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“If ever, in recent history, there has been a book that uniquely captures the shaky, easily misinterpreted relationships between men and women, brothers and sisters, parents and children, this is it…. Pasadena is unquestionably a great novel that succeeds on every level. It is important not just on its own merits, but for how reading it can and will remind serious readers that, every once in a while, there’s a fabulous book waiting to be discovered.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram




“David Ebershoff takes us back to the days when Pasadena was a genuine article—and the bestseller was, too.”

—Baltimore Sun




“Pasadena is history as personal myth and, despite its sense of fatalism and loss, it has a clear-eyed benevolence about the enduring … American faith in progress.”

—The Wall Street Journal




“[Ebershoff] keeps the pages moving with suspense.”

—USA Today




“A novel filled with striking characters, elegant writing and a page-turning plot … Pasadena is a quintessentially American novel.”

—The Oregonian




“Packed as fully and fragrantly with detail and incident as one of the orange crates with which the story’s Poore family has built its fortune … a shimmering portrait of Southern California.”

—New York Daily News




“A sweeping romance … [Ebershoff] keeps the drama aboil.”

—People




“Conjuring a landscape of coastal flower farms, orange groves, and vast ranches … Ebershoff weaves extensive historical detail and period vernacular into a startling, intricate saga.”

—Vogue




“A big, passionate, engrossing story … Ebershoff gives [the characters] life and more—they flash and glow with a mythic sheen, ready for their close-ups.”

—New York magazine




“A warmly written and thoroughly engaging account of the Southern California community’s transformation from groveland into bustling boomtown.”

—The Tampa Tribune




“A meticulously researched narrative that combines elements of gothic fairy tale, nineteenth-century romance, and the rise and decline of an enchanted American city, Pasadena is a traditional family saga in the very best sense.”

—Carolyn See, author of The Handyman




“Pasadena is not merely a wondrous novel about California. It is a breathtakingly powerful novel about America. Here is an altogether mesmerizing story of a world forever transformed, as well as one of the most authentic and beautiful love stories I’ve ever read. Pure and simple, this book is a treasure.”

—Chris Bohjalian, author of Midwives and The Buffalo Soldier
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O God of heaven! the dream of horror,
The frightful dream is over now;
The sickened heart, the blasting sorrow,
The ghastly night, the ghastlier morrow

EMILY BRONTË





THE DAM BROKE and Linda looked up and saw the bluff collapse, a waterfall of mud.

She held her breath as the sludge burst from the swamp, as it funneled down the sandstone cliff, down the scaffold of steps, swallowing her. The mudflow slapped her face and plugged her ears, sealed her eyes, stopped her mouth, shoved cold between her thighs. She was a girl of seventeen, now dragged under by the grimy hand of a broken single-arch dam. The dirty water was in her throat, the air stolen from her lungs. A torrent of silt plucked her down to the cove, where her outrigger canoe rested against a rock padded with rubbery laver. Linda tumbled as if wrestled by a wave—no air or light, up turned down, the mud’s tide carrying her. It was rocky like the oozy water-bound macadam poured to pave the roads to and from Baden-Baden-by-the-Sea, the gravel and the dust-water devouring the old wagon trails and the weedy surrey routes and the former cow paths. The earthflow rolled Linda, stones attacked her, shredding her workdress, bruising her pale flesh. Linda Stamp, a fishergirl with eight lobster pots at the bottom of the Pacific, was transported in a coffin of mud.

The January rains had swollen Siegmund’s Swamp, home of the winter runoff and the red-eyed vinegar fly. The downpour had prodded the dam, while Linda toiled below, nailing the planks into the staircase. She was not alone: Bruder was a few steps above and her mother, Valencia, was next to her, handing her wagon-box nails and brushing the hair from her eyes. There’d been five days of rain, sometimes an inch an hour, flocks of clouds soaring off the Pacific, wings of thunder, a vulture-black sky. The rain had flooded the earthworm holes and the vole dens and uprooted a crooked digger pine.

But this morning the rain had stopped; a slit of pink sunlight pierced the sky. “Maybe we should wait another day,” Valencia had warned, but Linda wouldn’t listen. They returned to erecting the staircase, one hundred steps up the bluff’s seventy feet, from cold-sand beach to the little onion farm: Valencia, her black hair streaked with silver, her tongue clucking ¡Jovencita!; Bruder, nineteen or twenty (“Orphan boy!” Linda would tease); and Linda. The three hammered step after step, crossbeams and hand-hewn two-by-fours, into the tarred-wood foundation. They worked steadily in the dry morning, anxious to complete the stairs, watching the sky swell and sag. “The worst is over,” Linda predicted. “The rain won’t return.” Her mother’s screwed-up eye disagreed. Bruder said nothing, the nails stored between his teeth, a T-head bolt behind each ear. Linda sang while they worked—O, she was born in the Ocean, and died in the Sea!—as Valencia and Bruder hauled the lumber with the log chain and hammered with the mallet. They worked as the ocean chewed the beach, foam spraying the steps, bull kelp spit from the mouth of the waves, hermit crabs skittering like crumbs across the table of sand. Up on the farm, Dieter shod the hinnies in the barn and sorted the white onions from sack to crate and napped on a hundred-pound bag of scratch feed.

Then the sky reopened and the rain fell again, pecking anew the farm and the sea, and the dam broke and Linda looked up and saw the downpour of mud: mudflow ferrying uprooted ice plant and mica-flecked stones and pale-yellow kangaroo rats and kitchen garbage and everything ever buried in the arroyo. Stewy mud, both liquid and solid at once, penetrated the dam and devoured her in less time than it took to say her name: Linda Stamp!

She said it and she was gone, the landslide pushing her down, yanking her under, pulling her in. Everything turned black, and the mass of moving earth trapped Linda. Valencia, reaching for Linda’s hand, was ripped away; and Bruder, too; each gone, each interred.

When the river of mire halted at the beach, Linda was lying in earth as dense as the fresh pavement on El Camino Real. She struggled to raise herself, but the muddy tomb held her. All at once, her past and her future had become sealed together in a dreamless, bottomless cave, everything as cold and quiet as the bottom of the ocean. Linda couldn’t see and she couldn’t move and she felt only fear. The mud settled like water stilling in a trough, and Linda heard the silence, as if there was nothing left, no one there. In the landslide Valencia and Bruder and Linda breathed mud and darkness, each aware of entering the grave alive.

Yet one, only one, gasped and fought and shuddered and died.
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Will the day be bright or cloudy?
Sweetly has its dawn begun;
But the heaven may shake with thunder
Ere the setting of the sun.

EMILY BRONTË
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ON A DECEMBER MORNING in 1944, Mr. Andrew Jackson Blackwood—a young-faced, self-made man who had been in California twelve or fourteen years, depending on whom you asked—was making his way down El Camino Real. He was driving his yellow Imperial Victoria on his way to a real-estate convention in San Diego. At present he was somewhere between Dana Point and Oceanside, but many miles back his Automobile Club map had flown out the window, the wings of its paper-folds extending and flapping away. The fluttery movement—and the car’s sudden swerve as he lunged for the accordioned map—made him think of a large, ancient bird lifting itself into extinction. This was a more morose thought than Blackwood was used to, and it didn’t stay with him, flitting away like the map itself. But Blackwood had a sense of direction, he liked to tell himself, and he continued on his way.

Yet by now he could no longer be certain that he was still traveling down El Camino Real; had he made a wrong turn somewhere back? The road cut through dormant pea fields and lettuce farms and a patch of shallots, passing an avocado orchard and a lemon grove protected by eucalyptus windbreak. It climbed a scrub-oak terrain burned gold in autumn where at hillcrest a rattler stretched belly-up in the sun. Thin, shabby utility poles stood across the fields like a line outside a poor-house, and upon the drooping wires sat a family of garbage-fed gulls. Every now and then the road turned sharply and the hammered pewter of the Pacific would appear in the distance and Blackwood would inhale, tasting the salt on the breeze. He was listening to the kid announcer on the KCRO radio news, and lately word from Europe was better than expected, the Americans marching swiftly up the wine-cold valleys of the Moselle. Blackwood thought of the boys weighted down by carbine and canteen, and it occurred to him just then, as he descended a hill and the ocean lay before him, that the war would end sooner than most dared to hope. The soldiers would return en masse and many would request passage to Long Beach or Coronado and each would need a bungalow and a patch of ryegrass for himself and his honey-haired girl. The world after the war would be different. There would be an unprecedented demand. Someone would supply it. The idea came to Andrew Jackson Blackwood, complete and formed.

And this was what distinguished Blackwood from the rest, he liked to tell himself—whether when meditating upon the passage of another day while falling asleep in his mint-green pajamas, or at the closing of yet another deal around the bank’s white-oak table. Blackwood looked only forward, never back: the cuffs of history never locked about his wrists and throat.

In an open stretch of flatland close to the shore, he spotted a farm stand tended by a girl with dark, nostalgic eyes. A tulip tree shaded the stand, and Blackwood slowed the Imperial Victoria as he passed it. The girl looked sad, perhaps because of her skimpy display of onion and the day’s catch in a box of ice: three cigar-shaped flyingfish on their sides, their woven silver wings catching the sun. Behind the stand was a small farm, its turned onion field edging an arroyo dense with lemonade berry. The farm extended to the ocean, a perfectly underutilized tract of land, and Blackwood—whose first speculation in California real estate all those years ago had hauled him north across the border from poor to rich—swerved and turned down the dirt road.

He was a thin but strong man whose Broadway Brothers suits fit him well. In 1931 he had arrived in Pasadena unnoticed, an import from Maine who, with a small wad of money of questionable origin and a full, boyish smile, bought an abandoned whitewashed mansion on Orange Grove Avenue that had once belonged to a family whose money had been made and lost in ice. Blackwood converted it into a rooming house open to anyone who could push the nightly fee through the slot in the cashier’s cage. Because he was sympathetic to the outsider, from the beginning Blackwood accepted the money of any and all men—Negro, Mexican, Chinese, even a girl or two in dire straits—at a time when most other landlords turned away those with a hue in their flesh or a pickled breath. This and a general distrust of the police kept Blackwood’s rooming house full and brought him rapid success in the world of the down-and-outs. Eventually, other properties followed, dilapidated and distressed, picked up for pennies on the dollar. Early on, Blackwood became friendly with a professor of economics at Cal Tech, a man they called Stinky Sweeney, and together Blackwood and Sweeney pondered the many ways to expand their pies while most others watched theirs shrivel in the pan. And oh how Blackwood’s pie had grown since he’d come to California! Spanish-tiled mansions divided into by-the-week apartments; long-closed dress and millinery shops on Colorado Street reconfigured as pawn emporiums and pool halls and even a lounge where girls danced in their rationed silk underwear; and the plots of sandy land bought for almost nothing from desperate, tax-hounded people who sometimes paid Blackwood to take the property off their hands! He padded his real-estate holdings with a position in steel stocks, in oil shares, and in a piece of a rubber-belt company that held a patent. But Blackwood knew that there was no asset in California like the parched terra firma that could crumble in the hand.

The dirt road ended at three small cottages on a headland bluff. They overlooked the ocean, their foundations close to the eroding lip, where ropes of ice plant grew in rappel and belay. The cottages were on the verge of decrepitude, shredded tar paper and horizontal plank warped white with salt, and the arroyo-stone chimneys leaned precariously against the scabbed corrugated roofs. The wind was throwing dirt and sand in the bantam-pecked yard, and from the barn Blackwood heard a horse sneezing and the groan of an udder-sore cow. Blackwood, so skilled at this sort of evaluation, noted that there wasn’t a telephone pole in sight. What was it he had first taught himself when he arrived in California all those years ago? The true developer sees value where others turn away.

Blackwood got out of his car and called hello in a friendly way. What Blackwood didn’t know about himself was that pink-cheeked friendliness came naturally to him, and that others sensed it and trusted it, perhaps even when they should not. He was handsome in a safe, pale-featured way—handsome enough for success to have come to him just a little more easily than to most; but he was unaware of this slight advantage. In fact, Blackwood was certain that he had started off with no advantages at all. He was equally unaware of his natural powdery scent, much like a baby’s, not unpleasant but unusual for a man of forty-four.

Oddly, however, on this December morning his typically cheerful “Hello! Anyone home?” emerged shrilly, as if he was nervous—like the call of a red-tail hawk. But Blackwood wasn’t the type of man who knew about birds and their calls. Since moving to California he had failed to grow curious about habitats and ranges and migration paths interrupted by the reach of man. Like most Pasadenans—and certainly he thought of himself as one, although others, many others, did not—he delighted when a bald eagle alit in the Arroyo Seco. Why, the Star-News had run a picture of such an event this very morning!—but this was the extent of Blackwood’s ornithological interest. Had it been greater, he might have noted earlier the sign along the dirt road that read:

CONDOR’S NEST
STAY OUT

“I’m afraid you’ve made a wrong turn,” someone said.

The voice came from behind one of the cottages, and Blackwood turned and removed his hat and said in that cheerful way of his, “Who’s there? How do you do? My name is Blackwood. Andrew Jackson Blackwood. Sorry to barge in.” A man appeared on the porch, and Blackwood offered his free hand.

“This is private property.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that. And I’m sorry to intrude, but in fact that’s why I turned down your drive. I thought we could have a chat.”

“You’ll have to leave.” The man was taller than Blackwood, broad in shoulder but weary in whiskered cheek. His hair was as black as crude oil, his eyes too, and this made Blackwood think of his thousand shares that had doubled in value three years in a row. Only then did Blackwood realize that his hand was still extended. He wondered why the stranger hadn’t offered his own, but the paw of the man’s right hand, Blackwood now noted, was wrapped around the deer-foot handle of a hunting knife, and this caused Blackwood’s heart to sit up in his chest. A waxy sweat broke out on his face as he noticed that the man’s shirt was sprayed with blood. On closer inspection, Blackwood could see that blood splattered the man’s pants as well. In the man’s hair, tiny rubies of blood sparkled, and there was a drop of blood on his lip, bright and round and trembling. Blackwood didn’t want to believe it, but the evidence suggested he had stumbled across a murder. Blackwood was silent, and his hand reached behind him for the Imperial Victoria’s door. He would try to leave.

“Who sent you here?”

“I … I …”

“Why did you come?”

“I … I …” But Blackwood couldn’t.

Suddenly there was a noise, like a log smacking the side of the cottage, and Blackwood’s knees, tender since his days kneeling in the flinty Maine soil, buckled, and he found himself huddled against the car, its door warm against his cheek. He heard the smacking noise again, and Blackwood, teary, looked to the man and was prepared to beg, to offer anything to be sent on his way without harm. The tears were hot on Blackwood’s lip.

The smacking repeated, and Blackwood peered through his fingers and finally noticed the large barracuda hanging on hook and chain from the cottage eave. Its yellowish, bat-shape tail fin whipped the side of the house, and its long, bulleted head surged up the chain and then fell back, its mirror pelvic fins quivering. Its silver belly had been sliced from anal fin to gill, and blood dripped from the fish into a puddle, attracting tiny blue Euphilotes butterflies.

How could Blackwood have been so silly? The man was no more a murderer than Blackwood himself; Blackwood had panicked, something he had long ago taught himself to avoid. Fear keeps a man from accomplishing things, he knew; fear chains a man to his past. He was both disappointed in himself and aware of the man staring at him down in the dirt. Blackwood pulled himself up, attempting to wipe the distress from his brow. “Did you catch her?”

The man nodded and stared in a way that made Blackwood feel as if his skin were being penetrated. The man’s flesh was warmly brown. Blackwood noted more than a drop of Mexican in him, and wondered where the man was from.

“Do you eat barracuda around here?”

“Not much anymore. The schools are thinning out.” The man turned his knife in his palm as if he were a child showing it off and then, with a wrist-snap, flung it into the barracuda’s head, sinking the blade between the fish’s feline eyes. Her jaw popped open and a ribbon of blood rushed between her fangs and she stretched herself to her full three and a half feet and died on the hook.

The sight of it pressed the breath from Blackwood’s chest. Then he managed, “May I ask how long you’ve lived here, Mr….?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Blackwood refilled his lungs. “Well, you see, I’m a real-estate developer.” He said this as if he were announcing that he was a teacher or a fireman or a member of the clergy; that was how vital Blackwood thought of himself to the community, to the great goal of California’s progress. “I was wondering if you’d ever be interested in selling your land, Mr….?”

The man walked to the fish and pulled the knife from its head. He wiped the blade clean on his pants and said he’d never thought about selling anything at Condor’s Nest.

“I would imagine,” Blackwood tried again, “you might be able to sell this piece of property and buy yourself a nice house in town somewhere. Someplace where the roads are paved, perhaps?”

“I don’t want to go anywhere. I’ve traveled and now I’m home.”

“Do you mind if I ask how much land you have?”

“Ten and a half acres.”

“Ten and a half, is it?” Blackwood scanned the property; he wondered if the arroyo behind the barn would make subdivision difficult. Probably not, what with the way they’re putting up houses in the canyons. All you need is a pair of stilts and a concrete mixer. Easy enough these days. Or maybe Blackwood could dam up the arroyo and create a little green pond; people would like that, people would pay more for that. It’d be easy enough: throw a wall of soil across the arroyo’s mouth and catch the winter runoff. He’d have to be careful about flash-flooding, but Blackwood knew what he was doing. On closer inspection, it appeared that perhaps once someone had tried this: the foundation of a collapsed dam remained in place. He thought to ask, “You ever think about closing it up? Make yourself a nice little casting pond?”

Then for the first time the man’s hard face softened. “How much is it worth, Mr. Blackwood?”

“The arroyo?”

“The whole farm.”

Blackwood hesitated, thinking that this might be some sort of test.

“I’m sure you’ll understand when I say I don’t go around tossing out numbers if the other party’s not interested.” He added, “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t catch your name.”

“Bruder.”

“Bruder? A pleasure, Mr. Bruder.” Blackwood moved to tip his hat, but then he realized that it was gone and he ran his hand through his hair, which was so fine it parted randomly when the wind blew upon it. The hat sat overturned in the dirt, a sagebrush lizard inching toward it, and Blackwood felt the sun burning his ears and his neck. His skin was more sensitive than most people’s. Whenever he appeared in a terry bundle at poolside or on the beach, he would say he had a northerner’s complexion, careful not to be any more specific than that; he knew that some people thought he was from Canada, and that was fine with Andrew Jackson Blackwood.

He went to retrieve his hat when Bruder said, “Would you like to come inside, Mr. Blackwood?”

In the middle cottage were two rooms, a kitchen with a coil-handled stove and an alcove hidden by a rose-petal sheet strung along a wire. There was a terrible bareness to the place. Dark kerosene smoke painted the walls, and Blackwood took this as a sign that he was dealing with an unsophisticated man. He supposed that Bruder was one of those farmers who could no longer make a go of it; and something in Blackwood wondered why Bruder would even try. Bruder opened a cupboard that held nothing but a tin of sugar, three white onions, a jar of apple butter, and a hard round loaf of bread. Blackwood sensed things turning his way, and that was what he had learned over the years: to keep a wet finger in the wind.

“Coffee, Mr. Blackwood?” Bruder lit the stove.

A few minutes later, Blackwood took the cup of coffee and Bruder poured himself a jelly jar of jug wine. “There’s a long history at Condor’s Nest,” Bruder said. “I can’t think of anything that would convince me to sell it off.”

“There’s always a history, Mr. Bruder.”

“A lot has happened here.”

“I’m sure that’s true.”

“I’ve never wanted to sell this land.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to think about.” All those years ago, it had been so easy for Blackwood to don a developer’s hide. The trick was to look them in the eye once, and never again. A few months ago, he’d read an article in the Star-News about a tennis champion who was asked about the key to winning Wimbledon, and the man—there was a photograph of him in his white sweater-vest—had replied, “Just keep moving forward.” Blackwood couldn’t agree more. He looked forward to reporting to Stinky about the ten and a half acres and the strange man, who had a blue-black scar at his temple that eerily darkened and lightened like the shifting winter ocean. “It was like stepping back in time,” Blackwood would say on the telephone. “Like meeting a forty-niner in person.”

“Do you live alone, Mr. Bruder?”

Bruder sat up, and Blackwood could see that once he’d been handsome. Could’ve been in pictures, thought Blackwood, with those heavy lids and that nose, long but not fleshy, like John Gilbert’s; it was Blackwood’s one vice: Saturday night at Grauman’s Egyptian, staring up into Gable’s huge, mattress-size eyes. That, and reading the American Weekly insert and the Star-News society page for the latest breeze. Blackwood took perhaps a little too much pleasure in the misfortune of others, but he had no reason—at least not yet—to believe that he would come to regret this glee.

“I have a family,” said Bruder, standing and taking Blackwood’s cup. “Now you’ll have to leave.”

Bruder walked Blackwood outside, and a pride rose in Blackwood’s swift and lean heart as he saw the yellow car sitting in the sun, the ocean reflecting in the gleam of its hood. He expected Bruder to say that she was a hell of an automobile: every now and then that’s what strangers said on Colorado Street—not that the Imperial Victoria was the fanciest car running around Pasadena, heavens no, Blackwood wasn’t one to waste his dough. But the car was the first substantial item Blackwood had ever bought for himself, and he loved her as another man might love his dog, or his wife. Its wheels were white, and its yellow skin was as bright as a Model’s banana, and every now and then he would click his heels when he realized she was his. It’s because Blackwood had never thought he would one day own an Imperial Victoria. Certainly he’d never thought he’d be sizing up ten and a half acres of subdividable farmland. You never know where a dirt road will take you in life; that’s what he had told himself back in muddy Maine, and now look at Andrew J. Blackwood.

“Why don’t you think about it, Mr. Bruder?”

“I’ll never sell my land. Not at Condor’s Nest.”

“Never’s a long time, Mr. Bruder. I can stop by another day and we can continue our chat.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“But I could if you wanted.”

“No thank you, Mr. Blackwood.”

“Is that your daughter tending the farm stand, Mr. Bruder?”

“Drive carefully, Mr. Blackwood. A lot of rocks round here. One might fly up and dent your hood.”

Andrew Jackson Blackwood climbed into his car and turned it around and drove down the long dirt lane. In his mirror, Bruder and Condor’s Nest fell away, the dust and the dead mayweed blossoms rising, and the endless ocean. When he reached the road he waved to the girl, who was busy shifting the box of flyingfish into the tulip tree’s moving shadow. “What’s your name?” he called.

“Sieglinde!”

“What is it?”

“I’d get out of here if I were you!”

Blackwood waved again and then drove on to the convention in San Diego, certain that Mr. Bruder would be glad to see him when he returned on his way home in a few days.
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THE TRIP TO SAN DIEGO turned out to be a waste of time. Blackwood met with men from City Hall whose minds were clogged with regulation, and chatted with halfhearted developers who feared “the uncertain times.” A lady developer declared that she was sitting things out for the time being. It had been a sorry bunch indeed. But one young man from Ocean Park, who turned out to be nothing more than an ambitious bookkeeper with a keen eye, tipped off Blackwood about the values along the farmland coast north of San Diego. This conversation had proved so interesting that Blackwood bought the man a second bourbon, and then a third, while Blackwood nursed a golden beer, and eventually the young man spilled to Blackwood everything he knew about North County. He said that the place to look was around a tiny village called Baden-Baden-by-the-Sea. “Never heard of it,” said Blackwood. “That’s the point,” said the young man. “No one has. Long ago it was known for its mineral spring. People would come from all over to drink its water and to bathe. But the spring dried up in the Great Drought way back when, and the hotels closed and most of the farms collapsed. The village was almost forgotten.”

The conversation proved invaluable, but it kept Blackwood from hitting the road until nightfall. He hoped Bruder wouldn’t mind his late arrival, but why should he? Thanks to the honest-faced young bookkeeper, Blackwood had calculated a modest but fair offer for Condor’s Nest. It did not occur to him that Bruder would turn him down; after all, what did Bruder have to hold out for? Not nostalgia, for Blackwood was certain Bruder was a man with little worth remembering.

It was raining when the Imperial Victoria reached the farm. A dense fog hid the ocean, and the mud sucked on Blackwood’s shoes as he stepped out of the car. He heard the waves thrashing angrily, the high tide throwing rocks and kelp and limpets. Miserable spot in a winter storm, thought Blackwood, and he knocked on the cottage door. There was a light in the window, but no answer came. Blackwood peered inside and saw a small bulb—one he hadn’t noticed before—burning dimly above the kitchen table, and a gentle disappointment touched him: Condor’s Nest wasn’t trapped as far back in history as he had first believed. Even so, he rapped the glass, and nothing in the cottage stirred except the fire dying in the stove. He wondered where Bruder would go on such a night, and whether the girl was with him. The salty rain slanted down, falling sharply on Blackwood’s neck and face, and he pulled his hat over his ears. He feared that perhaps he’d left the Imperial Victoria’s window cracked, but such carelessness wasn’t like Blackwood, and he assured himself he was anxious only because of the night and the rain, which just now hardened to hail.

Blackwood was certain that Bruder would return sometime soon, and so he thought about perhaps waiting at the kitchen table. He had a feeling about Condor’s Nest, something he could describe only as a sense of possession, as if the process of transferring the property from Bruder to himself had already begun. He turned the doorknob, but found it locked.

“Looking for someone?” came a voice.

“Mr. Bruder,” Blackwood began, but when he turned around he discovered it was someone else.

There stood a young man, locks of dark hair pasted to his throat. His cheeks were red, as if he’d been running. He was coatless, and the rain ran off his shoulders and down his overalls, which were oddly patched in the hem and seam and had a red satin heart sewn on the bib. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, and his feet were so huge and white they were like lanterns on a path. “He didn’t invite you back,” the young man said.

“Are you Mr. Bruder’s son?”

The young man shook his head and told Blackwood to follow him. They walked round the cottage to the back, where the wind off the ocean snapped the clothesline and bent the digger pines. The young man said something, and Blackwood had to shout “Sorry?” but the young man shook his head again. Blackwood moved to the edge of the cliff, peering over. The waves heaved and exploded against the bluff, which was sixty or seventy feet high, Blackwood guessed. He saw the ghost of a wooden staircase leading to the beach. An image of a falling man quickly entered and left Blackwood’s mind, and he chided himself for staring into this pool of fear. “Wouldn’t want to be at sea tonight,” Blackwood called, but the young man ignored him.

He led Blackwood to the second cottage, into a room dark except for the glow in the fireplace. When the door closed behind them, the howling in Blackwood’s ears died. The room was more pleasant than the first cottage; there was a mantel carved with blue whales, a shelf displaying books and abalone shells, and two bentwood rockers atop an oval braided rug. Someone had hung a baleen above the door like a strip of bunting. It was a handsome-enough place, but certainly not worth saving from the clearing crew. Blackwood imagined the bungalow with the detached garage that would replace it; this alone would return the price of all of Condor’s Nest. But Blackwood was getting ahead of himself. And so he offered his hand in introduction.

“I know who you are,” said the young man.

“Do you?”

“Bruder told me.”

“That was kind of him. But I don’t know who you are.”

“Me? I’m Palomar Stamp.” He said this gently, as if the name required care in delivery.

“Palomar Stamp?”

“They call me Pal.” He sank into one of the rockers, and as he dried by the fire, steam rose from his thighs. He said, “Did you meet Sieglinde?”

Pal pointed behind Blackwood. On a bench by the window, the girl from the stand was busy sharpening knives. As she scraped a blade over a disk of sandstone, her curls fell into her face. Blackwood couldn’t be sure, but he thought he recognized the deer-footed hunting knife. Half a dozen knives waited for her whetting stone, sharkskin handles and double-blades and a crescent-shaped handsaw, rusty at the tip.

“Did you manage to sell all your flyingfish the other day?”

“He won’t want to see you,” she said. She was a strong-limbed, dreamy-faced girl of nineteen or twenty, and her voice was surprisingly low, like that of an adolescent boy.

“Are you two brother and sister?”

Pal shook his head.

“But Mr. Bruder is the father of one of you, yes?”

The girl’s chin moved from side to side. “You’ll have to find out for yourself, Mr. Blackwood.” She returned to her knife-carving, the delicate, circling shhhhhhhhh of the grinding competing with the roar of the storm. Pal unhooked the bib of his overalls and let the flap hang down, the satin heart upside down and hidden in his lap. He folded his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. The rain had soaked his thin cotton work shirt tight to his chest, and even in the dim room Blackwood could see Pal’s small pricked nipples and the two mats of hair beneath his arms.

Blackwood remained standing in his coat, and an uncertainty approached him: perhaps he should leave? The drive to Pasadena would take several hours, and he had an early-morning appointment out at the old orange ranch. He had failed to replace the Automobile Club map, but this didn’t particularly concern him. He did, however, want to speak to Bruder—get the offer on the table, at the least. The young bookkeeper, whose face had flared candy-pink as he plunged into his fifth and sixth bourbons, had described North County as the last bargain around, and said that if he himself had the cash he’d buy up a farm or two. “Untouched” was the word the bookkeeper had used, and it stuck with Blackwood; there was so little left in the Southland one could describe that way, so little left in the world. The advertisement in the Star-News had called the ranch in Pasadena and its abandoned groves untouched as well. It was a word that could cause a developer’s heart to swell, the freedom it implied. Nothing better than starting from scratch, transforming the pale scrubland into neighborhood. Since arriving in California, Blackwood had played a part in a number of developments that had begun with the untouched—dividing up the remains of the Rancho San Pasqual, and the old homesteads above Santa Anita and at the head of Eaton Canyon, and the buckwheat hill around the burned-down Hotel Raymond. He knew that some people thought he was crazy, running a road into a canyon where only the coyotes lived. What precisely did he enjoy in real-estate development? He couldn’t articulate it exactly, and liked to believe it was something more than the money; perhaps it was the flattering custom of naming a street after the developer. He could already imagine the street sign at Condor’s Nest: Blackwood Lane, a road dead-ending at the ocean and leading fifteen or twenty G.I.s and their families (maybe more, depending on how that arroyo checked out) to their bungalows. Blackwood wasn’t just any old developer, oh no; he set strict guidelines for design, in Pasadena often emphasizing the Spanish: red tile roofs and tinkle-fountain patios and climbing bougainvillea. He had learned that, for whatever reason, people liked a delicate whiff of the past. Blackwood also felt that he respected the land more than most developers, and this despite the fact that he wasn’t born on California soil—but then, really, who was? Thinking of Condor’s Nest, he wondered if it might be best if Blackwood Lane were set up to resemble a village road on the moors of England, thatched cottages with Tudor beams—not that he’d been to England himself, but in his youth Blackwood had been a reader. A reader and a collector of postcards.

“Did you want something, Mr. Blackwood?”

“I was hoping to speak to Mr. Bruder.”

“I realize that,” said Sieglinde. “Did you want something from the kitchen? Some tea?”

Her feet were also bare, but this didn’t stop her from heading out into the storm. The violent night intruded through the open door as she left him alone with Pal.

“Is he around?”

“He’ll be back. He’s down on the beach.”

“On the beach? What’s he doing there?”

“Fishing. Checking her lobster pots.”

Blackwood wondered if this could be true and thought that Pal might be teasing him; or maybe Pal didn’t have it all in the mind. There was something about him, after all; his head large on his shoulders, the skull massive in the brow. Certain words—like “Condor,” for instance—seemed to catch on his tongue, not like a stammer but almost as if he didn’t comprehend them. “Sieglinde,” as well. Sieg-l-l-l-linde.

“Does he usually fish on a night like this?”

“Most of the time.”

“Is that wise?”

“You’ll have to ask him.” Pal’s finger touched the spine of a book on the shelf, a German edition of Gibbon. It made Blackwood wonder who at Condor’s Nest was reading Gibbon, and the other books of history, Carlyle and Tacitus and two volumes of Plutarch.

Sieglinde returned with a kettle, and she leaned over Blackwood to fill his cup, the rain dripping from her face onto the top of his head. Then she returned to the bench and her knives and said, “He’s come back.”

“How is he?”

“Cold.”

“Do you mean Mr. Bruder?” asked Blackwood.

“I told him you were here.”

“What did he say?”

By the time Bruder entered the cottage, Blackwood had begun to dry out and sleep had nearly overtaken him, but the storm rushing through the door triggered Blackwood’s heart.

“There’s a leopard out there waiting for you,” said Bruder. Obediently, Pal stood and buttoned his overalls. “A girl-shark. She won’t take much time. Watch out, she might be full.” Pal took two knives from Sieglinde and a club hanging on a leather string by the bookshelf.

“Go with him,” Bruder said to the girl, shaking off the water, and for the first time Blackwood saw the canine in him, in the strange yellow rimming his eyes. Blackwood figured he’d be able to get a good deal out of a man so crude. Pal and Sieglinde left silently, the wind greeting them at the stoop.

“The children don’t like it when she’s loaded.”

“Excuse me?”

“When the shark’s pregnant. A baby shark can flip out of the gut, as alive as you and me.”

The cottage, a dainty room with a second room behind the fireplace barely big enough for a bed, was nearly too small to hold Bruder, it seemed.

“What do you want, Mr. Blackwood?”

“Nothing more than a friendly visit.”

“Shouldn’t you be home on a night like this?”

“I was on my way home but thought I’d stop by. See if you’d given it any thought.”

“I gave it thought the last time you were here. This is my land.” And then: “My home.”

“Yes, but these are interesting times. Things are shifting these days, places changing. The second half of the twentieth century is approaching, and they say it won’t look anything like the first.”

“Is that what they say?”

“I believe so. The word is the war will end.”

“Of course it’ll end. They always do.”

“But soon, Mr. Bruder. In the next year, year and a half. All I’m saying is you might want to think about being ready.”

“Ready?”

“For life after the war.”

“I’ve been ready for life after the war since the last one.” There was a foreignness to him that Blackwood couldn’t place: his formal syntax contrasting with his plodding movements; his large body so quiet and contained. More than anything, Bruder seemed to be a frontiersman, and looking at him Blackwood felt as if he were staring at the history of California itself.

“I see you noticing the books, Mr. Blackwood. Do you like Gibbon?”

“I’m not much of a history man myself. I go more for numbers and that sort of thing. You know, adding things up.”

“I can tell you’re not from California.”

“What would make you say that?”

“You strike me as a man from back east,” said Bruder.

“I’ve been living in Pasadena for more than a dozen years. Some would say that makes me more Californian than most.”

Bruder pulled off his wet sweater, the collar catching his hair and revealing again that picture-star profile and the night-dark scar. Sometimes Blackwood’s boyish face left him feeling a bit insubstantial, and he would stand at the mirror and imagine himself transformed, with the bursting, manly features Bruder possessed in full supply: bushy hair thick enough to snare a hand, a granite-hard profile, a sturdy chin. Bruder probably didn’t even know what he had, and a flea of insecurity bit Blackwood’s sensitive flesh.

“You’re from Pasadena?” said Bruder. He was busy unlacing and opening his boots to dry them at the fire. “That’s a long way from here.”

“Not so far. The Imperial Victoria gets me there in a few hours.”

“I remember when it would take a day.”

“You’ve been?”

“You could say that. It was long ago.”

“You might not recognize it. It’s become quite a city. And we’ve got a concrete parkway that runs along the bottom of the arroyo all the way to Los Angeles. Three lanes in each direction. They’re thinking of extending it out to Santa Monica Beach.”

“I’ve heard.”

A flame rose in the fire, eucalyptus sap cracking, and the two men sat silently until Blackwood cleared his throat. “I’m prepared to make an offer.”

“I’m not prepared to sell.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll never leave Condor’s Nest.”

“Don’t you think one day you’ll grow tired of winter fishing and tugging up a couple of acres of onions?”

“I plan to die here, Mr. Blackwood.”

“You want to be buried here?”

“I didn’t say that.”

The conversation had turned ghastlier than Blackwood liked, and he tried again. “Think about your daughter.”

“My daughter?”

“Yes, Sieglinde.”

Bruder sat frozen, his lips pressed together so hard they were turning white. Then his hand reached out and delicately stroked a twig of pink coral that sat upon the bookshelf.

“I’m sorry. That was her name, wasn’t it?”

“No one has told you that Sieglinde is my daughter.”

“Of course, I’m sorry. My mistake, Mr. Bruder. But tell me, what kind of name is Sieglinde, anyway? Rather unusual for a girl these days. Is it a family name, by chance?”

“I’m afraid it’s time for you to leave, Mr. Blackwood. Condor’s Nest is not for sale.”

“I hope I didn’t say anything to upset you.”

“You’ve said nothing that I’ll remember in the morning.”

“Can I give you my card? In case you change your mind?”

“My mind is firm.”

“But just in case,” and Blackwood left it next to the pendant of coral, which was intricately carved and strung along a leather thong. He held the coral to his eye and saw that there were words inscribed on it, but he couldn’t read them in the dim light. “Beautiful piece,” he said, holding it in the space between his face and Bruder’s.

Bruder took it and folded it into his palm. “Yes, she is.” An eerie calm veiled him, as if for a moment he were traveling somewhere else. Blackwood tried to shake his hand good-bye, but Bruder was motionless, propped against the wall, his eyes glassy. He was staring at nothing in particular; Blackwood stood beside him and could hear their breath rise and fall in unison. Blackwood didn’t want to leave just yet, not until Bruder shook himself from his daze, and standing next to the bookshelf Blackwood pulled out the volume of Gibbon. Stinky had recommended it once, but where would Blackwood find the time? Blackwood and Bruder were close, their shoulders nearly touching. The rank odor of salt and fish scale seeped from Bruder. Lightning flashed over the ocean, and the bulb on the wire went out. The cottage fell dark, and then, eventually, the weak yellow light returned. Blackwood opened the book and found on the endpaper a name written over and over: Sieglinde! Sieglinde! Sieglinde! There was also written, “This here book belongs to my brother Siegmund and to no one else and to those who crack its pages and smudge its ink I curse you, all of you, to your death! And beyond!” It was dated 1914. Because he was a man of numbers, Blackwood knew the dates didn’t add up. “Was this written by your girl?”

“Who?”

“Sieglinde?”

But Bruder said nothing, and Blackwood returned the book to the shelf. “Good night, Mr. Bruder.”

Bruder failed to respond.

“I’m sure we’ll see each other sometime soon,” Blackwood added, but after he’d buttoned himself into his coat and pulled down his hat, a tic rose in Bruder’s jaw and he said, his finger caressing the coral, “I doubt that, Mr. Blackwood. I should think we’ll never meet again.”
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MRS. CHERRY NAY WASN’T from Pasadena, nor did she pretend to be, but by 1944 she knew as much about the city as anyone born at the Arroyo Seco’s lip. Her name as a girl hadn’t been Cherry, and certainly it hadn’t been Nay, and when she arrived in Pasadena on New Year’s Day 1920, she quickly shed a few pounds from her past. Cherry walked with small strong legs and a sturdy gait, her pistol-gray curls shooting from her head. Since the outbreak of war, the simple, colorless clothing she had worn all her life had become fashionable among the women of Pasadena; over the years, Cherry had begun to blend in in other aspects too. She was forty-one, and only once in her life had she lied about her age: when she was seventeen, she told the editor at the Star-News that she was eighteen and a half; during this interview she also embroidered her experience reporting society gossip, inventing a story of lurking in a hibiscus to catch a railroad heiress in illicit arms. On the spot, the editor had hired Cherry, and she’d worked for him for more than ten years, stringing for the American Weekly insert too, eventually becoming a well-known and sometimes feared columnist. But long ago, Cherry Nay had given up that sort of life. Now she and her husband, George, ran Nay & Nay, real-estate brokers and development. She left the development to George and handled the residential sales, and over the years Cherry had learned that a real-estate broker could uncover as much as a reporter, often more. Because she no longer considered herself a snoop, she tried not to peer into the yawning drawers in her clients’ bedside tables, but there they were, open like infant coffins, offering her a full view into their lives, the Bible next to the sleeping pills. Ever since her childhood, Cherry had taken pride in her ability to piece together a person’s life with only a few scraps of information, a Holmesian skill she put to use throughout her day. Back in 1930, she had first met George at a City Hall hearing over the proposed motor parkway, six lanes of concrete he and the others wanted to pour along the bottom of the arroyo. George had an attractive, muscular build and pretty, almost girlish blue eyes, and he carried a volume of Marcus Aurelius shoved up under his arm. He looked like the type of man who was prone to yelling, but in fact he spoke softly, choosing his words with care. He was determined to build the parkway, and he told the hearing in nearly a whisper that he wouldn’t give up until the concrete had dried. At the time, Cherry had known nothing else about him, but just this was enough for her to be able to imagine his entire life; and it was enough for her to know she wanted to give up reporting—“It’s a dirty business,” she predicted George would say one day—to become Mrs. Cherry Nay.

But on this December morning in 1944, all that felt like another life, one she had reported on, filed, and tossed away. She had a near perfect memory, recalling everything of the years when she had signed her columns “Chatty Cherry,” but there was an uncomfortable, telescoped distance between that woman and Mrs. Cherry Nay, who had to get across town for a nine o’clock showing at the Rancho Pasadena. The seller was a man by the name of Bruder; she had known him since she was a girl, and she liked to think that if she had done any good as a journalist, it had been with him. He was selling the old orange ranch, 160 acres, a place where quite a few things had happened in the last generation, and as Cherry drove west on the Colorado Street Bridge—“Suicide Bridge,” they’d been calling it since it opened years ago—she promised herself not to get bogged down in its past. That was the trouble of a perfect memory: at any time it could flood Cherry, the dam loosened by the scent of orange blossoms on the breeze or the way the morning light cut into the hillside, and especially when she drove down the coast to Baden-Baden-by-the-Sea. Cherry hadn’t spent much time at the rancho herself, but her old friend Linda Stamp had seen her life change there, end there too, and in some ways, Cherry had to admit, her life as well had turned the corner because of the Rancho Pasadena. Cherry preferred to keep herself removed from the narratives of others, but in this case she hadn’t entirely succeeded, becoming a bit player in a larger story, a fact she was reluctant to admit, especially to herself.

Her appointment was with a man named Blackwood, whom she knew of but had never met. George, who had gone to Washington to draw up contingency plans for the real estate of German cities, had warned that Blackwood was a small-timer; “a bit of a looky-loo,” George had written in one of his nightly letters. Yet few others had called about the rancho—it had become something of an anachronism by 1944—and Bruder had reminded Cherry that he was anxious to strike a deal: “Do what you can to relieve me of it,” he had said. The pain in his voice would be apparent even to those less observant than Cherry Nay.

On the telephone, Mr. Blackwood had spoken in a somewhat childlike voice, one that Cherry had found sincere, and she pasted this observation to her developing profile of Andrew J. Blackwood.

She was driving quickly through the Linda Vista hills, where the live-oaks canopied the streets and the scent of run-over skunk hung noxiously in the dewy morning; she was in a hurry to reach the house and open things up prior to Mr. Blackwood’s arrival. And at precisely the same time that Mrs. Cherry Nay was turning her key in the door of the Rancho Pasadena mansion, the Imperial Victoria was crossing Suicide Bridge, the morning sun burning in Andrew Jackson Blackwood’s rearview mirror.

On the seat beside him was the advertisement from the Star-News:


EVERYTHING FOR SALE

BEAUX-ARTS MANSION

100 ACRES OF ORCHARDS

60 ACRES OF GROUNDS

YOUR OWN ARROYO!

THE RANCHO PASADENA

LAST CHANCE TO OWN A PIECE OF CALIFORNIA HISTORY!



He had had to phone twice, eventually securing an appointment with George Nay’s wife. Mrs. Cherry Nay had given him directions in a friendly but distracted voice, as if she had just realized she had lost something, a diamond ring down the drain or something of the sort. Blackwood interpreted this as an encouraging sign that he was dealing with a birdbrain. But her directions had proved topographically precise, including that the asphalt would end at a black walnut, and that the street would become a white dirt road, and that at the road’s end there’d be a gate covered in wild cucumber. “A dirt road? In Pasadena?” This had brought a ripple of hope to Blackwood, who wondered if much of the rancho remained undeveloped, a crude piece of arid scrubland. Over the telephone he had inquired about the price, but Mrs. Nay had said, “Now, Mr. Blackwood! You know as well as I that I’d never give that out over the phone.”

Over the years, Blackwood had heard surprisingly few stories about the ranch and its family, the Poores. As far as Blackwood knew they all were dead now, Captain Willis Poore the last to go, a heart attack last year while doing calisthenics on his terrace, or so Blackwood had read in the obits. The captain’s wife, a woman by the name of Lindy, who, according to the Star-News, wasn’t from Pasadena, had been dead for a number of years; his sister, Lolly, too, a girl who had once kept the largest rose garden in Southern California. The obit had gone on to say that the rancho “had seen its best days pass,” and Blackwood had made a note to keep his eye on the auction block. The rancho sprawled at the western edge of Pasadena, tucked between Linda Vista and Eagle Rock in a small valley that most people didn’t know how to find, including Blackwood. He thought, vaguely, that he had heard Stinky say that the family had something to do with the founding of Pasadena; but Stinky also added that the Poores weren’t a Cal Tech family, that was certain. “Goodness, now take a look at this,” Stinky had said on the telephone. “I’m looking at a 1925 Valley Hunt Club roster, and sure enough, here they are. Captain Willis and Miss Lolly Poore, Junior Members.”

The dirt road was in bad shape, toothed coyote brush and thickets of poisonous buckeye creeping into the car’s path. Blackwood drove carefully, worried about his paint job, making his way up the chaparral hill. The rains had left everything blindingly green, the deerweed in bloom with tiny butter-colored flowers and the sagebrush tipped with yellow blossoms. Vines of Pacific pea climbed the live-oaks, their ovate leaflets shimmering in the December wind. A row of bluish leaves sprouted from the road’s center hump, an early sign of a poppy trail. The car continued its climb, and the pitch of the road steepened. Soon the ceanothus and the lilac and the twisted-trunk madrone were nearly choking off the car’s path. The morning’s blue shadow pressed the side of the hill, a chill touching Blackwood’s neck, and he thought about turning around. But at last the car approached the tall black gate. As Mrs. Nay had said, vines of wild cucumber twisted through the wrought iron; Blackwood got out and shoved the gate, and to his surprise it opened easily, as if a hand were pulling it from the other side. It was warm from the sun, and he dragged it across the road; dust rose in a line that seemed to mark the rancho’s boundary, a border to another world.

Back in his car, Blackwood continued up the hill, switchbacking through thickets of holly berry and pink-veined laurel sumac and minty eucalyptus. He was listening to the Saturday “True Stories” program on KHJ, and just as the actress on the radio whispered in a panic “I think there’s someone in the house!” reception was lost. Blackwood stretched to fiddle with the dial, and to his great disappointment the white plastic knob snapped off in his hand. The road turned sharply, but Blackwood, whose eye was on his dash, failed to turn with it, and the Imperial Victoria’s front wheels ran off the road and the car teetered over the edge. With no time to spare, Blackwood’s frightened foot found the brake; he was on the verge of a terrible plunge into the arroyo below.

Yet when put into reverse, the car performed for Blackwood. With sweaty palms he steered back onto the road. He mopped the moisture from his face and, reminding himself that caution was the developer’s guide, continued up the hill. Beyond the bend, the one he had almost missed, the road crested and the wildbrush fell away and before him was a wide, untended lawn surrounded by tight-budded camellias and yews and fan palms swaying high above. The grass needed reseeding, but immediately Blackwood began to tally the acreage. The great lawn alone must have added up to nine or ten.

The road skirted the lawn, and soon the dirt gave way to pavement, a strip of white concrete cracked and sprouting branchlets of ricegrass. Blackwood reached for his hat with the maroon band and the tiny golden feather, propping it on his head, and it was then that he saw the house. The Poore House, as Mrs. Nay had referred to it on the telephone, dwarfed the mansions on Orange Grove—“Millionaires’ Row,” they used to call it long before Blackwood moved to town. The house seemed to Blackwood even bigger than the Hotel Vista, but that wasn’t possible; in its heyday the Vista could sleep five hundred. Blackwood thought about how Pasadena’s richest citizens, tucked behind hedgerow and hairy-leafed arroyo willow and pillared gate, called their Mediterranean villas casitas, their slate-roofed palaces cottages, their Greene & Greene redwood mansions bungalows. “It’s how they are,” Stinky had remarked, in his analytically detached way. “There’s no economic rationale for denying one’s wealth, the way some people do around here. But it wasn’t always like this. A generation ago it was just the opposite, everyone flaunting about. Things change, don’t they, Blackwood?”

Blackwood would have to present himself to Mrs. Nay as unimpressed, not letting on that he’d never seen an estate like the Pasadena; as if he were used to surveying private kingdoms. She had described the mansion as Beaux-Arts, but it was more than that: it was a twisted California mélange of Italian villa and Andalusian farmhouse and French château, three stories, plus attic, whitewashed with a red pantile roof supported by a cornice decorated with escutcheons bearing navel oranges and bobcat heads. A wide terrace ran along one side of the house, its chipped balustrade topped with marble urns potted with dying yucca—Blackwood guessed this was where Captain Poore had fallen dead. Creeping ficus jacketed the eastern half of the house, tangled with a dying passion-fruit vine.

Blackwood drove through the portico’s narrow columns and parked the car. He saw no one and heard only the chime of the yew leaves and the calling jays. In the distance, the Sierra Madres were limey yellow in the early sun, their peaks protected by snow, and it occurred to Blackwood that he had found a private world separated from the rest of Pasadena. It was not altogether impossible that they’d be asking too much for the Rancho Pasadena; right away he’d have to get the price out of Mrs. Nay.

“What are you talking about?” said Cherry Nay. “You haven’t even seen the place. Let’s not talk about prices until I’ve shown you around.” She was the forty-and-over ladies’ tennis champion at the Valley Hunt Club, and ten years of rushing the net—how Cherry Nay loved to volley and smash an overhead!—had worked her skin into a supple brown leather. In person there was nothing birdbrained about Cherry, and she sensed that her very presence had surprised Blackwood, as if the most apparent facts about her didn’t add up easily: her girl-size body and her sun-worn face and her old lady’s hair and her pleasure, and enviable skill, in assembling information and relaying it with authority. She had a habit of closing her sentences with the firm statement And that’s just the way it is, and she said this now as she told Blackwood that since he had bothered to come out to the ranch, he might as well stick around for the tour. “Now let’s see this big old house!” She said this with the giddiness that had greeted Blackwood on the phone, and he was disappointed in himself for misjudging her; he wasn’t dealing with a rube at all.

They moved down the gallery that ran the length of the mansion. The house was empty except for a row of gilt-legged chairs draped in muslin and, at the base of the main staircase, a six-foot marble statue of Cupid blindfolding a half-robed woman whose bare stone breasts caused Blackwood to avert his eyes, a modesty Cherry noted as she explained, “The owner is selling everything as is.”

The house had been built in 1896, she said, for a land speculator and orangeman by the name of Willis Fishe Poore I. “Carved out of the old Rancho San Pasqual. It replaced an earlier but also grand mansion,” she said over her shoulder, moving quickly, assuming that Blackwood could take everything in at her rapid pace. What Cherry was careful to keep to herself was that Bruder had called from the village booth early this morning and asked if she knew anything about a man named Andrew Jackson Blackwood; he’d been poking around Condor’s Nest, Bruder had said, and Cherry, careful not to lie, had said that she’d never met Mr. Blackwood. “Is he a serious fellow?” Bruder had inquired. “There’s something about him that makes me think he might be the one.” Cherry had said she would try to find out. She hadn’t revealed that Blackwood would be inspecting the Pasadena in a few hours, and Cherry somehow understood that it would be best for her to mediate. She knew she had something to gain by keeping each man away from the other for as long as possible, allowing information to transmit through her.

“Willis Fishe Poore?” said Blackwood.

“The first.”

“The first?”

“Mr. Poore, as I’m sure you know, was one of Pasadena’s founders. He kicked off the Indiana Colony back in 1874. Not that George and I care about those things—whose homestead was here first and all that rigmarole of the past. But as I’m sure you know, there are those around town who take great pride in their antecedents.” “When the house first rose on the hill the ranch totaled 2,500 acres, but that was long ago, said Mrs. Nay. Now the Pasadena was a not-unimpressive 160: 60 acres for the estate and its gardens—“what’s left of them”—and 100 acres set aside for the orchards, half dead and the other half gone wild, producing oranges as black and filmy as coal. “The spreading decline hit during the Great Drought back in 1930, doing the grove in once and for all. It’s too bad, really. It was mostly navel, that was the crop. But there was grapefruit, tangerine, cherimoya, mandarin, apricot, blood orange, peach, walnut, sapota, and Kadota fig. It was quite a place, Mr. Blackwood.” Once there’d been a staff of six gardeners, Japanese men in green rubber boots who swept the lawn with bamboo rakes. In the house there’d been secretaries and chambermaids in lace pinafores and a seamstress and, later, a chauffeur who parked the cars in the converted stable. It took Willis Fishe Poore four years to build the house, and thirty mules to level the hilltop and dig the trout pond and clear the two acres for the thousand rosebushes. The house resembled the Château Beauregard, said Mrs. Nay. “Elmer Hunt—you’ve probably heard of his nephew Myron—transformed it into a … I suppose the best description is a California castillo.” There was a bowling alley in the basement and a billiard room where Mr. Poore used to gamble with his ranch hands and a loggia off the portico where delicate Arcadia orange trees, planted in porcelain saki barrels, blossomed so sweetly that Lolly Poore, Mr. Poore’s daughter, once collapsed from the onslaught of their perfume. There were twelve bedrooms, each with a view of the orange grove, and eight baths—“The first full-service in Pasadena, George always reminds me to point out”—plus a back wing big enough for a staff of twenty-four.

“But those days are over,” said Mrs. Nay. “Nobody lives like that anymore.” She doubted Blackwood intended to live like that. He could turn out to be the type of man who would raze everything, denuding the hill even before he had a plan of what to do with it. It was a shame, really, and although Cherry wasn’t a sentimental woman she held out a tiny hope that someone would come along and roll a carpet down the hall and replant the groves. Nothing wrong with keeping a little bit of history alive, Cherry liked to say.

On the landing between the first and second floors, they looked out the window toward the North Vista and its dolphin fountain, now dry and cracked, and a camellia garden reclaimed by a bramble of red-berried toyon. From this view, Cherry realized, the ranch appeared rather forlorn, as if it were straining to expose its true sadness to its visitor.

“How long has the house been empty, Mrs. Nay?”

“A year or so. But it was on the decline for quite some time.”

“Like so many properties around town, Mrs. Nay. They say Pasadena isn’t what it used to be.”

“I suppose you’re right, Mr. Blackwood. When was the last time anyone built himself a mansion? Years ago, probably 1929 or 1930 at the latest. I can remember when they went up two a week.”

Blackwood sensed an opening, although he didn’t understand where it might lead him. He said, “You mustn’t forget the war, Mrs. Nay.”

“Of course, Mr. Blackwood. I don’t want you to think I’m not doing my part. We save our cooking fat in a tin can like everyone else, and the cook and I have learned more cottage-cheese recipes than I ever thought possible. I’m not complaining. Surely the war will end one day, but I have a strong feeling Pasadena will never be the same.”

“Nothing will be the same, Mrs. Nay.”

“That’s true, Mr. Blackwood.” And then, “And that’s just the way it is.” She paused before saying, “But that’s not why we’re here. There’s plenty more to see, Mr. Blackwood! Note the Diana statue. That comes with the house as well.”

She was having a hard time piecing Blackwood together; he was both rough and sophisticated, confident and self-conscious, adolescent and middle-aged. She knew he wasn’t from Pasadena, and she knew that his application for membership at the Valley Hunt Club had been rejected. The same was true for the Athenaeum over at Cal Tech, even his friend Stinky Sweeney hadn’t come out full-hearted on Blackwood’s behalf; and the Playhouse had voted not to elect him to its board. But Cherry’s sympathy for outsiders far surpassed her husband’s and that of most of the people she knew, and she wanted to take Blackwood’s hand and advise him to stop trying: some people will pass through the gates, and some never will.

On the terrace, she pointed out the orange grove and the ranch house and the outbuildings. “It comes with all sorts of picking and packing equipment. If you’re interested, if you’re serious, Mr. Blackwood, I will supply you with an inventory.”

He felt obliged to say, “I am serious, Mrs. Nay.”

Her finger traced the property line: “From that hill with the fire scar in its side to that one shaped like a camel’s hump, including that little arroyo over there.”

“What’s that noise?” asked Blackwood.

“What noise?”

“That whirring noise?”

The two stood on the terrace, its red Welsh tiles casting a glow about their feet.

“That’s the parkway, Mr. Blackwood.”

“Is it that nearby?”

“Yes, it’s just beyond that first hill over there. Captain Poore, who was Mr. Poore’s son, sold some of his land to the men who dreamed of paving the Arroyo Seco with a six-lane road.” She failed to mention that one of those men was her husband.

“I suppose you can hear it night and day?”

“I’m afraid so. They say a thousand cars use it every hour.” She and Blackwood exchanged a look that they both understood to mean that the parkway’s proximity would knock something off the price; she held private the thought that the parkway had made her and George very rich. “Except for the automobiles, we really could be stepping back in time, couldn’t we, Mr. Blackwood.”

He thought her a handsome woman, small and mulish, like the few lady professors scuttling around Cal Tech. He thought to ask, “How about you, Mrs. Nay? Were you born in Pasadena as well?”

She said that she was from Baden-Baden-by-the-Sea, and that George was from Bakersfield. “We’re both upstarts in Pasadena, but we’ve done all right for ourselves. We’ve been over on Hillcrest for the past ten years and we’ve seen the changes, Mr. Blackwood. And we know the next ten will bring even more.” She was of two minds about what she did in real estate—ushering in progress and stamping out the past—and sometimes it was as simple and innocent as shepherding a bungalow with a swing on its porch from one generation to the next, but other times, especially with George’s deals, it meant deciding that the past should come down altogether: choosing one hundred tiny new houses over a citrus grove.

Blackwood noted that in the past several years the changes had been especially rapid: the Hotel Vista converted into an army hospital, the candied-fruit shops on Colorado Street boarded up, and a dozen Orange Grove mansions abandoned in the night and turned into rooming houses, or pulled down by rat and ivy. A nearly imperceptible brown veil hung over the rancho’s valley, blurring the landscape like one of the plein-air paintings that hung in the ballroom of the Valley Hunt Club—or so Blackwood had heard.

“And what’s that over there, Mrs. Nay?”

“What?”

“That white structure at the far edge of the grove? Is it a folly?”

“Not at all. That’s the mausoleum. They’re all buried there, the whole family.”

“Who?”

“The Poores. Most recently Captain Poore. He followed his wife and sister by more than ten years.” And then the memory washed over Cherry and she said, although she didn’t intend to, “She was an unusual woman.”

“Who?”

“His wife.”

Continuing her tour, Mrs. Nay explained that the library’s mahogany paneling had come from a manor outside Windsor, pried from the walls of a cash-poor earl and crated to California by the Duveen Brothers. The roller shades were drawn and the seams in the herringbone parquet collected dust, and the room was gray and vacant, except for the six thousand books on the shelves. “The present owner chose not to take them. He says he doesn’t like to read another man’s books. He’s not from Pasadena, Mr. Blackwood. Or, I suppose he is, but not like anyone else.”

“How do you mean?”

“He was an orphan. Raised at the Children’s Training Society, out by the old City Farm. It closed a while back now. You probably don’t know it. There’s no reason you would.”

“I’m afraid not.” Blackwood pulled a volume of Gibbon from the shelf and found a bookplate that read, This book belongs to the library of Lindy Poore, 1930. The pages were heavily underlined and annotated. On the inside of a schoolroom edition of The Three Musketeers he found a signature, written over and over, Sieglinde Stumpf.

“Sieglinde Stumpf?”

“What’s that, Mr. Blackwood?”

“Who’s Sieglinde Stumpf?” He pointed to the signature.

“She was the mistress here.”

“Here?”

Mrs. Nay nodded, and her hand fell to his wrist. Sometimes Cherry would say to George that she hadn’t thought about Linda Stamp and Bruder in years: “It feels like someone else had known them, not me …” But in truth, a day didn’t pass when she didn’t turn over the details, the stones of the story tumbling and polishing in her mind. “Tell me, Mr. Blackwood. Is it the house or the land that interests you?”

“Both, Mrs. Nay.”

“Do you have any intention of preserving things as they are?”

“No plans yet, Mrs. Nay. But anything is possible. I’m most interested in what’s best for the property. And for Pasadena.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” she confessed. “We shouldn’t rip up every last thing, should we? On most days, I find the past a useful thing to keep in mind. I had a gentleman in here who had an idea to turn the mansion into a halfway house. Another fellow wanted to build an apartment complex where the roses are. You can’t imagine what he had planned for the orange grove. Still, the present owner has little reason to seek preservation. If it were up to him, he’d tear down the whole thing. He says the only thing the mansion could be used for is a home for old ladies.”

“A home for old ladies?”

“That’s what he says, and I know he’s probably right. But I’m sure you can see this is a one-of-a-kind. In the end I am a realistic woman, Mr. Blackwood, and my only hope is that the future owner thinks carefully before he raises his ax.”

“There aren’t many people who can take on a mansion and one hundred and sixty acres just for themselves these days, are there, Mrs. Nay? Few people set themselves up as barons anymore.”

“That’s what the present owner says.” In the dim library, her eye gleamed and she made a little swing with her arm, as if she were on the tennis court.

“Did you mention who the present owner is? Is he Captain Poore’s heir?”

“I didn’t mention the name, Mr. Blackwood. He has asked me not to say.”

“I understand.”

“But he is an unusual man.” She said this to test Blackwood, to fillip the crystal of his interest to hear how it rang.

“Is that so?”

“I’ve known him for years and years.” She added, “He once worked the orange ranch here.”

“And now he owns it all?”

“It’s a long story, Mr. Blackwood. Mr. Bruder’s history is complex.” She knew that the revelation of Bruder’s name would startle Blackwood. Cherry wanted to grade his resourcefulness, to see if he was the type of man who could stitch together a story with the little scraps she had meted out.

“Mr. Bruder?” said Blackwood, pressing his lips together so as not to give anything away. He peeled back the window shade: the small valley lay before him, the hills fighting off the fiery reach of the new houses, the roof tiles as orange as flame and the fresh roads the color of smoke. What was the likelihood that it was the same man? On the other hand, what was the likelihood that there were two? “Do you have any idea why Mr. Bruder is selling?” asked Blackwood.

“As I said, it’s a long story.”

“I have time.”

“I really shouldn’t say. After all, I’m representing the seller.”

“It would help me in my decision. And my decision might be for the good of things in Pasadena.” Cherry didn’t say anything, and Blackwood tried again. “Who is this girl named Sieglinde?”

“Which Sieglinde? There are two.” Cherry checked her watch. She didn’t know why she felt the need to tell the story, but it pressed at her from beneath her skin, an angry fist punching out. Like Blackwood, she sensed that an era was coming to an end, and perhaps she wanted to set things straight before the world moved on. And unlike Bruder, Cherry had never made a promise to keep a secret; and oh! how from the day she first heard Bruder’s name she had known he would change their lives. Now they were allies of a sort, she and Bruder, hooked together to a past that was receding quickly. She had recounted the story to George early in their marriage, and he had said, his lips gentle upon her forehead, “Cherry, I’m glad you’ve given up newspapering. It makes you ponder such horrible truths.”

“Should we pull a couple of chairs onto the terrace?” she said to Blackwood. “Beneath the coral tree?”

“After you, Mrs. Nay.”

The transition from the library to the white sun erupted a flash in Blackwood’s eyes. For a second he couldn’t see, and then his pupils readjusted and Mrs. Nay was waving her hand, “Over here, over here.”

On the breeze was a lingering scent of citrus. The past blossomed on its sturdy stalk. The memory carried Cherry upon its sweeping flood and she said, but not to Blackwood, “Where to begin, where to begin?” She hesitated, and then, with her eyes sealed, said, “Where did the trouble first begin?”
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