door with a jerk of her head, and the girl ran off with a squeak. Betty wiped her floured hands on her apron and approached Sibyl, casting her eyes sidelong at the other underling.

“Don’t stand there gawking,” she snapped to the statue at the kitchen table, who unfroze and, with her head down, set batter mixing, eyes averted.

“Too much work, on the dough,” Betty remarked, her exasperation tinged with defensiveness. Sibyl gathered that Betty wished to be very clear where blame for the pie should go. “But don’t worry, we’ll get it fixed. You’ll want supper at seven thirty, then?”

“Mrs. Doherty tells me that Mister Harlan’s arrived,” Sibyl said, watching Betty for clues. News traveled quickly along the back stairs, and most of it found its way to the kitchen sooner rather than later.

“So he did,” Betty said, wiping her forehead with the back of a wrist and leaving a smudge of flour behind. She planted her hands on her hips and shook her head, and Sibyl thought she saw a soft look cross fleetingly over Betty’s face. “Couldn’t miss ’im.”

“I don’t suppose he indicated to you or Mrs. Doherty how long he plans to say,” Sibyl stated.

“I don’t s’pose he did,” Betty bristled. “But his trunk seemed to imply ’twas awhile he planned on. If he’s staying, I’ll be needing more for the grocer. I’ve got all the meals planned, but he throws the numbers off, don’t he.”

“What’ve you got on for tonight?” Sibyl asked.

“Roast chickens, sausage pie, cold cucumber salad, Madeira, and orange fluff for the pudding,” Betty listed. “Had to right stretch to make the pie.”

“That should do,” Sibyl reflected, avoiding looking at the greasy sausage pie in its deflated raw crust on the edge of the stove. “Mrs. Doherty didn’t mention anything at his arrival?”

“Nnnooo,” Betty said, drawing the word out. “But it weren’t quiet.”

“I gather not,” Sibyl said.

The two women looked at each other while the girl at the kitchen table stirred her batter with even more vigor.

“All right,” Sibyl decided. “Seven thirty, then. Have Mrs. Doherty ring the dressing bell, if you would. Not much more than half an hour, I don’t think.”

“Ma’am,” Betty said, with only a hint of irony, nodding her head. Then she turned to the open garden door and yelled, “You, idler! Back in here ’fore I drag you in myself !”

Sibyl withdrew, letting the kitchen door swing closed behind her, and hurried down the hallway, readying herself to face her father.





Interlude
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East China Sea
Yangzi River Delta
June 8, 1868



Shallow waves slopped against the starboard side of the cutter, tossing up tongues of salt spray. Lannie thrust his hands into his armpits, squinting. Strange to be in such a low boat, within the water’s grasp. He could almost reach out and brush a hand over the ocean surface, stroke it like an animal. It looked like an animal, breathing, the surface glassy, or pebbled with wind. In his months at sea Lannie had grown accustomed to looking at the sky for coming weather, or the horizon for other sails, or for wind lines over the swells. He had stopped looking at the water’s surface. Now there it was, rolling up and under him, only an arm’s length away.

The other men in the cutter murmured, restless, fingers running through the money in their pockets. They’d endured a long journey, longer than planned, and the mood on board the Yankee clipper Morpheo had passed from excitement, to tedium, to festering discontent. The passage south was bitter; full on two weeks of foul winds thwarting them, as if forgotten ocean gods, enraged by their presence, stirred up a vile brew of wind and ice to blow the little clipper all the way back to Salem, forbidding them the other side of the world.

Around him the chattering of the others swelled, tension growing in their shifting bodies. Lannie shook himself, alert to the change. He couldn’t tell what imperceptible signal meant that the land was approaching. He strained his eyes through the gathering dusk, senses creeping forward. Only blackening mist, and the pull and slop of oars moving them across the surface of the water.

Then, he felt something—a change. The air pulled away from the cool breath of the ocean animal beneath him. Against his face Lannie felt a wave of pressure as the cutter entered the fetid air pouring off the land. He reached up to loosen the buttons on his coat.

In the distance, a line of glittering lights, haloed in mist. The warm mass of air carried shreds of sound: a shout, clattering cart wheels, the faint wail of music. As they neared the shoreline, oars dropping into the water and rising, Lannie’s nostrils quivered with the subtle land flavors: familiar wharf smells first, of salt water, rotting fish, seaweed. Then, stranger things: cooking food, something burning, rich animal smells, the cloying scent of flowers. He squinted, peering ahead.

The dots of light resolved into rows of paper lanterns, suspended in the windows of buildings made of bamboo and daubed mud. These modest dwellings hung over the water on stilts; behind them rose hulking forms that slowly revealed themselves to be new stone office buildings; and Lannie understood that he was looking not at some crowded village, but at a bustling modern city. Before his shock could register, it was there.

Shanghai.

The cutter bumped its way alongside the dock, making a hollow sound as it nudged against the wharf, and a flurry of activity broke out as men sprang ashore to secure the lines. The other sailors in the cutter jostled together, assembling on the dock amid whoops and hollers. The sailors’ voices mingled with the cries of the street vendors and wharf noise, and Lannie quailed at stepping out of the boat, into a world of which he knew nothing.

“Let’s not forget Greenie,” a gruff voice admonished, and hands dug into his flesh, hoisting him up, his feet scrambling for purchase on the gunwale, onto the safety of dry land.

Greenie, for greenhorn, was a name he tried to bear with good humor. A sandy boy, with a fine long nose and eyes the color of water, Lannie at seventeen felt confident in his chosen profession. Cocky, almost. He didn’t mind the close quarters. He loved the gentle creak of the ship, loved its motion, and the music of snoring sailors abandoned to sleep. At sea he delivered himself into Providence’s hands more freely than he ever had back in the brick house on Chestnut Street. At home, Providence always seemed to stalk behind him in the hallways, following him to bed, waiting to pass judgment on his innermost thoughts. On the water, Providence was master; Lannie was answerable only for his actions, and not for the state of his soul.

Even the discomforts of life at sea didn’t trouble him. He never cared much about food, always eating absently, whether roast squab at his father’s dining table or boiled salt pork out of the galley. He enjoyed the rigor of the watches, the technical precision of the rigging, the clarity of knowing what duty required, and what it did not. While the other men went distracted in their craving for female flesh, Lannie held himself aloof with stern self-assurances of his innate gentlemanliness and piety.

Perhaps that was his mother’s voice, stressing piety. Gentlemanliness, at any rate.

He stood on the long wharf off of the Bund, testing his legs, his hands thrust in his pockets. Around him throngs of people pressed, ragged children clawing for money, ageless women with rotted teeth. Multicolored lanterns cast flickering light, and Lannie absorbed the clamor, basking in the mingled fear and excitement that he had craved when signing on as part of the clipper’s crew. The mysterious land of his father’s stories was not some wild fairyland in a storybook, but was here.

“Day breaks on Marblehead,” Lannie muttered, grinning to himself.

A shouted discussion was under way as several of his shipmates, already three sheets to the wind, debated which of the needs of men several weeks at sea should be met first, and in what quarter. The old walled city, or the International Settlement? The French concession? But who wants those bony white Shanghailanders, when the land of a thousand flowers is just along the creek?

After a time the group started to move, a decision not having been made exactly, but motion seeming the order of the night. Lannie had gone barely a block before he stumbled as the ground seemed to undulate under his feet.

“Drunk already, Greenlet! Haven’t we taught you to hold your liquor better’n that?” bellowed the sailor next to him, a grizzled fellow named Tom, who was missing three teeth from a wide hole on the side of his jaw. Early in the voyage he’d claimed to Lannie that they’d been lost when he caught a musket ball in his teeth, but the bosun’s mate informed him later that they’d been pulled by the barber for common rot.

“No!” Lannie protested, looking with confusion at his feet. He lurched, catching himself, without meaning to, on Tom’s shoulder.

“You’ll be needing those land legs again.” Tom smiled with roguish certainty. “We’ve only little time ashore, then it’s back for home and six weeks of salt pork stew for us, by God. And those fancy long three girls won’t have yis, if they think you can’t handle yourself.”

Lannie tried to smile, glancing sideways at his shipmate. Tom’s horrible mouth was smiling, but his eyes were harsh in the fragile evening light.

“Right,” said Lannie, shrugging his shoulders in a way that he hoped seemed careless, but which, he thought too late, could be construed as haughty. Tom watched him, eyes narrowing. Lannie squirmed under the scrutiny, aware that the verdict on him was out.

He smiled again, more fully this time, looking for a way to reassure Tom of his gameness.

“What’s a long three girl?” he asked finally, already fairly certain that he knew the answer.

Tom tossed his head back, guffawing, and clapped Lannie on the shoulder. Lannie felt the tense moment pass as Tom said, wiping his nose on the back of his wrist, “Something tells me you’ll be figuring that out soon enough.”





Chapter Three
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The Back Bay
Boston, Massachusetts
April 15, 1915



The front hall of number 138½ Beacon Street, the Back Bay, was a more modern version of the hall that Sibyl had just left at Mrs. Dee’s, though darkened by deeper shadows. The town house, a four-story brown creature with a fat bay window bellying out under an elm tree, possessed a facade obscured by twining fingers of ivy, which cast the hall in gloom. In the summertime the ivy leaves spread dark green over every surface of the house; in the autumn they flushed bloodred, and in the winter the leaves shriveled and blew away, leaving dried husks of vines snaking over the house’s face like ossified veins. Springtime, the ivy burst to waxy life, tinting the shade inside the house with pale green.

The house was built by Sibyl’s father, after his own design, in 1888, and presented as a wedding present to Helen upon their return from a honeymoon tour of Europe. Sibyl’s mother had thrown herself into decorating their new house in the height of modern style, and Lan Allston, not usually an indulgent man, acquiesced to almost every desire of his new, and much younger, bride. As such, the interior of the house reflected in its purest form the incoherence of Helen’s taste.

The hall stand coiled up the entryway wall, a monument to American aestheticism, but still serving its essential Victorian function by bristling with umbrellas and forgotten hats. A silver tray was cluttered with visiting cards, most of them dropped off by drivers as their owners idled outside at the curb. Lan never received anymore. Sibyl glanced at her reflection in the hall stand mirror, her face cast in green pallor from the ivy over the windows.

To the rear of the grand staircase, which wound its vinelike way up to the canopy of the upper floors, glowed Helen’s finest achievement: the La Farge window. She had always made a point of touring visitors past this organizing feature at the far end of the hall to admire its woodland scene of a babbling brook overhung with trailing wisteria, made of nubby layers of stained glass.

“The La Farge,” Helen had called it, always leaving off “window,” though Sibyl as a girl found the scene unsettling. There was something off-putting about a scene like that, moving water captured so cunningly in shattered and reassembled glass. Like a live bug caught in amber.

The pocket door to the front parlor was closed, and Sibyl’s hand hovered above its lacquered surface, twin peacocks furling inlaid tails below her fingertips. There was no telling what sort of mood she might find waiting in the drawing room. Lan Allston wore many discrete faces, and Sibyl suspected that she had only ever seen a handful of them. The one usually reserved for her, a pleasant but closed face, masking general if detached approval, she knew to be different from the one allotted to her brother. Several of Lan’s faces, she knew, had vanished years ago under the surface of the Atlantic ocean.

In silence she slid the pocket door aside and slipped into the front parlor, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. The room was done in varying shades of blue, with dark woods and lacquer. Helen’s fetish for the art nouveau dominated, with tree boughs and curling birds echoed in the patterns on the Chinese rug and in the objets clustered, almost tastefully, on occasional tables. The bay window held benches upholstered in heavy yellow silk, which Sibyl, when small and hungry for sensation, loved to stroke. Velvet curtains blotted out the streetlights. Most of the houses along Beacon had long since run electrical wires to wall sconces and chandeliers; it was a simple process, not even that expensive, but Lan kept the house lit with orange gas flame. He was loath to spend the money, she knew, but she also detected her mother’s preferences haunting Lan’s choice.

“Electric light does nothing for the complexion,” Helen insisted in her mind, as usual delivering instructions. “Women look so well in softer light.”

Sibyl turned to the parlor fireplace, its mantel carved and froglike in shape. Above the fireplace was Helen, or rather a life-size effigy of Helen, caught in swirls of paint by Cecilia Beaux shortly after her marriage. The paint-Helen stood frozen, eyes illuminated by globules of white, her hair up in curls at the back of her head, white collarbones exposed, circlet of pearls at her throat. Helen clearly wished to appear “artistic” when she posed. Sibyl could imagine a naïve Helen in the artist’s studio, anxious to seem worldly, yet uninformed how to do so. The effect was of a young woman unsure of herself, an awkward slipper peeking out from under her gown, one arm folded at her waist, eyes wide, lips about to speak.

As a child, Sibyl liked to sprawl on the carpet before the fireplace, gazing up at the painting like a miniature supplicant. She was supposed to keep away from the front parlor—no children in the good rooms was the rule—so her hours communing with her mother’s likeness were stolen from time during which she was assumed to be sleeping, or working on lessons. Neither Harlan nor Eulah were drawn to the parlor the way Sibyl was; or at least, she had never caught them there on her expeditions to the front of the house. Eulah had no need for a substitute; she could command the attentions of the actual Helen. Harlan, in contrast, spent his energies avoiding close observation. It was difficult, being the son.

Sibyl gazed up at the portrait, her mother looking as surprised and tentative as always. Lately, Sibyl had felt the curious sensation of passing her mother in time. She was now older by some five years than the paint-Helen was. A strange dual awareness situated Sibyl, in the painting’s presence, as at once lady of the house, and yet also a small girl, trespassing in a room that was forbidden to her. She always felt the mingled thrill and guilt of getting away with something when she entered the front parlor. Even if she was doing so to receive.

Light from the tulip sconces on either end of the mantel gleamed on the painting’s varnish, illuminating it with lifelike warmth. Sibyl could almost feel sorry for Helen as a girl. Her ambition, her curiosity, her fear: everything that Sibyl had known Helen to be could be read in her youthful face. Everything but what was to come, of course. Sibyl’s eyes wandered to the soft white hand pressing into the paint-Helen’s waist, thumb folded into her belly. The same hand, thirty-odd years older, that had reached out for her from unfathomable nothingness. Sibyl’s breath caught in her throat, and she reached her own hand forward, stopping short of caressing the image of the hand that she had longed to touch.

Ashamed, Sibyl pulled herself out of her reverie, realizing that she was dawdling. Castigating herself in silence, she stepped with authority to the pocket doors of the rear drawing room, allowing her footfalls to be audible on the floor. Sibyl hesitated, pressing her palm to the lacquered door, patterned with twin images of whales entwined with tentacled sea monsters. She inhaled, filling her lungs as much as her corseting would allow, and slid open the doors.

The only forms that she could discern in the twilight of the inner parlor were the rounded arms of her father’s armchair, a Greek-revival holdout against Helen’s aesthetic onslaught, and the hulking shape of Lan Allston himself. He stood with his back to her, busy at the fireplace mantel. A rhythmic grating noise emanated from his corner of the room, and Sibyl saw that he was winding the clock.

She opened her mouth to speak, but he got there first.

“You’re back, I take it.”

A pause, while the sound of winding continued.

“I’ve asked Betty for dinner as usual at seven thirty,” she said, wary, as she often was when there was a problem to address with her father. “We’ll be dressing.”

He let out a short bark of a laugh, pulled his timepiece out of a vest pocket for comparison purposes, nodded with satisfaction, and then returned it to the pocket with a practiced motion as he turned to face his eldest child.

Lan Allston, at nearly seventy, was the sort of man whom his contemporaries liked to call “well preserved.” By this they meant not that he had managed to hold on to the illusion of youth (he hadn’t), nor that he had the too-carefully-groomed aspect of the professional class of man, the bankers and the lawyers. Instead they meant that Lan Allston looked exactly as they felt he should look. Rather than graying, his hair had darkened to the color of pencil lead, and he wore it cropped close and brushed back from his brow, with sideburns longer than fashion allowed for anyone who had not made his fortune at sea. His forehead was high and etched with lines burned by a lifetime of ocean weather. His eyes were an unsettling pale blue. He did not wear spectacles.

As long as Sibyl could remember, Lan had looked nearly the same. He wore elegantly cut brown tweed suits, and she couldn’t recall ever seeing him in shirtsleeves. Most importantly, at least to him, he carried a brass marine chronometer tucked into his pocket, won—she had been led to believe—in a card game with another sailor in the Canary Islands. The chronometer was larger than the average pocket watch, and her father made such a fetish of it that his tailor was obliged to render his vest pockets that much larger, and reinforced with silk batting, to accommodate it. His shirt collars were rounded, folded over a plain dark tie held in place with a modest tie pin at his throat.

“It’s all very well to dress if you think it necessary,” Allston said to his daughter, in a tone that suggested that dressing would do nothing to smooth over the Harlan problem. “Though you’ll have to have Mrs. Doherty ring the bell good and loud if you expect me to know it’s seven.” He cast a baleful eye at the mantel clock.

“You should take it in to be looked at,” Sibyl suggested. Lan Allston, she knew, was a man who liked to know, rather than to guess.

Her father grunted in reply. The two enduring Allstons stood, regarding each other in silence. Sibyl had found since she was small that she and her father never needed to say much to know what the other was thinking. Their language was one of implication and assumption, exchanged looks and implied opinions.

“Your afternoon was satisfying, I trust?” he asked. His tone was gruff, but Sibyl could tell by the set of his eyebrows that he was interested in her answer.

Sibyl hesitated. She should tell him. She must tell him, of course. She still felt buoyed by the sight of her mother’s hand, and she wanted to share her excitement with someone.

But as she leveled her eyes at her father, she could see that his face was closed.

“I always found that one impossible to read, even when it was working,” Sibyl remarked, indicating the clock.

Her father moved away from the mantel, digging a finger into his other vest pocket. The finger withdrew a whole peanut, in shell, and he rolled it between finger and thumb as he crossed to the other side of the room.

“Have you seen him yet?” Allston inquired, each word separated from the last. The chill in her father’s voice stopped Sibyl. She could barely see his form moving about in the shadows.

“I felt I should see about dinner first,” Sibyl replied, lamely.

“Hm,” her father said. Then, more softly, “There, now. Hello. You’d like this, wouldn’t you?”

This incongruous last comment was aimed not at herself, Sibyl knew, and so she edged nearer, creeping toward the most unorthodox piece of drawing room furniture. This was a kind of hat rack, or she supposed it had once been a hat rack, fashioned from polished mahogany to simulate a blooming hazelnut tree, with knotty branches twisting this way and that. Her father stood next to it, addressing himself, peanut in hand, to a creature sitting in silent majesty atop the thickest of the carved branches.

“There, Baiji,” her father whispered. “Take the peanut, won’t you?”

Sibyl frowned. “And you?” she asked. “You’ve seen him, then?

Her father leaned nearer the creature, murmuring enticements, until it gingerly accepted the proffered tidbit. Then Allston spoke, without looking around.

“Seen, but only in the most cursory sense. Saw his trunk, at any rate. Paid his cab, too. The boy himself ?”

He trailed off, as though uncertain which was more offensive: arriving home without telephoning, arriving home without money for the cab, arriving home without having a proper audience with his father, or just arriving home, period. As Allston weighed Harlan’s various offenses according to the mental calculus by which fathers are accustomed to judging sons, he reached a delicate fingertip to rub beneath the chin of the animal in the former hat rack.

Baiji, the creature himself, was a macaw. He cast one black, intelligent eye at Sibyl as his beak worked on the peanut meat, withdrawn with uncanny dexterity from the open shell clutched in one claw. The animal was iridescent blue, a compact-bodied thing with a beak curved in a knowing smile and a long, intoxicating tail.

Sibyl recalled one evening, when she was a girl, overhearing her mother joke that she should dearly like to have a few of Baiji’s tail feathers to dress her newest hat. Her father had exploded with a rage rarely seen in the Allston family, at least not in the public rooms, where the staff were likely to overhear.

“Lannie, my darling, a joke only!” Sibyl heard Helen protest, her voice muffled through the crack in the pocket door where Sibyl sat, ear pressed, listening. It was some hours before the fracas subsided, with the macaw’s tail left intact, as Sibyl knew it would be. Eulah had laughed when Sibyl recounted this argument, saying that of course his tail feathers would just grow back, but Sibyl knew their father would never permit the macaw to be touched.

The macaw was, like the chronometer, like the speaking tube on the library shelf, and like the cracked blue and white porcelain basket on the mantel, a relic of Allston’s years at sea. Though a South American bird—Sibyl had no idea which part of South America—he had come into her father’s possession in China, another castoff from some long-forgotten sailor. He blinked slowly at her, feathers ruffling under the affectionate finger at his chin. She recoiled, from the strange humanlike expression on Baiji’s parrot face, and from his knowing gaze.

“Then you don’t know what can have happened,” Sibyl stated.

In the years since the sinking Sibyl had assumed the running of the household, complete with the assumption that, should something disagreeable in Allston family affairs arise, it would be delegated to Sibyl to solve. Usually disagreeableness was limited to the firing of a thieving kitchen girl (one silver spoon, since replaced), or to the settling of accounts with a doctor who failed to treat her father’s dyspepsia to his satisfaction. In that vein, Sibyl had expected Harlan’s return for the summer to require her management. His abrupt reappearance, however, hinted that simple management might not be sufficient.

“I’ve a pretty good idea. But he’d best hope I’m mistaken,” her father said, his voice neutral, in contrast to the dark clouds gathering in his pale eyes. Baiji opened his mouth wide, stretching his eerily human tongue out without a sound, and closed it again.

Sibyl, too, opened her mouth as if to speak, but closed it again without saying anything. Instead her eyes traveled up to the wooden crown work pattern on the ceiling, gazing toward the situation that was her brother.





Chapter Four
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Upstairs, in a room whose finer architectural points were obscured by an explosion of books and clothing, a young man stood staring at himself in the mirror over his highboy. The highboy was a tall object, a Boston drawer set of strength and gravitas, whose only biomorphic properties were its curving legs and slipper feet, and so it had been banished by the young man’s mother into the rooms beyond her reach above stairs. The mirror atop this tall chest of drawers angled downward, for the tying of ties and other details of men’s dress. A silver brush and comb rested next to the mirror, together with a half dozen crumpled handkerchiefs and several small glass bottles. The mirror’s angle caused the young man to view himself from above, creating the unwelcome sensation of witnessing himself seen as a boy, observed from a superior vantage point.

Harlan Plummer Allston III peered up with disdain at his reflection, propping himself on one leaning arm. The reflection was a near perfect replica of Harlan himself: similar in age, twenty-one, also with his tie loosened and his shirt collar open. His reflection parted his straight brown hair on the left, rather than on the right, and had a black mole in the wrong eyebrow. But the brows themselves were straight and dark, like Harlan’s, the smile as rakish. Lips a little fuller than Harlan would have liked, almost like a woman’s. Beard could stand to fill in a bit more, too, though the mustache was coming along nicely. Harlan’s reflection half-smiled at him, an attempt at reassurance, and tipped a long swallow of amber liquid down his throat. Warmth suffused his tongue, and when he wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve, Harlan’s reflection did the same. He held the tumbler to the corner of his eye, pressing it there, savoring the cool glass on his skin.

A soft scratch at his door caused the young man to start and put the tumbler down.

“Jus’ second,” he said, swaying, then steadying himself with one hand on the highboy and the other gripping the post at the foot of his bed. Another refugee from Helen’s rampant aesthetics, the bed was even older than the highboy. Its mattress was a lumpy horsehair sack still suspended on a lattice of ropes wound through holes in the bedstead.

“Good night, sleep tight,” his nurse had sung, putting him to sleep in this bed. When he was a boy it felt huge, an open expanse of starched linens extending around him into an infinity of night. Now, at over six feet, his lanky frame could barely fit within its confines. He had to sleep at an angle, pillows bunched under his head, one foot thrust into space, away from the security of the covers. The mattress sagged, with no nurse there to tighten the ropes. He didn’t fit there, anymore, either.

The scratch came at the door again, more insistent.

“Coming,” he said, more clearly, releasing his grip on the furniture. He shook his head, trying to snap himself into readiness. After a moment spent balancing he lurched toward the door, only to get tangled in the trunk. Harlan stumbled, and the trunk collapsed, snapping at his thumb. He cursed under his breath.

“Harley,” the voice on the other side of the door said. “It’s me. Come now, let’s open the door.”

The young man shook himself free of the scattered clothes, brushed a lock of hair off his forehead, and yanked open the door with irritation.

Harlan hadn’t seen his sister—well, his remaining sister—in . . . how long was it since he was home, anyway? Christmas, he supposed. At Easter break he and some of the fellows had run down on a jaunt to New York. To take in the new plays, they’d said. Well, that’d been the plan. And they’d seen a play—after a fashion. He laughed, thinking back to that raucous evening, before drowning the laughter in his mouth with another draft from his tumbler.

“Come in, Sibs,” he said, gesturing with a sweep of his arm to the disorder within.

He observed Sibyl cast a roving eye over his belongings, which he had thrown about with almost studied disregard. She hesitated in the doorway.

“Mrs. Doherty assures me the linens have been seen to,” Sibyl began.

Harlan groaned in anguished boredom, lolling his head back on his shoulders. “Oh, God!” he cried. “The linens! Whatever are we going to do about the linens?”

He turned away, laughing, from her reproachful gaze, but his smile vanished as soon as his back was to her. Harlan leaned a heavy elbow on the highboy, fumbling with a crystal decanter among the handkerchiefs, and sloshed a finger’s width more amber liquid into his glass. Then he flopped into a leather armchair by the fireplace, one leg tossed over the armrest, slippered foot dangling. He glanced up at his sister and saw dismay flicker across her face. A hot explosion of shame and resentment burst in his chest.

“Well?” he snapped. “Let’s have it, then. I’ve waited long enough.”

Sibyl swallowed and picked her way into the bedroom. Harlan turned to the fire, prodding it with a poker so he didn’t have to look at her. The fire had faltered sometime in the past indistinct hour, and he stabbed at the log on the grate, letting loose a series of pops and exploding cinders until the flames picked up. When he was satisfied he tossed the poker aside and turned to find his sister standing, her hands full of shirts collected off the facing armchair, a look of befuddlement on her face. He snorted. Sibyl turned a sharp eye to him, and then dropped the shirts in a heap on the floor. She settled in the armchair, back straight, and folded her hands in her lap. Then she turned her discomfiting dark eyes on him and waited.

Harlan gazed over the edge of his glass at Sibyl, searching her face. Sibs, his older sister. He was oddly pleased to see that she looked older than he remembered. Girlishness had never been a part of Sibyl, so to have the girlishness carved away from her face, leaving it paler, the cheekbones higher, the nose sharper, made her look more like herself. Beautiful, almost, though he had trouble thinking of his sister as beautiful. Sibyl as a girl had looked ill planned. Now, Eulah had banked on girlishness. Foppy, always talking about hats, dances, boys, hats again. Momentary pleasures, passing fancies. Harlan had never cared for a thing that came out of Eulah’s mouth. Yet she’d been petted and coddled to beat the band. What would she have done when time carved her girlishness away? Nothing, that’s what. But she’d have been married by then. So perhaps it didn’t matter.

Of course, none of it mattered. He frowned into his glass.

“Harley,” Sibyl began, leaning forward, reaching out with one hand toward his knee. She withdrew it without touching him. Harlan glanced up at her.

Why wasn’t Sibyl married? It looked like it would be all set for a while there. But she seemed all right, didn’t she? Tall. Well made. And funny. As a boy he’d cherished the dinner table moments when one of their parents would say something hopelessly Allstony, and Sibyl would catch his gaze to share a fleeting eye roll, as if they alone could appreciate the ludicrous elements of their family life. Sibyl made him feel like he was in on a secret joke. When they were small she often sneaked out of the nursery to go exploring in the forbidden corners of the house, and sometimes he would track behind her in secret, wishing she’d invite him along. He didn’t quite understand how that adventurous girl had turned into the stolid spinster sitting in front of him now.

Eulah had been fun, but she’d never been funny. Oh, she’d been able to fool enough fellows into thinking that she was. Plenty of Harlan’s friends let slip that they had their eyes on Eulah Allston, even before she came out. Never anything beyond what they knew he’d allow, of course. A man doesn’t go around making remarks about another man’s sister. Not in decent society.

He smiled ruefully.

“Sibsie,” he replied. He chewed the inside of his cheek, waiting for her to say something. The fire spat out another spark, which hit the screen and fell harmless into the ashes below the grate.

“It’s just for the weekend, then? You’ll be going back to sit for your exams?” she suggested. Her eyes were gentle.

He barked a single laugh, almost identical to the one barked by his father downstairs.

“Not likely,” he said, swirling his glass. Harlan couldn’t bear her steady gaze—why did she have to look at him like that? Why couldn’t she hide how disappointed she was? He cast his eyes sideways to the fire, and the loose lock of hair fell over his forehead.

“Well, you needn’t decide all at once. It’s a month yet before semester’s end, isn’t it?” she pressed.

Instead of answering her he got to his feet, ambling to the bay window that looked through the elm branches down to Beacon Street. He’d have preferred the room facing the river, Sibyl’s room. She was the oldest, so she always got the best of everything. But he supposed that would have to wait until the old man kicked the bucket. Harlan drew aside the brocade drapery, the glow from the streetlight illuminating the young lines of his face.

“How did the Captain seem?” he asked, trying to sound indifferent.

Sibyl said nothing, and Harlan glanced from the window to her, expectant.

“Oh, Harley,” she said at last. “What can have happened?”

Something inside Harlan broke apart, and the full flood of his self-loathing washed through him like a tide of spoiled milk. He turned on her, mouth a tight line, nostrils flared. Sibyl withdrew deeper into the armchair, and he just glimpsed fear in her face before she was able to hide it. As soon as he saw that she was afraid of him, his cheeks flushed with mingled anger and shame: at Sibyl, for not seeing that he wanted to be reassured, and at himself, for his accursed weakness. He stalked across the room to the door, flinging it open with such force that it bounced off the wall, leaving a dent in the paper.

“I have nothing to say to you,” he said, too loudly. “I have nothing to say to anyone.”

Sibyl rose, and Harlan knew that she was covering over her discomfort with formality. It was typical of Sibyl to respond that way to anything unpleasant, she had adopted it from their father, and Harlan wanted to grasp her by the shoulders and shake her, to force her to see how he was feeling without him having to explain, as she used to when they were children. He so desperately wanted her to see him. In that instant he almost hated his sister. Helen and Eulah had left; and now here was Sibyl, leaving him, too.

She moved past Harlan, head high, lips pressed into a grim line like his own. When she reached the door she lingered, her fingertips on the doorknob. “You’re tight,” Sibyl said, voice measured and cold, and the judgment in her voice caused the muscle at his jaw to twitch. “No more of that, now. You’d best rest up. I’ve ordered supper for seven thirty.”

She cast her eye down his disheveled self and back up to meet his gaze. “Dressed.”

The door closed behind her with a click, and Harlan’s fist tightened around the glass until it cracked.

At precisely fifteen minutes before the dinner hour, but well after the dressing bell, Harlan peeked his head out from his bedroom door, looked left down the carpeted hallway to the main stair, looked right to the rear stair and the door to Sibyl’s rooms, and satisfied himself that she was still dressing. No sound stirred the halls of 138½ Beacon Street, save the distant ticking of an unseen clock. He eased one stockinged foot out the bedroom door, followed by the other. His hair was smoothed back, held in place with a combed sheen. His dinner jacket was brushed, with a fresh sprig of mint tucked, in daring defiance of fashion, into his buttonhole. His black silk tie was elegantly knotted, and his cheeks glowed pink with a fresh shave. One hand held a pair of evening pumps buffed to a high sheen, an overcoat draped over his arm, while the other eased closed the bedroom door.

One foot after the other, catlike, exaggerating with high steps of his knees for his own comic amusement, Harlan crept past Sibyl’s closed bedroom door. As he passed, the ball of his foot pressed on the joint between two floorboards, which let out a protesting creak. Harlan froze.

Inside, delicate humming stopped. Both parties on either side of the door held their breath, ears straining. No sound but that distant, placeless clock. In a moment the humming began again, the humming of hair arrangement, and Harlan exhaled in slow degrees before resuming his progress. He eased open the door to the rear service stair, slid through it, and closed it with a click.

Down the narrow service stair, silent, as when he was a boy, stalking through the house playing pirate, or Union spy on a raid behind Rebel lines. He’d loved to dress up, winding one of his mother’s scarves around his head for piracy, or in a wide sash at his waist to play at being a Zouave, with a cigar-box fez and an invisible cutlass. He’d creep on all fours through the shadows, spying on the kitchen girls, eavesdropping to collect intelligence for the general back at the base, or the pirate captain waiting on shipboard, thrilling at his secret rebellion. He’d write up his notes in a complex code of his own design, borrowed from ship log shorthand and algebraic notation. Harlan loved feeling concealed, on a noble mission, hidden from whatever his father might have wished for him to be doing.

Harlan sat on the bottom step of the service stair and bent to slip into his shoes.

“Oh!” a voice gasped.

His head snapped up, and he beheld the startled face of Betty Gallagher, her hands struggling not to drop a platter of roast chicken.

He leaped to his feet, stepping forward to slide both hands under the platter to help rescue the chickens. His pulse rose, enjoying that Betty Gallagher would now be in collusion with his plan.

“Mister Harlan!” Betty said when she had recovered herself. She took in his dinner jacket, the overcoat on his arm, and glanced at the door into the dining room. “But . . . supper’s not been ordered ’til seven thirty.”

Harlan, standing close as both their sets of hands supported the platter, gazed down into Betty’s face, with its wide eyes and wild hair. Her freckles were delectable. Most fellows didn’t care for freckles as a rule, thinking they were tough-looking. But Betty’s were appealing. Like cake batter you could wipe off with your thumb, buttery and sweet. He smiled out of one side of his mouth, wondering if she’d pull away, and coiled a tentative arm around Betty’s waist.

“Not for me, it isn’t,” he whispered. “I’m dining at the club.” He tightened his grip a little and felt the inviting give of her flesh under the apron and shirtwaist. She wasn’t pulling away. He wondered with a shiver of pleasure if he could press further.

She half-smiled in return, gripping the platter with both hands. “Why, Mister Harlan,” she chided. “Whatever will your father say.”

“Hmm,” he said, pretending to look concerned. “Why, I hadn’t thought of that. What shall we say to him?” He ducked his head nearer Betty’s freckled cheeks, crinkling his eyes in commiseration.

“What indeed?” she whispered. Their eyes met, his sparkling with mischief, hers watchful.

Thrilling at the window of opportunity she seemed to have cracked open for him, Harlan leaned in and pressed his lips to Betty’s mouth. He felt resistance, and then beneath his insistent pressure felt that resistance give. She tasted as he knew she would, like flour and salt and cinnamon, and his fingers pressed into the small of her back, sensing the texture of her skin. He pressed himself closer, slipping his tongue between her lips and probing the roof of her mouth. Her mouth was delicious, warm, yielding, but oddly inert under his kiss, accepting without participating. After a moment she broke herself away, wiping her mouth with the back of her free hand and then batting him on the cheek.

“Brute,” she scolded, but with a knowing smile.

Harlan laughed. She was a fine, game girl. He’d suspected she would be.

Just then the kitchen door opened to reveal the back-lit silhouette of Mrs. Doherty, her face impassive. “Is the girl bothering you, Mister Harlan?” she asked without preamble.

“Why, not at all, Doherty, not at all,” he said, eyes twinkling. “But I am bothered.” He reached up to confirm that his tie was in order.

“In that case we’ve the table to see to,” she said, frowning, in a manner both commanding to Betty and dismissive to Harlan.

He winked in Betty’s direction, but she wasn’t looking. Instead she hurried, head down, to the door into the dining room, opening it with her back, platter of chickens in both hands, eyes averted. Mrs. Doherty turned an icy glare on him and seemed on the point of saying something. Harlan flashed her his most winning smile, brushed his hand over the mint sprig in his buttonhole, and slipped out the back door.

“Two spades,” said Rawlings around the pipe between his lips, coils of smoke leaking out the corners of his young mouth.

“Pass,” grumbled Bickering. Harlan wished Bickering would have a better card face. This was bound to be a wasted rubber if he couldn’t keep his cards to himself.

“Four spades,” tossed out Townsend. He was a smooth fellow, with shrewd eyes. The sort of man who’d have hobbies about which he could be an insufferable bore. Chess? Philately? It didn’t matter. It could solve a number of problems, having a bridge partner like Townsend.

“Pass,” said Harlan, as evenly as he could.

“Well, dummy’s you,” Townsend said to Rawlings, who laid his hand out faceup with resignation and rekindled his pipe.

“Well, Allston,” he said, slipping the pipe back between his lips. Rawlings cultivated the pipe at college because clenching it in his teeth forced him to flatten out his vowels. Trying to obscure a southern boyhood, was Rawlings.

“Well?” Harlan remarked, eyes on his cards. He shifted a few in pairs, considering his strategy.

“Sir.” A murmur by Harlan’s ear stirred the fine hairs at the base of his neck. A uniformed porter bent in a confidential attitude by the card table, hands behind his back.

“I’m rather occupied,” Harlan said, without looking at the houseman.

“So sorry, sir, but you have a telephone call. Where should you like to—”

“I’m in the middle of a game.” Harlan’s voice tightened. “I should not like to take it at all.”

The porter cleared his throat, saying, “Very good sir. What time shall I tell Captain Allston would be more convenient?”

Harlan looked up at the houseman with a sordid glare, saying nothing.

“An hour then, sir?” the porter suggested, unflappable. Captain Harlan Plummer Allston Junior, Lan to his intimates, Lannie to his wife, had been a member of St. Swithin’s longer than his son. His influence there, as in all other venues of Harlan’s life, was considerable.

Harlan returned his eyes to his cards, slapping a useless seven of hearts on the table.

“Blast,” said Bickering. “If that don’t cap all.”

“Ninety-five,” Rawlings remarked with amusement.

“Well, I reckon we’re beat,” Bickering said, stretching his arms overhead.

Harlan scowled, heart sinking. Ninety-five! And on top of everything else, too. He should’ve known better, picking Bickering for a bridge partner.

“Now then, Allston,” Rawlings continued, lips moving around his pipe. “Rather early to be slinking out of old Westmorly Hall for the summer, isn’t it?”

“What d’you mean?” Harlan asked levelly.

Rawlings laughed as Bickering and Townsend exchanged a glance.

“All right, have it your way,” Rawlings said. “But I wish you’d give us the scoop. Otherwise we’ll just amuse ourselves with speculating.”

Harlan paused, considering how they might respond if he actually told them the truth, and then laughed. Impossible. They’d never believe he meant it. He could afford a variation, at most. He rummaged in his jacket pocket and withdrew a silver cigarette case.

“Well, Rolly, I’ll tell you,” he began, lighting his cigarette as the three young men pricked up their ears. “It’s a pretty good story.”

“I knew it,” Bickering said to Townsend, who raised his eyebrows.

“It has to do with a certain young lady,” Harlan said. “About whom I can’t say any more, for fear of her reputation. You understand.”

“Oh, come now!” Rawlings protested. “Can’t a man speak plainly within the confines of his club, and in the company of gentlemen?”

Townsend and Bickering gave their audible assent.

Harlan made a show of hesitating, and then deciding to persevere. “Very well. I’m sure you’re aware, this isn’t the first time a member of the fairer sex entered our humble Cantabrigian domicile. So I invited this lady of my acquaintance in for a drink and some companionable conversation.”

“That’s the boy,” said Bickering, elbowing Rawlings in the ribs. Rawlings grinned, teeth still clamped around the mouthpiece of the pipe.

“So there we were, a nice fire going, a couple of excellently made cocktails,” Harlan continued.

“And some companionable conversation, no doubt,” Bickering interrupted.

“When she comes over faint,” Harlan said in feigned surprise.

“The poor thing,” Rawlings said through his grin.

“Well, what could I do?” Harlan asked, hands spread in helplessness. “I helped her to loosen her dress. Ladies’ underthings can be so restrictive, you know.”

“I’m all for dress reform, myself. So much more modern. So much more . . . accessible,” Bickering mused.

“Well, wouldn’t you know, the tutor chose that most inconvenient moment to drop in.” Harlan sighed. Anguished groans broke out around the table. It wasn’t a lie, exactly.

“Not Baker, was it?” Rawlings asked.

“I had a few run-ins with Baker myself, before I parted ways with the Crimson Goliath,” Bickering remarked to no one in particular.

“So there you have it, fellows. Hoist by my own petard.” Harlan took a last drag on his cigarette before rubbing it out in the brass tray on the table. Townsend idly shuffled one of the decks of cards, his hands in constant motion as Rawlings pursed his lips around the base of his pipe.

“Now, Allston,” Bickering said, adopting a faux-schoolmarm tone, “there’s a rather important detail lacking in your account.”

“Oh?” Harlan asked, in false innocence.

“The name of this infamous lady. Mademoiselle Petard,” Bickering said.

Harlan stood, hooking his thumbs in his waistband and gazing down on the other men at the card table with a sultry look. “You certain you’d like to know?”

“Her name!” clamored Rawlings, with Townsend and Bickering together.

“Why, Rolly, don’t you know? I’d think your sister would’ve mentioned,” Harlan said, before tossing a peanut into his mouth and withdrawing from the table with an ironic salute, as the air seemed to rush out of the room.

As Harlan paused in the door of the St. Swithin Club, pulling the collar of his overcoat up under his ears against the chill of late evening, he spotted the form of a man approaching at a laconic pace, streetlights casting his wavering shadow across the brick street. Cursing his luck, a twist of guilt in his belly, Harlan started at a quick clip down the steps, head down, jostling by the man as he started up the stairs to the club. Too late—the man caught his elbow.

“Why, is that Harley Allston?” he said.

“Benton,” Harlan said, injecting his voice with the necessary heartiness. “Good to see you. ’Fraid I must be going.”

“Hold up a minute,” Benton Derby said, keeping a firm grasp on his elbow.

“Wish I could, but I really can’t.” Harlan smiled, shrugging. “People waiting.”

The young man released Harlan’s arm, brushing his coat jacket smooth. “All right,” he said. “You know, I’ve got office hours all during reading period. You’re welcome, any time.”

“Right,” Harlan said, still with an uncomfortable smile on his face. “See you, then.”

Harlan hurried down the street, hands thrust into his coat pockets, eyes on his shoes. He wished Benton hadn’t seen him. Benton must have heard the story by now. Harlan frowned, watching his feet stride down the cobblestones, sidestepping puddles. When he reached the Common he paused, glancing over his shoulder, and saw the silhouette of Benton Derby still standing under the awning of the St. Swithin Club, arms folded, watching him go.

Turning away without a wave, Harlan jogged down the stairs from Beacon Street, enveloped by the anonymous darkness of the Common at night. Hidden in the darkness he felt the shame start to fall away. He crossed southeast, fog thickening around him. The damp created an eerie halo around each streetlight, and moisture beaded on his overcoat by the time he jogged across Charles Street into the Public Garden.

Damn that Benton. Harlan scowled as he passed under the weeping willows by the pond, then through cobbled streets that grew narrower, darker, more clotted with animal waste. The deeper he moved into the center of the city, the more the grip of shame loosened. He paused at an intersection of withered eighteenth-century houses, peeling clapboards and leaning chimneys, places that the historical society ladies treasured without wanting to inhabit. A tiny boy sat in a ball on a stoop, in a pair of greasy boots that were too big for him. The shutters on his house were closed and insulated with wadded newspaper.

“Excuse me,” Harlan said. “Would you say I’m nearly at Harrison Avenue?”

The urchin nodded, and then held out a grubby hand.

“Thought so.” Harlan smiled, pressing a nickel into the boy’s palm. Almost there.

He rounded a corner at a trot, and with a leaping in his chest spotted a brightly lettered placard framed by cherry branches, translated in smaller type as boarding house. Beneath the sign stood a nondescript door. Harlan opened this door and stepped into a hallway whose major decorative element was wallpaper covered in bloodred cabbage roses, curling at the corners. A single electric bulb burned in a frosted glass sconce. He mounted the narrow stair, taking the steps two at a time, his footfalls muffled by worn carpeting.

On the third floor Harlan moved down the hallway, a grin spreading across his face. He reached the door at the end, which he knew opened into the front gable garret facing onto Harrison Avenue. A dried sprig of mint hung, upside down, their private signal, pinned to the naked wood of the door, below the hand-painted numeral 8.

Harlan lifted his hand to knock, his pulse quickening.

Just then the door clicked open, and a smiling green eye observed him from behind a brass chain. The door closed as the chain was unfastened, and then opened again.

“I’m so sorry,” Harlan started to say. “I couldn’t—”

He was interrupted by a delighted laugh, and the sound of shushing. The person behind the door took hold of the lapel of his glistening overcoat, pulled him inside, and closed the door.
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