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  Author’s Note


  Foreword


  I have always been intrigued by the Ballets Russes. What interested me most about the troupe’s visit to the United States in 1916 was imagining the impression they must have made on the society of the day, especially the impact of the idolized Nijinsky, whom everyone from kings to presidents had worked so hard to bring out of war-torn Europe. But this book is not about Nijinsky, but about the reflected glory of the dancer on young Morgan Vanheusen, who has many doors open to him because of his unlikely and serendipitous friendship with the man. This book is Morgan’s story.


  When I read a novel featuring historical characters, I always want to know who is real, who complete fiction. I have tried to base the part of the story that concerns the ballet on fact as much as possible, right down to the dates of the actual performances and the quotes from the New York Times. However, I have taken some liberties to make the story work, such as giving Nijinsky a facility with English that he did not possess and sending his wife off to the Hamptons for a large part of the book to give more opportunity for my characters to interact without her hovering presence. When possible, I have used real people for minor roles– dancers, Russian attaches and the like– but the Vanheusen family is purely fictitious, as is the ballet Le Prince du Lac during which the equally fictitious Galina makes her debut.


  I have also taken a few liberties with time, so that although the quotes from newspapers opening each chapter (other than those from the fictitious New York Bugle) are real and actually appear as written in 1916, they were not necessarily in the spring editions. For this reason, I decided not to use precise dates for any of them, except the first, sometimes omitting dates altogether.


  ONE


  “Nijinski, Dancer, Arrives!”


  New York Times, April 6, 1916


  Morgan loitered behind the high hedge while he rubbed the last trace of grease off his hands from the engine of the Peugeot Bébé he had been inspecting in the courtyard. In the interest of peace, his secret life had to remain invisible, but he couldn’t resist checking under the hood of that beauty. He wondered who owned her.


  His sister’s laughter floated in the air from the other side the meticulously clipped greenery, joined almost immediately by the horsey snorts of Nigel, one of her constant suitors.


  Morgan adjusted his waistcoat with a sharp tug and strolled around the end of the sculptured hedge. Gloria and a few of her debutante friends stood close together as if exchanging secrets. They appeared to ignore the young men who hovered around them, yet they were subtly aware of their erstwhile suitors, playing to their audience with every tilt of the head, every laughing sideways glance. Their long summer dresses skimmed the grass, the latest fashion allowing an alluring glimpse of dainty ankle.


  Muriel was with them, her lustrous dark hair curling enticingly from under her wide-brimmed hat. She always seemed a little apart, even when in a group. Muriel. Even her name was music. He felt a faint quickening of his heart as he moved closer.


  “Did you know there was a riot when he danced in Paris?” Gloria’s voice shook with excitement.


  “Actually, there was more than one,” Muriel said, drawing one glove through her hands with a worldly air. “My Aunt Carrie was there. She said it was…quite depraved.”


  “I’m surprised your father invited him here, Gloria,” said one of the young men indignantly.


  “It was Mother,” Gloria said. “She’s the chairlady of the Committee to Raise Money for War Orphans, and the wife of someone from the Russian embassy is on the committee, too, so she asked her husband, who asked Count Nikolai Golejewski who is the attaché there or some such, and he knows Mr. Nijinsky, so…” She caught her breath and smiled.


  “I think it’s Colonel Golejewski, isn’t it?” Muriel said. “He’s a military attaché, after all.”


  Gloria shrugged. “Anyway, so now we are going to actually see the great Nijinsky dance before anyone else in New York.”


  “They say he’s quite… provocative,” Daisy said, and she blushed. At fourteen, Daisy was the baby of the Vanheusen family, and worked hard to keep up with the others.


  Gloria laughed again and laid a hand to her throat, just like photographs of Isadora Duncan. The ribbons in her hat waved for a moment in the breeze. Morgan caught them and gave them a playful tug.


  “Giddy girls,” he said. “What are you gossiping about now?” His words were for Gloria, but his eyes strayed to Muriel, who ignored him.


  “We’re talking about Mr. Nijinsky, of course,” Daisy said, “and about how brave Mother is to invite him here to dance. I mean because of the…talk…”


  “It’s not even Easter yet,” one young man said. Toby his name was, Morgan remembered, glancing at him.


  “That is irrelevant,” Nigel said, dismissing his moon-faced young rival.


  Morgan smiled.


  “Mrs. Vanderbilt has also invited him,” Muriel said.


  “Really?” Gloria said, surprised. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”


  “I don’t tell you everything.” Muriel favored them all with a slow smile and then turned and glided away over the perfect grass to another group.


  “Morgan, I don’t know why you’re so keen on her,” said Gloria, shaking her head at her brother. “And is that engine grease I spy on your wrist?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Morgan snapped, shoving his hand in his pocket.


  Gloria smiled knowingly and touched his arm, drawing him away from the others. “Morgan, I want you to introduce me to Mr. Nijinsky.”


  “Of course. We’re all going to meet him later, after he dances.”


  “No, no, silly, I mean, really meet him. Just us. Invite him for tea somewhere and take me along. You can be chaperon. It’s not such a big favor.”


  “It’s out of the question.” Morgan loved his sister, but this was asking too much. He looked out over the heads of the girls at the elegantly dressed ladies and gentlemen crowding the manicured lawns and terraces of the Vanheusen country house. Sunlight sparkled on the ornamental pool and on the beads of water caught in the newly sprayed roses and lilies brought from the conservatory. The air was fragrant with hyacinths and lilacs.


  “Morgan.” Gloria tilted her head and played with the locket at her neck. “Would you like to be my escort at the Flower Fête next week? I wasn’t going to go, but if you’d like to dance with Muriel…”


  Morgan felt an unwelcome flush rising steadily on his cheeks. Damn the woman. Why did Muriel have this power over him? “It wouldn’t do any good, anyway,” he said glumly.


  “You never know,” Gloria went on. “Or perhaps I’ll just have a little talk with Father about how you were spending your time this afternoon.” She stared pointedly at the hand still thrust in his pocket.


  “You little minx!” Morgan exclaimed. He tried to laugh it off, but the threat, if carried out, would have real and very unpleasant consequences. “Blackmail is most unladylike!”


  “Come on, Morgan. Just one little hour with you and Mr. Nijinsky?”


  “Don’t you think everyone here wants that?”


  “Keep your voice down, brother dear. Just promise me you’ll ask.”


  “All right, all right.”


  “Oh, thank you! But this is just entre nous, isn’t it?”


  “I’m certainly not going to advertise it. He probably won’t be able to come to tea anyway. According to the papers, he’s been besieged by invitations from all the best people.”


  “Well, then, if he doesn’t come, I may have to have that little chat with Father.” Gloria plucked a rose from the nearest urn, reached up, and fit it among the silk flowers in her hat. As she walked away, she glanced over her shoulder and winked at her brother.


  Morgan bit his lip and turned away, anger twisting in his stomach. How could she? His own little sister!


  April was daringly early for a garden party at the summer home of Mr. and Mrs. Vanheusen, almost as excitingly daring as the guest of honor, but after a few hours of uncertainty that morning, the weather was co-operating magnificently. There was an air of eager anticipation in the smartly dressed gathering. Heads were constantly looking towards the stage erected in front of the main terrace, and Gloria was not the only one repeating the rumors and speculation about Mr. Nijinsky. What would he be like, this man who caused scandal in a place like Paris? Who was a friend of princes and knew all the artists and writers everyone talked about. Who had managed to get out of war-torn Europe with his family with the help of several governments and the King of Spain.


  The small orchestra broke into a blast of trumpets, and everyone moved to fill the remaining chairs. A hush fell over the assembled guests. For a moment, the sun slid behind an errant cloud. The music paused. Drums hummed and buzzed, quickening the pulse of the crowd. Sudden chords crashed over them, and the sun came out. Nijinsky was on stage.


  Morgan knew very little about dance. Although he often accompanied his family to their box at the Met, he preferred attending musicals and Ziegfeld’s Follies with his friends. Yet even he knew that what he was seeing was exceptional. The figure on the stage moved with animal grace, his oriental costume sparkling in the sudden sunlight. He seemed from another world, hypnotic, god-like. Every movement was poetry, and his effortless leaps and sudden pirouettes breathtaking.


  Silence had fallen over the crowd. This was totally new to them. Even those who had seen the Ballets Russes earlier, without Nijinsky, were not prepared for this elemental rawness. The glittering dancer held them in the palm of his hand, drawing their eyes, their hearts, their souls along with him as he spun and leapt in a magic all his own. It was as if he were part of the music, lifted by the surging melodies, pushed along by the power of the brass. Even when still, sensuality radiated from him, causing an unexpected shortness of breath among the women and an unfamiliar unease with the men. But for Morgan, it was the sheer physicality of the dance that took his breath away. The dancer paused, sinking almost to the ground, then leapt with a sudden spiral in the music and disappeared. The crowd gasped. They sat staring at the empty stage, not yet sure of what they had seen. Finally, applause burst out, and they turned to each other, eyes sparkling, cheeks bright with unusual color.


  “How wonderful!”


  “Incredible!”


  “A bit barbaric, though, don’t you think?”


  Morgan said nothing. He was stunned that mere dancing could affect him like that. He saw Gloria and her friends clapping madly, their white-gloved hands a blur of motion. As Nijinsky reappeared at last on the stage, Gloria tore the rose from her hat and flung it to him. Barely breaking his stride, he swooped down and caught the flower, cradled it in his hands, and walked to the edge of the stage. He bowed. Simply. Without any of the ostentation Morgan had seen with other performers. He turned right, then left. He bowed one last time, and then left the stage.


  He did not return, in spite of the applause.


  TWO


  “MALE DANCER OVER WHOM DUCHESSES RAVED,


  CREATOR OF ‘THE FAUN’, JUST A PLAIN MORTAL.”


  Nicola Greeley-Smith, Fort Wayne Journal Gazette, April 1916


  “Well, you’d think he’d give an encore, surely,” exclaimed one pearl-bedecked dowager to her companion, turning away from the stage.


  “He was lovely, though, wasn’t he?” Her companion sighed.


  “That’s not the word I would choose, Susan.”


  Morgan finally made his way through the slowly dispersing crowd and took two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter. His father had told him to look after their honored guest, and now he was glad this job had fallen to him. Quickly, he rounded the hedge and jogged up the steps to the glassed-in conservatory. From here, he walked down the hall to the music room, which had been given to the dancer as a dressing room. He paused, suddenly unsure how he was going to approach this amazing man. At last, he knocked.


  “Entrez.”


  For the first time, Morgan wondered if the man even spoke English. He opened the door and went in.


  Nijinsky, a bottle of Vichy water in his hand, sat on a bench beside a dressing table that had been carried down from one of the guest bedrooms. The dancer had removed the stiff headdress and jewel-encrusted tunic. His bare muscled chest was drenched in sweat. His valet hovered in the background.


  “That was magnificent,” Morgan said.


  “You journalist?”


  “No, no. I’m Morgan Vanheusen. I’ve brought you some champagne.” He passed the glass to the dancer who smiled and took a sip, before setting the glass on the table.


  “Please to excuse. When we arrive Tuesday, many journalists come to boat before we get even to harbor. They ask so many questions, about my partners, about the war, even about Rasputin. How to know about Rasputin? He is not dancer.”


  Nijinsky shrugged and rubbed a towel over his head and chest. He was small and dark, with high cheekbones and strange slanted eyes. The muscles in his thighs were so overdeveloped as to be almost obscene. Morgan looked away.


  “You won’t be bothered by reporters here,” he assured the dancer.


  “Ochen horoshowe. Is very good.”


  “We are honored that you agreed to come here to dance,” Morgan went on, feeling called upon to be some kind of spokesperson for his family.


  “I dance for orphans,” Nijinsky said. “I know what is like, war. In Europe, in train, we see many things. Sad things. Frightening things. And Count Golejewski ask me, as favor. So I dance.” He took a long drink of the Vichy water. “The Metropolitan Opera House not want I dance anywhere but there. This is different, I say. Special…” He plucked at the air with one hand.


  “Case?”


  “Da. Special case. So I come. But even here are enemies.”


  “Enemies?”


  “You have list for me? So I find out who is here?”


  “Ah…I suppose so, but—”


  “You not see I leave early the stage? You not see I not do encore? Always I do encore!”


  “Well, I noticed about the encore.”


  “There is loose part in stage. I must dance around this part. I not dance good like this! I feel floor give under my foot and I think ‘Boom! I fall on face in front of all these American peoples.’ I twist ankle or maybe worse, so Metropolitan Opera people not have to pay me. I not know who do this. So I need list.”


  “Mr. Nijinsky, I assure you if anything’s wrong with the stage, it’s the fault of the workmen. An accident. They’re not used to this kind of work, putting up stages for dance. And it was done very quickly. We only heard yesterday that you would come for certain.”


  “Accident? You think this? Hah. I think no.” He sighed. “Maybe soon this brouhaha is over about my money. I want dance.”


  “I’m sure you do.” Morgan had paid little attention to all the fuss about the money Nijinsky was demanding from Diaghilev of the Ballets Russes before dancing at the Met. All he knew was that it was an enormous amount. Something around $30,000? Now he felt a little uncomfortable, not knowing more. He cleared his throat nervously. “You know, my sister Gloria is dying to meet you, Mr. Nijinsky, and I promised I’d ask you—”


  “No, no, please. I cannot meet peoples now. Not after that… near-catastrophe.”


  “It doesn’t have to be now,” Morgan assured him quickly, rubbing his sweaty palms together.


  “Yes, later is good. Now I wish to leave quick. This is possible, yes?”


  “Leave?” Morgan was stunned. Everyone expected the dancer to come out and mingle with the guests. That’s why they had come. That was why they had parted with a lot of money for his mother’s charity. His parents….


  “I know, is very bad, no? But I cannot do la politesse now someone out there try to hurt me.”


  “Mr. Nijinsky—”


  “And I see Sergei Pavlovitch is here.”


  “Who?”


  “Diaghilev. He is here with Massine. I cannot bear this. I am so angry with him, so…I wish to crawl away.”


  “You mean, sneak away? Creep out the back door?” Morgan felt a sudden kinship with the Russian. He had often felt the urge to ‘crawl away’ from this great house so often full of guests, where he was expected to perform his son-of-the-house’ role under his father’s disapproving eye. Filling in for Harry, he thought, and even after two years, his heart lurched.


  “Sneak, yes! Is my wife who speak English, you see. Me, I not speak good.”


  “You’re doing just fine. Yes, we can sneak away. I can drive you to the station. Heck, I can drive you all the way to the city, but the train is actually faster.”


  “You have motorcar? I love motorcar! I wish to buy for family!”


  “How soon will you be ready?”


  “Ten minutes. I need ten minutes only.”


  “I’ll wait outside.” Morgan finished off his champagne and left the room. He noticed that Nijinsky had not touched his again after the first sip.


  Outside, he paused for a moment, thinking over what the Russian had said, then headed for the terrace. The garden party was in full swing. Waiters circulated with trays of champagne, and people crowded under the brightly striped tent to help themselves to the sumptuous spread. Morgan strolled along by the stage and reached up, running his hand over the wooden flooring. Sure enough, there were two loose boards halfway down, near the edge. Careless, but surely not sabotage. Not here in his own summer home where his mother’s beautiful flowers filled the air with sweetness and his father’s expensive cigars spread contentment among the men. He hurried back to the music room just in time to meet Nijinsky coming out.


  Standing up, the man seemed barely taller than Gloria. He was dressed conservatively, Morgan noted, his hair brushed carefully and parted just off-center. Apart from that vague air of foreignness, due perhaps to the cut of his obviously expensive suit, he could have been any friend of his father’s from the financial district. Except maybe for those strangely slanted eyes…


  “Your valet will see to your things?”


  Nijinsky nodded. “We go now, yes?”


  “I think through the kitchen would be best,” Morgan suggested. He knew that someone would be coming any minute to check on the honored guest, so the sooner they got out of there, the better.


  Morgan led the dancer through the swinging door into the servants’ area of the house. The hall opened into the cavernous kitchen humming with activity as cooks and kitchen maids, waiters and house maids bustled about, preparing and serving the mounds of pastries and jellied molds, small cakes and sugared fruit for the guests. Masses of dirty dishes were being washed and stacked away. Trays full of used glasses waited their turn.


  Everyone looked startled at Morgan’s sudden appearance with the guest of honor. As Morgan rushed past, smiling at them and apologizing for taking this route, they stood aside. The two new kitchen maids dropped a curtsy and giggled.


  “Anything I can help you with, sir?” asked Edgar, his father’s chauffeur, jumping up and opening the door to the courtyard.


  “No, thanks, Edgar. I’m going to take our guest out for a spin in my motor car.”


  “I see, sir.” Edgar bowed as Nijinsky passed him, and then softly closed the door. “The young master will get himself in trouble with that foreign fellow, you mark my words,” he said, but everyone had gone back to work and paid no attention.


  The coach house door slid back smoothly on its well-oiled track as Morgan pushed it, revealing four motorcars and two carriages.


  “Formidable,” murmured Nijinsky admiringly, running his hand over the sleek green bonnet of the Pierce-Arrow.


  “That’s my father’s favorite,” Morgan said. “See how the headlights are sunken into the mudguards? Only the Pierce-Arrow has that shape. And that snub-nosed one over there is an old electric car. My sister Gloria likes to fool around with it. But if you like something sporty, look at this beauty. My granddad brought it back for me from England just before the war. It’s a Vauxhall Prince Henry and it can reach speeds up to eighty-five miles an hour since I modified the engine. Not on these roads, of course,” he hastened to add.


  Nijinsky looked relieved. “I see one in London last time I go,” he said. “Is first time I am in one.”


  “It’s a four-cylinder engine with seventy-five horsepower and a four-speed gearbox.”


  “Is nice red color.”


  Morgan smiled, realizing his euphoric descriptions of the inner workings of his beloved vehicle were lost on the Russian dancer. “Let’s go,” he said as he swung up into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I love driving!”


  Nijinsky hopped up on the running board and jumped in beside him. As they drove out through the courtyard and under the brick archway, Morgan felt his spirits lift. The wheels crunched over the smooth gravel of the driveway. The sun glanced off the silver engine cover and sparkled on the shiny red body work. As he coasted through the gates and switched gears, the engine coughed a few times but then settled down into a steady hum. It was amazingly quiet compared to his father’s motor.


  They drove for a time in silence, Morgan lost in the enjoyment driving always brought him, his companion wrapped in his own thoughts. From time to time, Morgan glanced at the dancer, but the dark slanted eyes were not taking in the scenery they passed. The road followed the coast for a while, the sea a constant presence of sparkling blue, sliding in and out of view among the trees like a shy girl at her first dance. They passed numerous summer homes, many far grander than the Vanheusens’: fantastic fairy tale structures set way back from the road, raising their towers and cupolas and extravagant crenellated peaks in the midst of carefully tended parkland. Morgan always enjoyed this part of the drive, and today was quiet and free of dust since they passed only a few delivery wagons, the horses rolling a cautious eye in their direction.


  When Nijinsky finally spoke, it came as a surprise. “Thank you for help me escape,” he said.


  “A pleasure. To tell you the truth, I’m glad to escape, too.” Morgan smiled conspiratorially. There would be consequences, he knew, but for now, at least, he felt at peace.


  “Is good, no? In Paris I crawl…er…sneak away from Sergei. I chase tarts sometimes, sometimes just walk.”


  “Chase tarts?” Morgan laughed. “Really? I can take you to Madame Hahn’s if you like. It’s a fine bordello. My uncle Paul introduced me there when I was eighteen.”


  “We go, Monsieur Vanheusen. Yes!”


  Morgan had heard the rumors about Nijinsky, the half-understood whispers and innuendos. Maybe some of them were true. Maybe not. Nijinsky was a man of the world, and the world Morgan knew must seem quite provincial to him. “It’s a deal,” he said, reaching over to shake the man’s hand. “And please call me Morgan.”


  “Morgan, yes. Americans so friendly. I am Vaslav.”


  Nijinsky suddenly stood up, holding onto the frame of the windshield. “Is wonderful, no? Such speed! Such freedom!”


  “Vaslav! Sit down!” Morgan laughed and pulled at the man’s overcoat.


  “Is like boat I sail on to America. We have storm. I go up and watch waves roll about! It makes boat dance!”


  “I should call you High Jinks!” Morgan said. “It suits you better.”


  “Is American name, this Jinks?”


  “Well, it could be a nickname, for just between us.”


  “Is good.” The dancer sat down again, his face alive, no longer dark with thoughts. “Is name for friend.”


  “Okay, Jinks it is,” Morgan said. The name felt better on his tongue than the real one. At least, the dancer looked happier now. Maybe he had forgotten the accident with the floorboards and the stage. Relieved, Morgan pushed the incident out of his own mind and concentrated on his driving.


  By the time they arrived at the Hotel Claridge on the southeast corner of Broadway and 44th, it was getting dark. They made an appointment to meet the next afternoon, and the Russian stepped out of the car.


  “Thank you, Morgan,” Nijinsky said, shaking his hand fervently. “You save me this day.”


  “Well, maybe that’s putting it a bit strong,” Morgan said, suddenly uneasy.


  “We meet tomorrow. We chase tarts, yes?”


  “Why not?” Morgan waved and watched his diminutive new friend walk away. As he turned north, he glanced back and saw Nijinsky head away from the Claridge and cross the street, disappearing quickly into the crowd.


  “What the—” Morgan jerked the wheel as horns blared. A horse snorted and veered away. Morgan shrugged. He wasn’t Nijinsky’s nursemaid. Nevertheless, he had a sinking feeling that this spur-of-the-minute escapade would have long-lasting repercussions.


  Jinks. Change the spelling and it had another meaning.


  THREE


  “ALLIES’ DIPLOMATS AVOID RITZ-CARLTON


  They Are Careful Not to Visit


  House Where Enemies’ Envoys Have Apartments.”


  New York Times


  The doorman of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel at 46th and Madison snapped to attention as Diaghilev and his entourage swept up the steps and into the foyer. Inside, they paused, discussing where they should go for a drink. The vaulted lobby soared above their heads, the marble pillars encrusted with gilt leaves near the ceiling far above. Chandeliers dripping with crystal showered them with muted light. The reception desk of walnut adorned with brass stretched along one side of the room. Heavily carpeted stairs swept up in a great curve to the mezzanine. A fountain splashed in the center of the lobby, spring flowers clustered around its base.


  Diaghilev removed his hat and smoothed his thick black hair. The streak of white at his forehead made him look even more arresting. “My dear sir, you have been most helpful,” he assured the nervous bald man carrying his carpetbag. “The train ride could not have been more comfortable.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Diaghilev. I’m sorry about the error in the number of tickets you required.”


  “It is nothing. Nothing.” Diaghilev waved his hand, reducing the mishap to ashes scattered on the air. “All the time these little misunderstandings arise in the organizing of events. Toujours. But you, you take care of it like a true professional. Am I not right, Léonide?” He turned to the young man at his side who nodded and smiled. The others in the group followed suit, all assuring the American that everything had gone perfectly.


  Reassured, the little man nodded back and dropped the carpetbag at Diaghilev’s feet. He shook hands and backed away, murmuring his thanks.


  “It is you who should be thanked,” Diaghilev shouted after him. “You wish to join us?”


  “No, thank you. Maybe…some other time?” The little man bumped into a pillar, then turned and almost ran out of the hotel.


  “Good,” said Diaghilev. “That one, he is incompetent fool. Now, where shall we go? The dining salon? The food is good here.”


  The reporter who had been following Diaghilev since his arrival at Grand Central Station suddenly pushed forward and pointed. “Look! Isn’t that Mr. Nijinsky?”


  “Isn’t he staying at the Claridge?” murmured one of the group.


  “Vaslav!” Diaghilev rushed towards the dancer, who was just about to slip by on the other side of a pillar. “You come to see me. You come to apologize for not dancing an encore and slipping away like naughty boy!” He reached to grasp the dancer by the shoulders, meaning to kiss him on both cheeks as was his custom, but Nijinsky backed away.


  “Sergei Pavlovitch, I am no longer boy,” he said, his eyes flashing with anger.


  “Then why do you run away like one?” Diaghilev towered over the diminutive dancer, his dark bulk menacing.


  Nijinsky stepped backwards towards the stairs and moved up the first three steps. Now he stood just above Diaghilev, looking down on him with cool composure, but the big man knew from experience that Nijinsky’s nervous picking at his thumbnail meant he was anything but calm. How well I know you, little one, he thought to himself. You do not play these games well.


  “Why do I wish to be at gathering where you are, Sergei, ready to spread your lies about me?”


  “My dear Vaslav—”


  “No! I am not dear to you! I hate you, Sergei! You not even keep your word to me! Me you treat like cheap….” He jerked his hand in the air, unable to think of an English word the Americans there would understand.


  “Vaslav, do not do this. You know how much you mean to me.”


  “Nyet!” Nijinsky burst into Russian, both hands now gesturing with a life of their own. “You lied to me, Sergei! You brought me over here for what? To mock me and lie to me some more? To throw this…this pretty dancing boy in my face and pass him off as a choreographer?”


  Massine jerked into life. “But sir, it is not—”


  “Be quiet, Léonide!” roared Diaghilev, completely forgetting where he was. Massine subsided, his usually pale face flushed.


  “You will listen to me, Sergei!” shouted Nijinsky, beside himself with fury. “You will stop all performances of Faune! All! It is my ballet and I know what you are doing with it! You have made it a simpering bland farce!”


  “Vaslav—”


  “That is final, Sergei. If you perform this bastardized version of my ballet even one more time, I’ll never dance for you again!”


  “Mr. Nijinsky—” The journalist pushed forward, trying to get the Russians to at least switch into English, but he was shouted down.


  “Vaslav, my lawyers are even now working this out with your lawyers at the Metropolitan Opera. I talked with Mr. Gatti-Casazza and Mr. Kahn a few hours ago on the telephone. Everything is progressing well.”


  Nijinsky was breathing hard, his hands clenched. The skin around both thumbs was bleeding. “Sergei Pavlovitch, the money is a different matter, a legal matter arranged long ago, which you do not honor. This matter of Faune is separate. Remove it from the program until I can rehearse the company in the way it should be. That is all I am saying.”


  “Vaslav—”


  Nijinsky finally looked him in the eye, and Diaghilev felt the look like a shudder of remembered pain. He forced himself not to look away, not to let the hurt show. “I made you what you are today,” he said quietly.


  “I danced with Pavlova when I was seventeen! I was a star before you took—” Nijinsky stopped himself with a visible effort. “I have nothing more to say. Good evening.” He bowed briefly. As he went down the three steps and ran headlong across the floor, the crowd parted before him.


  “Mr. Nijinsky, could I have a few words with you?” The reporter rushed after him, but the dancer didn’t stop or even turn his head.


  For the first time, Diaghilev became aware of the other guests in the lobby, standing and looking at his group in amazement. One does not carry on a quarrel at the top of one’s voice in the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. Bah. From the corner of his eye, he spotted the hotel manager making his way towards him.


  The Russian bowed, sweeping his hat to the floor.


  “Forgive us,” he said, his rich deep voice easily filling the big space, “but artists are very tempestuous at times. We forget ourselves, you understand. You will all be thinking the Ritz-Carlton is now the war headquarters of the Ballets Russes as well as for the German and Austro-Hungarian ambassadors! Please accept my apologies.”


  The manager stopped, nodded at him, and backed away, a relieved expression on his face.


  Diaghilev turned to the reporter. “Mr. Cass, why do you not come to my suite?” he suggested. “We will order supper there for everyone and drink Russian tea and vodka, and I will explain all this to you.” The reporter agreed eagerly, as expected, and the Russian smiled. There is always a way to make good publicity out of an apparent disaster, he thought. “Come, let us get into one of these magnificent American elevators and go to my suite!”


  Léonide Massine picked up the carpetbag and followed him.


  The elevator boy, resplendent in his maroon and gold uniform with the tight-fitting trousers, smiled broadly at Diaghilev as the doors slid open.


  “Good evening, sir,” he chirped, ignoring the others.


  “It is indeed,” replied Diaghilev complacently. As the gilded cage rose to his floor, he touched the inside of Massine’s wrist and felt the boy’s pulse beat under his finger tips.


  The hotel had given Diaghilev a large corner suite. Tall French doors opened onto a terrace high above the tumultuous traffic of New York. A heavy green damask cloth covered a round table near the windows, and a steamer trunk stood open near a mahogany secretary spilling papers and sketches, notebooks, and files out of the crowded drawers.


  “My office,” Diaghilev said, motioning towards it with a laugh. “Everywhere I go, it comes with me. Along with my samovar and Josef, of course. Without him, I am truly lost.”


  The valet nodded without any change in his dour expression, helped his master out of his overcoat, then took the coats and hats of the visitors.


  The samovar was, in fact, more of a prop than anything else. Diaghilev had lived in Europe for so long, he was less Russian than most of his dancers. Nevertheless, he always served Russian tea to his guests, along with a plentiful supply of vodka. By now, it was an established tradition.


  Diaghilev sat back on the plush-covered chair and looked around at the assembled group. Massine sipped tea through a sugar cube, his dark intelligent eyes watchful; later on, Diaghilev knew, the boy would entertain him with insightful impressions of the company in exquisite and amusing detail. Andy Cass, the American journalist, had the kind of young, eager face that he had come to associate with the breed. But there was something different about this one. Diaghilev couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was something… Beside Andy, Marvin Seidman, the lawyer for the Ballets, tasted the vodka, nodded his satisfaction, and took another drink. The man looked old as time, but his reputation proved that his mind was as agile as ever. Seidman was talking to the young artist, Pierre Delaville. Diaghilev had had high hopes for him, but he was proving rather a disappointment, although he certainly looked the part with his long chestnut curls and Werther-like look of tragedy in his deep eyes. However, it seemed to be mostly superficial. Oh well, he would drop the young man soon. Beside the young artiste manqué, Baron Von Meyer sat back at ease, lighting one of his ever-present French menthol cigarettes, a habit he had picked up from Marcel Proust. He was one of the stalwart backers of the Ballets Russes, a man who knew everyone and was invited everywhere. He and Count Golejewski had set up the Vanheusen benefit with Nijinsky, since Diaghilev knew Vaslav wouldn’t perform there if Diaghilev’s name was attached to it in any way. That woman who had trapped him into marriage was going to ruin him.


  He waved away the baron’s proffered silver cigarette case and selected one of his own Russian cigarettes. They were becoming harder to get, he’d noticed. Perhaps he should try one of those Murad Turkish things he saw advertised everywhere. He could feel the vodka sooth its way inside, smoothing out the nervous knots and focusing his thoughts.


  “My dear Mr. Cass,” he said, his voice easily dominating the others, “you must think me extremely rude.” He proceeded to make the necessary introductions.


  “I appreciate getting this chance to talk to you, Mr. Diaghilev.” The young man was getting out his notebook, leaning forward with an intense interest. “I’ve been trying to get an interview for ages.”


  “Well, now you have it.” Diaghilev settled back and studied Cass through the curling smoke of his cigarette.


  “About Mr. Nijinsky, could you ––”


  “Ah yes, Mr. Nijinsky.” Diaghilev paused and refilled his glass. “You must understand that artists tend to be somewhat…temperamental, by their very nature. It is what sets them apart, what gives them the fire they burn on stage. And off, as you have seen.”


  He smiled. “Vaslav is a great dancer. Of that. there is no doubt. But in many ways, he is but a child. How could it be otherwise? He has devoted his life to the dance.”


  “Yes, I understand, but—”


  “No, Mr. Cass, you do not. I am trying to explain what you thought you saw downstairs so that it makes sense to you. So that you do not leap to conclusions that are false. I have guided Vaslav’s career from the first, as you may know. But since he left the company in 1914, he has made many decisions that are, how you say…well, not for the best. Now he is back, but he is trying to make up his monetary losses from me, looking to me, as he always has, to take care of things. Vaslav is, as you have seen, very highly strung. He does not understand business, and lately, if I may be blunt, he has been led astray by his wife. She may mean well, but she has little understanding of the business world, either. After all, she is a woman, no?”


  “So you mean he’s trying to recoup money from you that he’s lost due to… poor management.”


  “My dear Mr. Cass, that may be putting it too harshly. I would never want to portray Vaslav in such a light. Never! Would you like more vodka?”


  “No, thanks. So would you say that all the problems began when Mr. Nijinsky got married?”


  Diaghilev laughed. “Me, I would never say such a thing! Romola Nijinska is a charming lady and I’m sure she has her husband’s best interests at heart. Why would she not? But she is an actress and inexperienced in business. She is, how do you say, a babe in the woods, no? Now, if that is all…”


  “Just one more question, sir. Why is Mr. Nijinsky so angry with you?”


  “You see? It is as I thought. You do not understand what you saw. Vaslav, he has the temper tantrums, like a child. This is what I was trying to explain to you. If he does not get just what he wants…” Diaghilev snapped his fingers in the air. “One time in London, I remember, he ripped up some costumes, he was so angry about a change we have to make in the program at the last moment. He would not get changed, but screamed and threw things about the dressing room, terrorizing everyone backstage. I had to come and give him a severe talking to, as if to a young child. I gave him the right costume and said, ‘Put it on now, Vasli,’ and I went out and listened outside the door. I heard him shout something, then silence. But when he heard his music cue, he came onstage and danced like a dream.”


  Diaghilev paused, his face growing pensive. “I do not wish to tell you these things,” he said at last, “but I see it is necessary to make you understand that little scene in the lobby, to put things…in perspective, if you will.”


  Andy Cass was busily scribbling in his notebook, darting glances at Diaghilev from time to time as he wrote. Now he cleared his throat. “Do you have one final word for my readers?”


  “Mr. Cass, you may tell your readers that they will see Mr. Nijinsky on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera house as soon as I can arrange it.”


  “Any idea when that will be?”


  “I am not a fortune teller who looks into the future, Mr. Cass. Soon. That much I know.” He stood up and reached across to shake the young man’s hand.


  “It has been a pleasure, sir,” Andy said fervently.


  “Indeed,” Diaghilev replied with a smile. “I always enjoy talking to young men of the press, especially ones who know what is, as they say, off the record and what is for public consumption.” His monocle twinkled in the light.


  Only half the lights in the dusty chandelier were working, casting a sickly yellow haze over the crowded space. The ceiling was so high that the chain the chandelier was suspended from was lost in shadows, giving the place the feel of a stage set. In fact, bits and pieces of garishly painted flats were visible here and there, and some of the furniture was painted in the same gaudy colors. Dust was everywhere.


  Andy stood near the door, peering into the gloom. At first, he could see no one in the jumble around him. Then a candelabra caught his eye. As he watched, the wavering flames moved across a small purple table, pushed by a broad hand. The stooped man sitting next to the table was watching him intently out of deeply sunken eyes. Wax spilled over his fingers as he stopped the forward motion of the candles. He didn’t appear to notice.


  “You have news?” The voice sounded old and frail.


  “I talked to Diaghilev.”


  “And? And?”


  Andy came closer and sank into a dusty chair. He felt very tired. He had been following his story since early morning, trying unsuccessfully to get onto the grounds where Nijinsky was going to dance, trailing the Diaghilev party all the way back in the train. He had had little to eat all this time. He smoothed his forehead with his fingers, trying to push the ache away from behind his eyes. Why was he here? Why did he let himself be caught up in the twisted ugly fantasies of this man? Across the scarred table, the old man leaned forward, his glittering eyes looking deeply into Andy’s. Andy sighed. There was no way to cut the cord that bound them together. It was too thick, went back too far.


  He told the man what he had been able to find out. “I know it’s not much, George,” he said wearily. “From what I could pick up, Nijinsky will definitely not be dancing with the company any time soon, and the word around town is the Ballets Russes will be finished without him.”


  George shook his head. His long, grey-streaked hair flew out around his face. “You think so? You have talked to Diaghilev and still do not see? The man is a sorcerer! His words are like silk and you do not feel the pinprick of the needle as he sews up your soul with them! He speaks with the accents of the court and has the bearing of an aristocrat, but he moves in the gutter and preys on the young. He is evil!”


  “George, please, don’t get overexcited. It’s not worth it.”


  “He steals my life over and over, and you say it’s not worth it?” The old man burst into a coughing fit, waving his arms to keep Andy away. “All right. I’m all right now. And yes, I do understand what you say, but I do not want to hear it.”


  “Can I get you something?” Andy asked, looking around vaguely in hope of seeing some signs of a pantry. He never could fathom how George lived.


  The old man shook his head again and began to tug at something under the table. “No, no, I have here what I need.” He finally pulled out a large wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl and laid it on his knees. “Everything I need,” he murmured, opening the box. The lid swung up and away from him, shielding whatever was inside from Andy’s view. George raised a hand and made pushing motions in the air. “Go now. I know what I must do. I talk to Rudy now. He will help.”


  Andy got to his feet. “George—”


  “Come back when you have more news.”


  Reluctantly, Andy moved back along the narrow path through the boxes and chairs and stools, the tables and divans and footstools, many of which could never be used again. When had the old man begun to loose touch like this? Why had Andy not noticed? Or was it fear that silenced him, fear that recognizing George’s growing odd behavior would somehow make it more sinister? Raise it from eccentricity to something malevolent with a power all its own?


  Andy paused at the door and looked back. The candles had been extinguished and he could barely make out the figure of the old man, whom he had loved for so long, bent over something in the wooden box on his knees.


  FOUR


  “Foreign Entries Few in 500 Mile Race, but Make Up in Quality What They Lack in Quantity”


  Dick Farrington, Syracuse Herald


  As Morgan drove back home after letting the Russian dancer off at his hotel, he wondered what he would do with himself this evening. All his friends thought he was in the country, so he had not been included in any invitations to dine or have cocktails and then on to a lobster house, as they often did of an evening. There was always Madame Hahn’s, but his mind had wandered back to the news he had read just this morning about the 500-mile race in Indianapolis. His racing cronies would know the latest on that, and for once, he wouldn’t have to think up a story as to where he had been in case he ran into his father.


  Traffic thinned out considerably the farther north he went on Fifth Avenue. The pace of life seemed less frenzied here. There was time to admire the imposing scale of the big houses, the barbaric mix of architectural styles, the tumble of turrets and cupolas and gothic finials in copper and stone. Morgan’s family home was one of the few set back from the avenue behind a wrought iron railing, the driveway curving around under a porte-cochère. They had moved here from the large brownstone built by his grandfather about nine years before in the Washington Square area, and he was still enjoying the feeling of space and brightness of their newly fashionable neighborhood. His father never tired of pointing out that Mrs. Astor lived just up the road.


  Young Cooper looked startled when he opened the front door. “We didn’t think anyone in the family would be back tonight, sir,” he stammered, touching his collar as if to make sure it was straight.


  “Don’t worry, Coop, I won’t be dining at home,” Morgan assured him. “And I’ll let myself in when I return.”


  He caressed the bronze breasts of the Huntress Diana where she stood rooted to the top of the newel post, a liberty he rarely had the chance to take when the whole family was in residence. He grinned and leapt up the steps two at a time, ignoring the menacing paintings of mighty elk, moose, and lowering sylvan hunting scenes from his father’s art collection that climbed the walls beside him. He noted that his mother had finally prevailed, and the large and bloody scene of carnage portrayed in the ‘Hounds and Fox’ painting had been replaced with ‘The Monarch of the Glen,’ a majestic stag surveying his domain. Much as his father did after Sunday dinner, Morgan thought with a grin.


  The house was eerily quiet without his sisters. Most of the staff had gone to the country to help out, leaving a strange void in the air, as if some important piece of machinery had been removed. In the unusual silence, he began to worry about what his father would have to say about his spur of the moment agreement to spirit away their guest of honor. It wouldn’t be pleasant. Still, he had only done what the ‘God of the Dance’ had asked. What was the harm in that?


  An hour later, his father forgotten, Morgan swung into the Greenwich Village lane where a row of converted stables, rechristened Blitzer Motorworks, housed the racing cars owned by Buzz Remington and several other enthusiasts of motorcar racing. A motley collection of racing enthusiasts, owners, and mechanics gathered here at all hours to discuss their passion, usually upstairs in the makeshift bar run by one of the mechanics and his wife and buxom daughter. Morgan didn’t come here as often as he used to. The place stirred old passions, old dreams. Tonight, however, he would make an exception.


  As he made his way up the dark wooden stairway, the smells of oil and grease mingled with an underlay of the now-vanished horses. He swung the door open. The heavy pall of cigar smoke almost made him cough, but he welcomed it, feeling a lifting of his spirits as he stepped inside the familiar space. The place was decorated with posters advertising big-name races like the American Grand Prix, the Vanderbilt Cup, the Elgin National Trophy, Brighton Beach, the Indianapolis 500 Mile Race, and, of course, the Metropolitan Trophy Race that opened the eastern season here in May. Colorful photographs of cars hung on one wall: Remington’s Bearcat, Bragg’s Peugeot, and a new one he didn’t recognize among them. It looked very small, pointed in the back like a child’s toy. In pride of place behind the bar were pictures of the drivers who had dropped in, however briefly: the millionaire Caleb Bragg, “Terrible Teddy” Tetzlaff, Barney Oldfield, Louis Chevrolet, De Palma, even Dario Resta. A few years ago, Morgan had hoped to be there someday, but now that dream was dead, along with his brother Harry. He tried not to think about it much.


  He waved to a familiar group of men clustered around the old table by the window, some in well-cut suits and stiff collars, others in caps and soft shirts open at the neck. Two men he didn’t recognize wore old-fashioned dusters over their clothes, obviously just in from working on their cars. A quick scan of the room showed Morgan that Remington was not here, but he spotted his old school friend Langley Blackwell-Thomas at the bar.


  Almost at the same moment, Langley spotted him. “What are you doing in town, old sport?” he drawled in the mid-Atlantic accent he had adopted ever since his English relatives had arrived for one extended visit.


  Morgan sighed as he sank down on the high stool and told Langley a quick and amusing version of his escape from the country with Nijinsky. “I will live to rue the day, of course,” he finished, paying for his drink.


  “No doubt, but in the meantime, follow me and meet Dick Farrington, auto racing reporter from Syracuse. He’s in town to see the trials of Chuffy Harris’s new motors, and, more important to me, he has the low-down on the 500 Mile Race.”


  “What about the Metropolitan Trophy? That’s coming up earlier and right here in Sheepshead Bay Speedway.”


  “Ask him yourself.” Langley picked up a tray of drinks and walked over to the smoky wooden booth in one corner of the dark bar.


  Three men were sitting there, heads ringed in smoke from pipes and cigars. Langley introduced the tall, toothy young man as Farrington. Beside him was the round, beaming Chuffy Harris, and opposite him was Lars, the mechanic whom Morgan used to pump for arcane information.


  “You’re too young to be an owner, surely,” said the reporter, shaking Morgan’s hand. “So are you a driver or a railbird?”


  “He just drove the great Nijinsky back from their summer house today,” Langley said, grinning. “Does that count?”


  “You don’t say!” Chuffy Harris leaned forward, eyes bright. “What’s he like, then?”


  “A bit…eccentric,” Morgan said, “but he loves cars. He got quite excited when I cranked her up on a straightaway stretch. Says he’s going to buy one soon.”


  “Well, that’s not a bit eccentric.”


  Farrington was studying Morgan’s face intently. “You look familiar,” he finally said, leaning his elbows on the table. “Didn’t you used to test drive for Hochman a few years ago when he was developing his KarlzKar? Yes, I’m sure of it! You were a real speed demon!”


  “I was a college student having a good time,” Morgan said deprecatingly.


  “You broke a few records, as I recall.”


  “Broke a few bones, too, while I was at it, That damn Karlz 600T had an airplane engine in it, and it was a bear to handle.”


  “I was there. You were handling it fine. Who are you driving for now?”


  “These days I’m just a railbird.”


  “That’s criminal! You’re a great driver.”


  “He raced against Mr. Remington a month ago at the Raleigh Roadway.” Langley said. “Remember, Morgan?”


  “Langley, don’t be a jackass. That was just a friendly match, and I was racing my own stripped-down coupe against one of his modified Maxwells, so it wasn’t much of a contest.”


  “It was damn close, nonetheless, old sport,” Langley said loyally, sliding into the seat beside him. “Just think what you could have done with a real machine!”


  Morgan kicked him under the table.


  “What have you got now?” Farrington asked, leaning forward across the table.


  Morgan told about him his beloved Vauxhall Prince Henry and the adjustments he had made to the engine, thanks in part to Lars.


  “I’ve always said the problem is one of weight,” Lars said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Farrington?”


  Farrington nodded. “Your machine is a great model for general driving, but you need a light
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