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Chapter One

She never did understand what it meant to be proper,” said Betsy Owen as she turned away from the window in a sweeping motion as though her skirt alone propelled her across the floor. And, there it was, in that one understated sentence, an indictment of all that Lizzie Carswell had ever hoped to be and an acknowledgement that there was a story behind the seemingly innocent act they had all witnessed.

Mary wondered, at the time, if Betsy hadn’t commented on it or hadn’t commented on it in quite the way she did, if it wouldn’t have just passed, subsided, receded, if you will, into a faint glancing moment, one of the things you see and then forget about, rather than something as piercing as a shard of glass that becomes forever imbedded in one’s memory, so that every time any one of them would see Lizzie Carswell after that, they would remember that morning when they saw her coming out of the Gramercy Park Hotel.


Chapter Two

A light rain was falling. Mary Nell felt the soft milt on her face, barely an antidote to the piercing hangover she had from the night before and Billy Holmes’ party at the Waldorf that she’d stayed at much too long. She’d had to come in the back door and shut it softly, slip her heels off before she hit the tiled entranceway, and tiptoe up the stairs, so as not to wake anyone. Mama would have given her a lecture that she’d “gone wild” again. Papa would have waited until morning and sat her down over coffee and questioned whether she was chasing something that didn’t exist, trying to fill a void, suggested that perhaps she should do something useful, not understanding, at all, that it was useful to sit up late at the Waldorf, to dance, to discuss Kant and whether Elizabeth Harkness’ dress was too demure for the season. And, so, she’d had to continue the charade that she was well-rested and obedient, and get out of bed, even though she’d had barely four hours’ sleep—it was so hard to settle down after you’d been dancing—her head feeling like damp cotton, and honor the obligation she’d made to go to Betsy Owen’s house for a bridge party at eleven a.m. on Sunday.

There would be strong coffee with cream and tea sandwiches, no matter what time of day one visited Betsy Owen, she always served tea sandwiches (as if it was a fashion), and it would be as dull as dry toast. At least, that’s what Mary thought, as she turned onto Gramercy Park and stood outside Betsy Owen’s brownstone, for a moment, before going in.

There was a family walking out of the Gramercy Park Hotel wearing unseasonable pastels, the mother holding one of those pamphlets that pegged them instantly as tourists. Mary envied them. What it must be like to see New York with a sense of wonder, as an outsider. She remembered her mother taking her to see the Statue of Liberty when she was a little girl and the gift shop that was under the Statue’s skirt. She remembered how small she thought the Statue was from the ferry and how big it seemed to her when she was inside the skirt. She still had, on her dresser, the tiny replica of the Statue of Liberty her mother had bought for her that day.

She did hope she would be able to convince her father to let her go to Europe in the spring. She wanted to be in Paris where everything didn’t seem so insular, where it seemed it would be easier to write verse, where everyone, even the shopgirls, wore the newest fashions, and, if they didn’t, it seemed as though they were creating one of their own, where there was no Prohibition, and the days and the nights seemed to flow into one another, instead of here, where the dark and furtive lure of the night was in direct contrast to the activities of the day.

She rang the bell and waited politely for Betsy to answer the door. Perhaps she could get Betsy to intercede for her with her parents. She could be so convincing. Betsy believed that life experience was worth everything. She wasn’t like most of the women Mary knew, not the least bit like Mary’s parents’ friends. She had an occupation. Betsy was a writer, a celebrated woman of letters, in some circles, and, in others, given a less polite description. She wrote novels about New York with jaggedly exacting prose and minute, if sometimes, recognizable detail.

Betsy answered the door looking markedly older than she had the last time Mary had seen her, as if her age had caught up with her overnight, her gray hair tousled in ringlets like a cap on her head, her eyes still with that mischievous glint that was her trademark, favoring a cane on her left side with a carved ivory handle. She saw the way Mary looked at her—”It’s nothing, dear, didn’t I tell you? I took a slip on the sidewalk earlier this week. It was silly, really. I turned my left ankle and before I knew it, I’d lost my balance”—she laughed to minimize the effect of the image. “Yes, I know what I must have looked like. The boring part is the doctors are insisting I stay in for much of the day with my leg resting on a pillow, as if it were a poodle.” She laughed again, then added, rather wistfully, “They’re right. It does swell. But luckily Geoffrey’s here and he’s been making sure that everyone takes care of me.”

“Geoffrey?” Mary didn’t know who Geoffrey was.

Betsy didn’t answer her. “You are sweet to have come today,” said Betsy. “Particularly given whatever you were up to last night.” Her voice dropped an octave when she said this last bit. “Whatever it was, I hope it was worthwhile.”

“It was.” Mary smiled. “Although I stayed too long.” Mary hesitated.

She had stayed too long, especially since it was Billy Holmes’ party and Billy was fairly soused by 9 o’clock, his bow tie askew and in geometric opposition to the thick horn-rimmed glasses he always wore, and, though he was a cheerful drunk and more convivial as the evening wore on, he had that sense of unfulfilled longing, always, as if he did not want the night to end. He was such an oddball. Clara Hart had startled her by saying, “Have you ever noticed how cute he is?” Billy Holmes! “Haven’t you ever noticed his shoulders?” Mary did have to acknowledge that he had shoulders and a certain physicality she’d never noticed before, a bit like a Greek statue, but it was all thrown off by the fact that his bow tie was askew and he had those thick horn-rimmed glasses. It wasn’t peculiar that Clara thought he was cute—Clara and Billy had been engaged for some time—but Mary realized that her image of Billy was tied to the way he’d looked when he was ten. How curious to have known someone that long and never noticed what they’ve grown up to.

“Billy Holmes’ party,” she said finally. “And it should have been just the same old people but there was the most fascinating man there. He’d been to Nepal—” She stopped because the object of her description walked into the room.

“Mary, I’d like you to meet my nephew Geoffrey Rice. Geoffrey, Mary Nell.”

Geoffrey interrupted her. “We’ve met. Well, we didn’t meet exactly. We were at the same gathering last night.”

“Yes, we even sat at the same table,” said Mary, “but we were never introduced. We talked for the longest time but it was as if we’d missed the moment for a proper introduction or I don’t think I ever knew your name…”

Betsy noticed the way they were looking at each other, their eyes locked as if there was no one else in the room. And even though they were including her in the conversation, they seemed to be speaking only to each other.

“Yes, and to think my aunt had told me all about you and there you were sitting across from me and I wondered who you were and I knew who you were all along.”

Betsy thought she ought to warn Mary about him but what was she to say? He’d seemed so much better since he’d returned from the East. And she did believe everyone ought to, deserved to, have a fresh start.

“You’ll be all right, now, won’t you Aunt, if I go off for awhile?” he asked.

“Of course, I will,” said Betsy, “as long as you promise not to go off too far.”

Geoffrey smiled, recognizing that there was a double-meaning to what had just been said. “Miss Nell will take good care of you, I’m sure,” he said looking again at Mary. “It was nice to have met you, finally,” he said but before Mary could answer, he’d taken his leave.

Lucy Collins had arrived shortly after that and the sedate Iris Ogleby. Lucy was still a bit aflutter from her wedding, the planning of which had gone on so long that even Mary’s mother, who never said an unkind word about anyone, had remarked on it. Mary had never understood what was so special about a wedding. After all, it was something everyone did, so how could it be that special? And what did it matter whether the bride wore white or ivory or how many layers of lace there were on the veil? Or whether there were lilies or orchids in the centerpieces? Why spend all that time planning something that only lasted one day—oh, yes, she knew about the life-time part—but really, just one day for the sake of a memory book? And what did it really matter what the band played as long as you were dancing? (Her father called this her practical side and her mother referred to it as her bohemian side.) But she listened politely to Lucy’s recounting of her nuptials to Tony (although Lucy seemed to forget that Mary had actually been in attendance) and their exotic honeymoon on the tropical island of St. Lucia.

Mary would be the first to admit that she disliked (hated, really) the society of women, felt ladies’ lunches were a waste of time, would much prefer to be home studying the migratory patterns of birds, or walking on the street observing the people, inventing stories in her mind about their lives, or engaged in a conversation, any conversation, with a man.

The bridge was dull and perfunctory. After the second rubber, Mary took a seat at the window looking down at the Gramercy Park Hotel. The rain had stopped briefly and the sun was just coming through.

“I always like it when it’s like this,” said Betsy Owen who had joined her at the window, “the moment when the rain stops and the sun starts coming through in patches. It always seems to me as if there’s a possibility of rainbows.”

And, so, they were both at the window looking out, just at the moment, when a man and a woman exited the Gramercy Park Hotel.

“Isn’t that Billy Holmes?” asked Iris Ogleby who had joined them at the window.

“Yes,” said Mary. “And Lizzie Carswell!”

And they all saw, as Lizzie stepped into the street and lifted her skirt to avoid a puddle, that she had on her feet, satin dancing slippers, as if she’d never come home from the night before.

“She never did understand what it meant to be proper,” said Betsy Owen as she turned away from the window in a sweeping motion, forgetting in that moment all about her injury to her leg. And, there it was, in that one understated sentence, an indictment of all that Lizzie Carswell had ever hoped to be and an acknowledgement that there was a story behind the seemingly innocent act they had all witnessed. And every time any one of them would see Lizzie Carswell after that, they would remember that morning when they saw her coming out of the Gramercy Park Hotel.


Chapter Three

As the taxi pulled up to the curb, Lizzie Carswell looked up and saw, across the street at Betsy Owen’s house, on the second floor in the window, the shape of two women looking down at her. Was that Mary Nell? She thought she recognized the bob of her hair. Had she seen her? And the wretched Iris Ogleby whose straight blonde hair (which she still wore exactly the same way she had when she was 5) was unmistakable?! Had they both seen her? More than likely, nothing much got past either one of them. Had they seen Billy Holmes? Seen them leaving the hotel together? Had they seen him put his hand on her back as she stepped out onto the street? What must they have thought? What could they have thought? Better not to think about it. She’d never cared much what anyone thought. Or, at least, she never let on that she cared. No, that wasn’t right. She’d never been in a position to care. Given the circumstances of her early life, her parents separating when she was little, her mother running off like that. Poor Lizzie. Her mother’s abandoned her. And, the fact that Lizzie was pretty hadn’t made it easier, that there was always someone in the room who was jealous of her, even from the time she was a little girl. This part, her mother understood, for, even at her mother’s thinnest and most desperate, she was always considered a beauty. “Better to be pretty than not, Lizzie.” But she wondered if that was really true. She remembered walking into a restaurant with her mother when she was little and hearing a woman at the table next to them whisper, in a voice so low it seemed almost like a man’s. There’s Sophie Carswell. I wondered what had happened to her. And after her mother left the States, the way other mothers would look at her, with pitying eyes.

Lizzie had learned not to care. She’d learned not to pay any attention. But, she made the mistake of looking up again, just as she was getting into the taxi. Yes, it was Mary Nell, and she saw the recognition and was that something like shock in Mary’s eyes. And she wondered if, the next time she walked into a room, she would hear someone whispering about her.
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