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Only where love and need are one,

And the work is play for mortal stakes,

Is the deed ever really done

For Heaven and the Future’s sakes.
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E-book Extra

Being and Otherness: A Reading Group Guide

Colony by Anne Rivers Siddons




“I have always written about women on their way from fragility into health, into some kind of strength.”

Topics for Discussion

1. How does Maude permeate the rigid status quo of Retreat? Does she ever truly become an insider? Does her quintessential “otherness” ever help her in her journey?

2. Compare Maude’s intimate friendship with Micah Willis, with her father-in-law’s parallel relationship with Sarah Fowler. Do these platonic love affairs ultimately hurt or benefit their respective marriages? Do you agree with Christina Willis’ assessment that such relationships can “stand side by side, but they can’t mingle?” Does Maude succeed in keeping her loves unmingled?

3. Maude, who once hated Retreat and Liberty with all her heart, eventually finds herself being its only defender. What does Retreat, despite all its faults, offer Maude that no other person or place can? What does Maude sacrifice in order to keep Liberty?

4. Late in the novel, the novel’s narrator shifts from Maude to her granddaughter, Darcy. What effect does this device have on you as a reader? Does your perception of Maude change after seeing her through Darcy’s eyes?

5. What is the metaphoric significance of ospreys in the novel? How are osprey families similar to and different from their human counterparts in Retreat?

6. The colony of Retreat is much like a bee colony: the older women are the queen bees, and the younger women are the drones. How does a life of servitude affect the younger generation? Why is there such a high rate of madness among the young women of the colony: Happy, Darcy, and Elizabeth? Does this peculiar type of matriarchy truly confer power on its women? Who benefits from this system?

7. Micah Willis often tells Maude that she can never bridge the gap between being one of the “summer folk” and one of the “natives.” Does their relationship ever traverse this boundary? Is it possible for them to surmount their class differences?











Prologue




Sound is queer here by the water, especially when the fog has come off Penobscot Bay, as it has now. It started in the middle of the afternoon, unusual for this time of year. Usually our late-summer fogs are only just beginning to drift in at this hour, so that walking home from drinks at one or another of the old cottages is still easy: pleasant, in fact, and quite lovely, with the edges of everything just beginning to soften and blur.

But people would not find the going easy this evening, would need their flashlights and sticks…if there were any people left to be going home in the fog. They’re all gone now. I’m the last one left. It’s a new experience for me, but not nearly so strange when you think about it. Someone has to be last.

And it is, after all, September.

I said the sound is queer here; by that I meant strange, with an otherness that can be quite disturbing until you get used to it. It bounces about so you can’t tell where it’s coming from, or how far or near it is, and it often mimics something else entirely. The rhythmic dripping of the downspout onto the porch shingles, for instance, and the wet riffles off in the birch grove opposite my cottage, when a little wind disturbs the branches, might well be the twang-thud of tennis balls and the polite spatter of applause from our little August tournament. It has been held every year since I have been coming to Retreat; I remember when the young men who played wore long white trousers and blazers, and few young women played at all. The snapping of sodden branches might easily be the little flat, popping starting guns for one of our endless regattas.

The creaking of the old twig rocker in the porch below my window, stirred by the rising night wind, sounds very much like the drying ropes on the sloops moored down in the little deep-water harbor at the foot of the lane—or lines, as I believe they’re called. I never learned the proper sailing terminology; Peter was a passionate sailor, but from the first I disliked it, and to use the language without the object of it has always seemed to me both ostentatious and ridiculous. I have never thought myself either.

The mewl of the harbor gulls, now: that might be the questing cry of Amy and Parker Potter’s old tabby tom, Widdy, or, years later, the baby that was born to Elizabeth in that house, prematurely and after all those ghastly long hours of labor—in darkness, too, for the dying lash of an August hurricane had knocked out the colony’s power. The baby died that night, as I recall; Elizabeth could not get to the Castine hospital because a great fir was down across the lane, and there was no doctor in the colony then. I heard its crying all that endless afternoon, and into the evening, before it finally stopped.

I never liked the sound of the gulls after that.

Apparently Elizabeth didn’t either. She never came back to Retreat after that summer, though I could not decide whether it was because of the sadness of the baby’s death or the possibility of talk about its birth. Probably the former. Elizabeth would not have cared about the latter. She would not have come to Braebonnie, to the family cottage, to have the baby if she had feared the tongues of the colony. Certainly not in light of the fact that the baby’s father was in a nearby cottage with his own family that summer…or so we all heard. Such things may be discussed for generations in a small place like Retreat, with great enjoyment and with no proof at all. In this case, the proof lived less than twelve hours.

At any rate, Elizabeth never returned, and she never sold Braebonnie as we all thought she would, after Amy and Parker were gone. She simply rented it each summer, apparently to anyone in her curious and hectic world who had the price of it, and so the first chink in Retreat’s armor, if you will, was breached.

We had never had renters before then. Amy and Parker would have died of shame, if they had not died of other things first. But I must admit that the renters of Braebonnie livened us up. One summer we had a world-famous composer who wrote his best known work here, doodling and banging on the tuneless old Bechstein in the living room; and another summer a family of actors, Jewish, I believe, who alternately rehearsed their new play and excoriated each other every evening for three months. I should know; my upstairs bedroom windows face Braebonnie’s living room and veranda, and, as I said, sound carries here at the edge of this cold sea. The noises from the Potter cottage have always rather annoyed me, except for the carefree back-and-forth calling Amy and I used to do when we were both young brides here. But tonight I would almost welcome the composer, or even the actors.

Not the sound of the doomed baby, though. Never that. Of all the sounds of birth and life and laughter I have ever heard down all these summers in Retreat, and all the sounds of quarreling and crying and even coupling, yes; and of all the sounds of diminishing and even of dying—please God, never again that one small and terrible sound, begun out of storm and anguish, ended so soon.

And yet, for me alone, never ended at all.











Chapter
One




All places where the French settled early have corruption at their heart, a kind of soft, rotten glow, like the phosphorescence of decaying wood, that is oddly attractive. Seductive, even, if my mother-in-law, whose astonishing opinion that was, was to be believed. And she was always believed. The conventional wisdom of her day was that Hannah Stuart Chambliss would rather be burnt at the stake than tell a lie. I don’t find that surprising at all. I think the Maid of Orleans role would have pleased Mother Hannah to a fare-thee-well, even the fiery martyr’s death. Mother H had a streak of thespian in her as wide as her savage stratum of truth, and she employed it just as fiercely when the need arose. I never knew anyone who escaped those twin lashes except my husband, Peter. He alone might have profited from them.

She told me that, about the corruption and the seduction, on the evening I came to Retreat colony for the first time. It must have been in her mind ever since she first met me, the year before, when Peter took me to the big house in Boston to meet her and his father, but she had never voiced it until then. But it was plain to me—and, I suppose, to Peter—that it, or something like it, lay like an iceberg beneath her austere and beautiful surface. Oh, she smiled her carved Etruscan smile, all the years of our relationship, and hugged me lightly and kissed my cheek with lips like arctic butterflies, but none of us were fooled. I don’t think she meant us to be. My unsuitability hung in the pristine air of the Chambliss drawing room like a body odor.

But it was not until Peter brought me as a bride to the old brown cottage on Penobscot Bay, in northern Maine, where the Chamblisses had summered for generations, that she allowed that particular little clot of displeasure to pass, and with it damned me and Charleston, and, indeed the entire indolent, depraved South to Retreat’s own efficient purgatory. That she said it with a little hug of my shoulders and a small laugh, in response to something old Mrs. Stallings bellowed in her ginny bray, did nothing to mitigate its sting.

Augusta Stallings looked at me, small and roundly curved and black-eyed and-haired and brown with sun, standing in the chilly camphor dusk of the cottage’s living room, and fell upon my utter alienness, in that place of fair straight hair and rain-colored eyes and long bones and teeth and oval New England faces, like a trout on a mayfly.

“Charleston, you say?” she shouted. “Gascoigne, from Charleston? I know some Pinckneys and a Huger, but I never met any Gascoignes. French, is it? Or Creole, I expect. Well, you’re a colorful little thing, no doubt about that. You’ll open some eyes at the dining hall, my girl.”

And that is when my mother-in-law laid her long Stuart arm around my shoulders and made her light little speech about the French and corruption and seduction. My face flamed darker, but I doubt that anyone noticed. The cottage’s living room was as dark as a cave because Hannah would rarely allow the huge lilac trees that obscured its windows to be cut. It was the first thing I did after she died.

Peter pulled me close, grinning first at his mother and then at Augusta Stallings.

“The only French who settled in Charleston were four hundred good gray Huguenots on the run after Louis the Fourteenth revoked the Edict of Nantes,” he said. “Not a jot or tittle of corruption in the lot of them. Or seductiveness either, I imagine. Unless, of course, you meant that Maude was an octoroon, Mama?”

“Don’t be silly, Peter,” Hannah said, in a tone that said she had indeed entertained the possibility. There was my dark skin, after all, and the black eyes, and the hair that curled in tight ringlets around my head. And something about the nose….

“You mean a nigger?” Augusta Stallings brayed, peering more closely at me in the cold, pearly dusk. The tumbler of neat gin that she held sloshed onto the sisal rug.

“Oh, Augusta, really,” Hannah said. “Of course that isn’t what I meant, and if I hear a word about it around the colony this summer I’m going to know where it started. Maude’s family has been in Charleston for two hundred years; they’ve had the plantation almost that long.”

“Oh, well, then,” Augusta Stallings said, as if the word “plantation” were a Rosetta stone that explained the mystery of this overripe too-dark southern daughter-in-law.

Peter laughed aloud, and I smiled, tentatively, and the two older women moved away onto the sun porch, where the drinks tray stood.

“We’ll put a bone in your nose when we go to dinner tonight, and your career in Retreat will be guaranteed,” Peter said, and I laughed aloud, as he had intended. Peter could always make me laugh, even in the worst times. Even though everyone and everything in this strange, cold northern world was alien to me, and frightening, I would be all right as long as Peter was beside me.

“You don’t want to pay too much attention to Augusta Stallings, my dear,” my father-in-law said from the sofa in front of the vast fireplace. I jumped. I had forgotten he was present. He had said little since we arrived; he had said little, indeed, the few other times I had been in his presence. He was handsome and remote but somehow bleached out, a faded negative of Peter. He was kind, but he was simply, for me, not there. Every time I heard his voice, it was as if I were hearing it for the first time.

“It doesn’t matter a bit,” I said.

“Well, I hope not,” Big Peter said. “Dreadful woman. Never see her that she’s not half squiffed. Too much money and not enough to do. That’s what’s the matter with all these women. Too much money and not enough to do. Too many long New England noses in everybody else’s business.”

I smiled across the room at him, sensing an ally. With these two Chambliss men in my corner, how bad could the summer be?

I was wrong about that. I think my father-in-law might have been a formidable ally, if things had been different; I know I had his sympathy and liking. I had sensed that from the beginning. But I did not, then, know about the darkness inside him, the black place where he went for long periods of time and shut the door behind him. When he was there, in that place, there was no reaching him, and he did not reach out to anyone. Within days of our arrival he had slipped away into his dark room. Peter told me then that he spent most of his time in Retreat withdrawn from the world around him. I remember that for a long time I used to wonder why he came, when the place drove him into darkness.


“Well,” Peter said once, much later, “it’s just where we go in the summer.”

And by that time, it was explanation enough.

We got to the old white-painted dining hall a little late, so that most of the assembled colony was seated, and perhaps a hundred eyes followed me as I moved along the aisle behind Hannah, feeling overdressed and gaudily corrupt and sleazily seductive and rank as spoiled fruit in my flowered silk dress. All around me pale linens and earth-colored tweeds and white coats and severe neutrals lay like old snow. All around me sandy eyebrows lifted over long noses and sharp, high cheekbones, and quiet murmurs swelled like well-bred bees. But there were smiles on every face, and thin fingers pressed mine in welcome. And for the first and only time, on that first night in Maine, I walked under the aegis of two powerful amulets: Hannah Stuart Chambliss and the great plantation that was my provenance. I knew most of the people present would have heard about that; Augusta Stallings was still at her appointed rounds, plying from table to table like a wallowing old tugboat.

Of everyone in the big hall that night, only Peter and I knew that the plantation was a myth.

 

I met him on the night of my first Saint Cecilia Ball. People always think it a romantic story, and in a way it is. I certainly thought so at the time; I nearly drowned, on that silver-forged November night, in the pure romance of it. Only Darcy caught the truth, all those years later. Darcy, with her entire ardent nature made for soaring and her wounded heart scarred shut against it.

“Oh, God, how awful,” she said. “How unfair to you both. How could anything else ever measure up, after that?”


How indeed? But we tried. Our whole life together, Peter’s and mine, was spent trying to live up to one enchanted night in the Carolina Low Country that began with a great armful of white hothouse lilacs—rarer in that place and season than diamonds—and ended with a kiss in the dark on the banks of a creek gauzed with gray moss and burning with moonlight.

On the main, we succeeded pretty well, I think. Sporadically, and at what cost only he and I knew, but there was magic in the marriage of Maude Brundage Gascoigne and Peter Williams Chambliss. There always was. Love and magic; I don’t think the austere people in New Hampshire and Maine that I went to live among ever quite forgave us that. Or, rather, forgave me. In those dark hills they once burned women who made magic. Failing that, they tried other methods of immolation. But I kept the love, and some of the magic too; oh, yes, I did.

Decades later, when the musical A Chorus Line became thunderously popular, I was captivated with a bittersweet little ballad from it, “What I Did for Love.” I hummed and sang it, and asked Darcy to buy me the album, and played it all that summer in the cottage at Retreat.

“Really, Grammaude, that’s a harlot’s song,” she teased. “Well, maybe not a harlot, but a lady who’s definitely been around the block a few times. Not suitable at all for a doyenne. What scandalous thing did you ever do for love? Tell.”

I looked at her, blazing, that summer, in the fire and sun of her own first love. I had no doubt at all about the things she was doing for love, and knew she regretted none of them.

“I will tell you, I think,” I said. “Only you. But not yet. You’re a long way from ready to hear it.”

“Oh, come on. Why not?”

“Because you’re not woman enough yet,” I said.


“And you are?”

“Oh, yes.”

“I will wait,” my red-haired granddaughter said, “with bated breath.” She was laughing at me.

No matter. I would tell her one day, if she turned into the woman I thought she might. There were never any guarantees about that, but she had the raw material for it. If she used what life had dealt her already, I would tell her what I did for love. Of all the women I had ever known in that beautiful place on Penobscot Bay, my granddaughter Darcy Chambliss O’Ryan might, with luck, understand. And understand, too, the power of that love that was born on the banks of Wappoo Creek outside Charleston on a November night in 1922….

The first time I heard his name was when my brother, Kemble, wrote to say he was bringing a Princeton friend home for the Saint Cecilia Ball, and I was to leave the sixteenth dance blank for him.

“Well, he’s got his nerve,” I said to Aurelia, who had brought me the letter at breakfast. I was eating it alone in the kitchen of the old house. My father had already vanished into the autumn swamp with his camera and field notebook, and the dining room had long since been closed off as unheatable and apt to collapse in mid-meal under the centuries-long kiss of dry rot.

“Who got his nerve?” Aurelia said.

“Kemble. He’s bringing some total stranger home for the Saint Cecilia and ordering me to save the sixteenth dance for him. Fat chance.”

Aurelia, gaunt and yellow and gold-toothed and loving, had been born and raised herself in Charleston. She knew as well as any Legaré Street matron or debutante that the sixteenth dance of a Saint Cecilia Ball was reserved by iron tradition for husbands or sweethearts. She also knew Kemble and me as no other living soul did, not even our father, having raised him from toddlerhood and me from infancy after our mother died.

“Like to be a fly on the wall at that dance when you all butt heads,” she said. “That stranger gon’ run all the way back up north, and you ain’t gon’ have nobody to dance that dance with. Prob’ly never will; prob’ly ain’t never gon’ get no husband. Prob’ly live out yo’ life in the swamp.”

Aurelia made no secret of her disapproval at the way my father had raised me, virtually alone in a ramshackle two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old house on a long-barren rice plantation on Wappoo Creek, that connected the Stono River to Charleston Harbor just where the Ashley River ran into it. It was a lonely place for a child, though I never minded that. When the first Auguste Gascoigne had cleared the land and planted the rice and built the big house and outbuildings and slave quarters, the swamp forests teemed with wild things that whistled and sang and slithered and screamed and bellowed and splashed; in 1923, when I was seventeen, they still did. But the house had slid gradually into disrepair, and the rice fields that had spawned a great fortune had long since grown over, and the fortune itself had dwindled over the years to barely enough to allow my father, Gus, the last of a long line of Auguste Gascoignes, to feed and clothe and educate Kem and me and pay Aurelia and her husband, Duke, while he immersed himself in the study of the flora and waterfowl of the Low Country like a creature with fins and gills himself. From the time I could toddle I followed him into the swamp. It became, for a long time, my passion too.

Our mother, a small, exquisite girl from a great old Charleston family, had died at my birth, thus fulfilling the prophecy of her grim-faced father that no good would come of her marriage to the last of the ragtaggle band of Gascoignes, and after that Kemble and I saw little of our Brundage relatives. I know they sent money for our schooling, and my father dutifully sent Kemble to McCallie and Princeton and me, miserably, to Ashley Hall for what proved to be an extremely short stay. I ran away so many times he eventually gave up and let me stay home with Aurelia and Duke and spend my days in the swamp forest with a net and a notebook or a sketch pad, or in my battered canoe with a waxed paper packet of sandwiches and a warm Coca-Cola, drifting along the secret black surface of Wappoo Creek reading a book. I had learned to read, early and prodigiously, and I absorbed as by osmosis the classical music he listened to in the evenings on the big Capehart, his one major purchase that I can recall, and when he remembered he tutored me in the long summer evenings and the thick, dark winter ones. By the time I was twelve I had read my way through the library at Belleau, which was substantial and ran to whatever had been popular in the succeeding ages of the Gascoignes; they could never have been accused of being intellectuals. Going into my teens I knew more of Life with a capital L than virtually any other girl child between the Ashley and Cooper rivers, albeit Life with a decidedly treacly, romantic French accent; no one ever thought to take Balzac and De Maupassant away from me. My father taught me some geography when he remembered, and a great deal of natural history and botany and marine biology, and it never bothered anyone, including me, that until I married I could do no sums at all. Aurelia, who had grown up in the great Brundage town house on Tradd Street until her marriage to Duke, at which time the Brundages sent her with their daughter to Belleau, instructed me in the delicate, vicious catechism of Charleston manners and mores with less mercy than any mother would have. Kemble taught me to dance. It was not, on the main, a bad education for that time and place.

But Aurelia considered me headed for a cold swamp-bound spinsterhood and my father culpable of virtual child abuse. I knew few of the chattering flock of Charleston girls who were my peers, and those I did, Ashley Hall classmates and a gaggle of Brundage and Gascoigne cousins, thought I was artless, remote, boring, and tacky in the extreme. Of the boys of Charleston, I knew only my cousins and a few of Kemble’s McCallie friends. They obviously thought the same thing. At seventeen, I had never been out with a boy. I can’t recall minding.

From his first taste of life beyond the river swamp, Kemble knew the twentieth century was his natural habitat. He had dozens of wellborn friends from Mobile to Boston and visited them regularly, learned to play tennis and sail and do the new dances, acquired a taste for gin and cigarettes and politics, and, by the time he was in his third year at Princeton, owned two custom-made suits of evening clothes and several pairs of handmade shoes and a Dunhill cigarette case and lighter. He came home dutifully but briefly a few times a year, had one dinner with our father and me, and spent the other evenings in town with the Brundage young and their flock, looked thoughtfully at me a few times, and left again. Until the autumn I was seventeen, he never brought anyone home with him to Wappoo Creek.

 

“He got a name?” Aurelia said that morning in the kitchen.

I looked at the letter again. “Peter Chambliss,” I said. “Peter Williams Chambliss. Of the Boston, Massachusetts, Chamblisses. Which means less than nothing to me and will no doubt remain so. Who does Kemble think he is? First he makes Daddy promise to take me to the stupid Saint Cecilia—I don’t think Pa even remembered he belonged to the Society until old Kemble jumped in with his big feet and stirred everything up—and then he sends me a dress. Without even asking. Just assuming it would fit and I’d love it and that I’d go in the first place.”

“Well,” Aurelia said, pushing pancakes at me, “it do fit. An’ it the prettiest Saint Cecilia dress I ever seen, an’ I seen a lot of ’em, an’ I spec’ you do too love it, if you ain’t too stubborn to say so. An’ you is goin’ to the ball. Yo’ daddy know what’s right, even if he do have to be poked up sometimes. I was fixin’ to get on him about it if Kemble hadn’t. Miss Caroline’s girl goin’ to the Saint Cecilia when the time come, ain’t no two ways about that. Yo’ granma and granpa come out here and git you and take you themselfs, if yo’ daddy don’t. You know that so. Look like you ought to be grateful to Kemble for gittin’ you a dress like that an’ gittin’ you some boy to dance with. If he don’t take care of you, what you think gon’ become of you?”

“Why does anything have to become of me?” I said, cramming pancakes into my mouth. “Nothing’s become of me so far, and I’ve been perfectly happy. If you mean I won’t get married, or whatever, who cares? What’s wrong with staying out here with you and Daddy and…all this? I love this place. I’d rather be here than anywhere else on earth. If you think I want to leave and go live with stupid Buddy L’Engle on Legaré Street, or stupid Tommy Laurence in his stupid town house on stupid Church Street, or with stupid Wenty Sterling in Bedon’s Alley…and go to stupid teas and musicales and join the Historic Preservation Society…and have stupid little Charleston children who are cousins to everybody in town—”

“What else you gon’ do?” she said, and her eyes were worried and angry. “You gon’ stay out here with the coons and the gators after me and yo’ daddy is gone, run wild out in them woods till you eighty? Starve to death, fall and break yo’ bones, lie in the swamp alone till you rot? Who you think gon’ take care of you if you don’t go to them balls and parties and git yo’self a husband?”

“Well, it’s not going to be any stupid Peter Williams Chambliss of the Boston Chamblisses,” I snapped. “I’ll wear the dress and I’ll go to the ball, because Daddy says I have to. But I’m not going to dance with any old Yankee Kemble drags home just to save his own face. Don’t think I don’t know why he’s doing it. I won’t dance the sixteenth dance with him or any other boy. I’ll sit on the side and frown at everybody all night. But I will not dance with that damn Yankee.”

“You sounds just like yo’ mama,” Aurelia said, grinning. “Stubbornest gal I ever did know. Ain’t gon’ go out with no Charleston town boy. Gon’ go out with that boy from out to Wappoo Creek, and she don’t care who say she cain’t.”

“And look where it got her,” I said. I was having no succor from Aurelia or anybody else. Least of all my beautiful, unremembered, never-forgiven mother.

“Where?” she said.

“Dead,” I said, and picked up my package of banana and peanut butter sandwiches and headed out into the morning woods.

 

One month later, on a still afternoon of sullen gray warmth, a great black Packard touring car with buttoned side curtains and a hood that seemed miles long came wallowing up the pitted gravel drive and stopped in front of the veranda. It was spattered with gray mud from the November rains, and yellow leaves were plastered to its window glass. At the wheel my brother, Kemble, in moss-green tweed, grinned at Aurelia and me; we had hurried to the veranda to see what sort of vehicle could be making such a commotion. Kemble usually came in one of Creighton King’s spartan taxis from the train station.

From the front passenger seat, a long narrow face with a long narrow nose and a shock of pale hair grinned over a car-filling cloud of white lilac branches. The grin was as white as the blossoms, but the rest of the person was invisible behind flowers and foliage. The flowers were like nothing I had ever seen, exotic and impossibly perfect, incompatible with known life. We do not have those great, swelling, spilling trees in the coastal South. The face above the bouquet was as alien as the flowers. We do not have those attenuated, gilded faces in the Low Country, either. They are conceived, cell and matter, beside colder oceans, in sharper air.

Strangeness and something else I could not name, something breath-stopping and near to panic, swamped me. I turned and ran into the house, banging the screen door behind me, and thumped up the stairs to my room. I heard Kemble yelling my name from the veranda steps, and Aurelia screeching at me, and then I heard his voice—Peter’s—for the first time in my life, soft and full of the flat, atonal music of Boston: “Please come back. I promise I’m harmless.”

It sounded like “hamless.” It was, in his accent, a funny word somehow. It made me smile even as I slammed the door to my room, cheeks burning angrily at my own foolishness. It made him seem, indeed, harmless. It made me able to come back downstairs, smiling stiffly, neck and face still hot and red, and put my hand out to him.

It was the first thing I fell in love with, Peter’s voice.


“I’m Peter Chambliss,” he said, “and you can only be Maude. I’m glad to meet you, finally.” He held my hand while he spoke. His was warm and dry and callused across the palm. From sailing, he said later.

“Whut on earth wrong with you?” Aurelia said. “Yo’ comp’ny think you raised like a hog in the woods.”

“I’ve seen ’em scream and faint at the first sight of Peter, but you’re the only one who ever ran like a rabbit, Buckeye,” Kemble said.

He hugged me, smelling of tobacco and aftershave and the rich leather interior of the car. My head came only to his armpit. It was why he called me Buckeye; I was little and round and dark. I hated the nickname.

“What’d you think, that the Yankees were coming to get you?” My brother had been laughing at me all my life, in precisely that tone.

“No,” I said, stringing out the drawl until it was a caricature of all Charleston voices, thick and mindless, “I thought my drawers were about to fall off.”

Aurelia screeched again, a wordless squall of outrage, and my brother stared at me with his mouth open, and Peter Williams Chambliss laughed with unfeigned delight. It was the youngest sound I could ever remember hearing.

It was the second thing I fell in love with, his laugh.

“When it’s time for that,” he said, “I’ll let you know.”

Aurelia screeched again, but it was a mock screech of indulgence and relief. She was as at home with this sort of drawing-room badinage as she was with the sweet, fluting Gullah that the blacks spoke down on Dock Street. This was how it was done; this was the ritual; this faintly sexual parry-and-thrust was the very glue of Charleston society. This long thin outlander was, after all, a gentleman, one of us. Fit for the only daughter of Miss Caroline Brundage of Tradd Street. I thought in that moment, listening to that honeyed screech, that Aurelia had glimpsed the future, hers and mine, and found it secure.

I glimpsed nothing but a pure shining-white void. Belleau and the swamp forest were not in it.

“No,” I said. “I’ll let you know.”

This time they all three laughed. I felt a small frisson that was pleasure at a social sally well received, though, as I had never felt it, I did not recognize it then.

“The lilacs are for you, for the dance,” Peter said. He put them into my arms. I could scarcely see over or around them; I saw his face through a dazzle of white petals, through a cloud of sweetness that made my throat close and my eyes tear. They were wet with the droplets from the old oaks over the driveway, which held the moisture from that morning’s rain.

“Thank you,” I said, thinking that no girl entering her first Saint Cecilia ballroom had ever held such a thing as that bouquet. I would be the talk of Charleston, coming in the company of a Boston Yankee from Princeton University and carrying such an extravagant explosion of alien Yankee flowers. Not the thing, not the thing at all.

Suddenly I loved the idea.

“Every old trout in town will be talking about them, and you too,” I said, smiling at him. “You’ll probably have to marry me and make an honest woman of me without ever laying a finger on me. These flowers will do it by themselves. Poor you.”

My brother still stared at me open-mouthed. What vamping demon had slipped unseen into his unworldly little swamp rabbit of a sister? Aurelia frowned; enough in this vein was enough. Peter lifted his sandy eyebrows. His eyes were, I thought, the clear gray of creek ice.


“Are they…excessive?” he said. “Will they embarrass you? They came from the place in Boston we get all our flowers; my sister, Hermie, had them for her wedding. I brought them all the way down here on the train in a pail of water, with wet cheesecloth over them. But I assure you it won’t hurt my feelings if you’d rather have something…smaller. We’ll call your florist and I’ll run in and get whatever you—”

“No,” I said. “They’re just right. They’re perfect. They’re beautiful. I never smelled anything so heavenly. How on earth did you think of lilacs?”

“Your name,” Peter said. “You know, the old song, ‘Come into the garden, Maude, where the lilacs spread their shade….’ I’ve always liked them best of any flower. We have two huge old trees in Maine, and in June you can smell them for miles.”

“Come on in and let’s have a drink before supper,” Kemble said to Peter Chambliss. “Maudie is no doubt going to vanish upstairs to do mysterious things to her hair and face—at least I hope she is—and I’ll bet anything Dad’s still out in the swamp. Does he even remember tonight’s the Saint Cecilia, Aurelia?”

“Prob’ly not,” Aurelia said. “But he remember when he see that car. Where you git that thing, Kemble? You ain’t bought it, is you?”

“Peter rented it from Rhett Gittings when we got here. What’s the matter, don’t you think it’s grand enough for the Saint Cecilia?”

“Lawd God, Kemble, Rhett Gittings—” Aurelia began.

“Oh, he doesn’t use it for funerals.” Kemble grinned. “It belongs to his uncle from Savannah, who hardly ever uses it. Don’t worry, ol’ Buckeye won’t go to the ball reeking of formaldehyde.”

I began to giggle and then to laugh. I couldn’t help it. First that outrageous, unseemly, magnificent acre of white lilacs, and then the undertaker’s uncle’s car.

“I thought, since we obviously couldn’t get a horse and carriage out here, this was the nearest thing to a closed carriage that we’d find,” Peter said.

I stopped laughing and looked at him. His long, tanned face was anxious. Kemble had undoubtedly been telling him some of the rituals and traditions of the Saint Cecilia, and he had remembered that one of the most cherished was to go to your first ball in a closed carriage, with a proper roof and doors that shut solidly. That substantial thunk, up and down the old streets south of Broad on Saint Cecilia night, was as right and proper a sound as the chink of softly burnished old silver, the ting of cloudy old crystal.

It was a tender, cherishing small gesture to bring me a carriage, one a mother might make, or a father…but my mother never could and my father never would have.

I smiled at Peter Williams Chambliss, standing there in the dim fustiness of my foyer on Wappoo Creek. This man was not, after all, a stranger. This man had come bringing with him lilacs from his family’s heritage and a closed carriage from mine. Whatever he had come for, it was not to harm me. A wash of giddy joy swept me like a rip tide. Tonight…oh, tonight! Tonight would be all right, after all. Tonight I would know just what to do….

“Aurelia, would you put these in water for me, please?” I said grandly, as if I had bidden her to do just that every day of my life. “I’m going to go up and…do some things. Peter, you and Kem make yourselves at home in the drawing room. Dinner will be about six-thirty.”

“Dinner be whenever I gits it on the table,” Aurelia said under her breath, but she took the flowers and went out with them, burying her face in their petals.

“Ummmm, ummm,” I heard her murmur.


“Are there any spirits in the drawing room, Modom?” Kemble called after me. “Or shall I ask Jeeves to fetch some from the cellar?”

“There’s enough left of that stuff you bought from Shem Waller over on John’s Island to lay you up for three days, Kemble Gascoigne, just like it did last time,” I yelled down at him from the stairs. Somehow I did not care what I said around Peter Chambliss. The afternoon was as bright and strange as if I had been drinking champagne. The last thing I heard as I slammed my bedroom door shut was Peter’s laughter.

Oh, that night. It was, for me, the first of those moments that divide time, so that you think in terms of before and after. Was it before the war or after? Did it happen before the Saint Cecilia Ball or after? It was late that night, home once more and lying in my familiar white tester bed, staring up into the starched muslin canopy where I had stared for all the nights of my seventeen Novembers, that I first thought of time and life as anything but a smooth continuum. I had, I realized, thought about it, if I thought at all, as a kind of seamless brush-stroke arc, all the same color and value and thickness, stretching languidly from my birth to the faraway, unseen, unimaginable point of my death.

But now I saw clearly that life and time were like the readings of a seismograph; that life flowed—or careened, or plummeted, or soared, or perhaps merely slogged—forward from a series of spasms, or shocks, as clearly traceable as the activity of a series of quakes. And that it was entirely possible, many years later, to look back and see just where each quake had occurred and what sort of tracery it left…or what sort of damage. It was a frightening concept, and I shook with it as much as anything else that night as the moonlight on Wappoo Creek grew old: that I was and forever would be vulnerable to the random spasms of my life, great or small, and that tonight the first of the great ones had struck me. What pattern, what tracery, it left upon the graph was not up to me, and in any case it hardly mattered.

Just before I went downstairs that night I looked at myself in the cloudy old pier glass that had been my mother’s, which stood in the corner of my bedroom. The fashion that year was for formal gowns cut to the knee in front but trailing out behind in a small train; they had dropped waists and were often so heavily beaded it was not possible to sit in them. Fortunately for me, girls at their first Saint Cecilia Ball wore floor length drifts of pure white cut in the chaste, full style of debutante balls everywhere and in all times; I would have looked, as Kemble said when he sent me the dress, like a chambermaid in a bad French farce in one of the current gowns.

But this dress was pure legerdemain. In it I looked…not real. Not me. Not round and low to the ground but tall and willowy and anchored to earth only by the white slippers that had come with the dress. This dress had thousands cf tiny crystal pleats from neckline to billowing hem, cinched at the waist by a satin sash that spilled little crystal beads down the front, and a shallow boat neckline that flared into puffed, pleated sleeves but left my shoulders bare. The label in the dress and on its box said Fortuny; it did not shame me in the least that it was Aurelia, not I, who had caught her breath in recognition of that name when the package came. After all, she had had far more to do with ballrooms than I.

“Well, he know what it take to turn a mule into a race hoss,” she had said that day, and I had scoffed and for a long time refused to try the dress on. But then one night after dinner I had, and saw what she had seen when she had first held up its spindrift stuff.


How had he known?

In the old mirror, its wavy greenish surface like looking into a forest pool, I leaned to meet this spectral woman who stood…or floated…in my childhood bedroom. Aurelia had come in while I was brushing my thick black hair, said, “No, not tonight,” taken the brush from me, and silently piled my hair into a high coil that gave back light like lacquer. Then she had brought from her apron pocket a little velvet sack and taken from it a string of single pearls like sea water at dawn, perfect and luminous, and fastened them around my neck. Together and in silence we had looked at my image in the mirror, and then she said, “Your mama wore these at her first Saint Cecilia. Your granddaddy give ’em to her. She wore ’em at her wedding, too. She give ’em to me to keep for you not long before you was born; she say she ’fraid she gon’ forgit, what with one thing and another, and she know as sure as she born yo’ daddy would. I kep’ ’em in with the string of beads yo’ grandmama give me when Duke and me got married and come out here to yo’ mama. Mine’s jet; they looked real pretty together, them and these pearls. But not half as pretty as they look on yo’ neck. You act as pretty as you look tonight, Maude, an’ yo’ mama and daddy be real proud of you.”

“What about you?” I had said.

“I always proud of you,” Aurelia said. “You know that.”

I had hugged her, and she hugged me back and went out of the room. At the door she looked back.

“That Peter a nice boy,” she said. “You behave yourself with him. You don’t want him gittin’ no wrong ideas about you.”

I stared at her, affronted. “What ideas? I don’t even know how to…give anybody wrong ideas.”

She looked at me for a space of time and then pointed at the mirror.


“That girl know,” she said, and went out the door and closed it.

I leaned now, in the low yellow lamplight, to the very surface of the mirror, so that the hair at my forehead touched that other hair, and my nose bumped that nose. Our breaths met and mingled, frosting the glass.

“Do you know?” I whispered. “Do you?”

“Let’s go, Maude,” Kemble shouted from downstairs.

And I touched the girl’s cheek and said, “Yes, you do,” and turned swiftly so that my dress billowed out behind me, and ran, lightly and in joy and terror, down the stairs of Belleau to meet Peter Chambliss.

 

“So it was perfect, huh?” my granddaughter Darcy said on that evening in Retreat, across a bridge of years and pain from me.

“Yes,” I said, smiling into the birch fire that whispered on the old black stone hearth. “Yes, I think it was. Like a movie. Or, no…like a very good romantic play. One of Noël Coward’s, maybe. With just that bittersweet edge to it, for salt. A perfect night.”

“Nothing is perfect, Grammaude,” Darcy said with the creamy assurance of youth. She stretched her pretty cat’s body out to the dying warmth of the fire, slowly, so that all the muscles played and snapped back in sequence. It seemed newly ripe and fluid with love, that young body; I remembered that. The oiled sweetness echoed in my own limbs.

“Very few things, I’ll admit, but that was,” I said. It nettled me slightly to have that night so summarily dismissed by one too young to have had many such herself.

“Oh, nuts. I never figured you for a softie. You know as well as I do, there’re thorns on the roses. Blood and entrails in the pretty white snow. Tiny screams under the birdsong, and all that. ‘Life is real, life is earnest.’ ”

Darcy was herself a child of woods and water and the wild, as I had been; she was right, and I knew it. Still…

“You sound just like your great-grandmother Hannah,” I said. “I’ll bet she said the very same thing to me a thousand times in the first few summers we spent up here. ‘Life is real, Maude; it is not a silly child’s fancy. Life is real.’ I was a great trial to her.”

“Hah,” Darcy said. “She should talk. From what I hear of that old martinet and her crowd, life up here was about as real as tea with Helen Hunt Jackson. Morning calls with cards, and nature walks, and drives with rugs and parasols, and luncheons with linen and china, and servants and bridge and dessert parties and musicales: all of Retreat was a stage set for a play about country life. Still is. Look at it. Look at us. You’re sitting in her chair and I’m sitting in one Great-grandpa brought up from Boston, and so far as I know neither one has ever been moved an inch. Or a pillow changed. Or a new picture hung. You could set the cast of some old Mary Roberts Rinehart play down in this place and they’d be able to pick up in mid-line. Real and earnest indeed.”

I laughed. She was right about that too. Retreat is and always has seemed as timeless and lost to the world as a page from a Victorian novel. But under it, under all the careful rusticality, rocks lie, as cruel and tearing as the ledges on the outer islands in the little picture-book harbor, as the ice of winter in the black ponds. Well, Darcy herself surely knew that, and one day would know it even better.

“Maybe most things only seem perfect,” I said. “But that night really was….”

*   *   *


And it was. As far as human life can be, in one small arena of time and space, perceived through one pair of very young and human eyes, that night in November of 1923 at the Saint Cecilia Ball was perfect. It might not have been, undoubtedly was not, to anyone else there; I don’t even think Peter found it perfect, though he came later to speak of it with me as though it were.

“Our one perfect moment”; we laughed about it many times later, when things went awry: when Petie cried through the fourth straight night with colic; when the hours dragged on and on and Happy did not come home or when Tommy O’Ryan came home yet another night stumbling drunk; when small Sean’s screams of rage and terror left the colony heavy-eyed and thin-lipped.

“Well, we had our one perfect moment, anyway.”

But no, I don’t suppose Peter really thought it was. By then Peter knew about the dark places that lie even at the heart of light, even if he had not yet visited them. Even in the light places, even in the heart of love, the dark waited for Peter.

That night, however, Charleston brought out every trick and wile and enchantment in her arsenal for us, so that even my father, sitting bemused in his own father’s greenish swallowtail in the front seat of the Packard with Kemble, turned to Peter and me in the back seat as we rounded the point of the Battery on East Bay Street and said, “Have they cleaned up downtown or something? It looks different.”

“It looks just like it has for three hundred years, more or less.” Kemble grinned at him. “When was the last time you were downtown at night, Papa?”

“I don’t remember,” my father said vaguely. “I don’t get in to town much. I suppose it was the last time I went to a Saint Cecilia.”

“And that was?” I teased him.


“Well, I don’t think your mother and I were married yet,” he said seriously. “I remember I had on this same coat, though.”

We all laughed with giddiness and affection and joy at the sheer, flagrant, throat-tightening seduction of Charleston on a Saint Cecilia evening. Overhead the high white hunter’s moon sailed above the great moss-shawled oak trees in Battery Park, and across the black harbor a string of lights picked out Fort Sumter and the tip of Sullivan’s Island. Palms rattled in the warm wind off the sea, and gas lamps glowed yellow on the brick streets and on the lacy swirls of the wrought-iron gates and fences and balconies of the high old town houses. By day they were the ripe-fruit colors of the semitropics: yellow, pink, coral, green, cream, white, aquamarine. But in the moonlight of November they were all silver and pewter and gilt, and the night around them black velvet, and the stars above them diamonds of the very best quality. Down here, south of Broad, in the warren of old brick streets and alleys, where the oldest names of the city dwelt, there were few cars in sight and virtually none abroad on the streets, but there were fleets of shining-black horse-drawn carriages and, in them, glimpses of cloudy white dresses and flowers and correct black evening dress, and young faces blanched with expectation. Candles blazed in many windows, and from one, which I knew was the fabled Manigault House with its Sword Gates, a little liquid curl of Palestrina spilled like a handful of jewels flung out into the night.

“God, it’s the most beautiful city in the world!” Peter breathed.

I turned to see if he was being sarcastic. He moved, after all, in the exotic streets of Boston and the East and, Kemble had said, Europe and South America. He wasn’t. The smile he turned to me was that of a child at a wonderful party.


“It’s completely out of any world I know. It’s like a night in some fabulous Creole place a world away, centuries ago, or like a fairy tale…. Where are the cars? Where are the people going to the movies or to…to buy toothpicks and Sen-Sen?”

“They say that on the night of the Saint Cecilia, everybody who isn’t invited puts the car in the garage and turns off all the lights and sits in the dark till dawn, so nobody will know they’re home,” Kemble said. “You’re chopping tall cotton tonight, old man. I hope you’re properly impressed.”

“I am,” Peter said. “By the dance and the town and the night and…everything.”

In the darkness of the back seat my face burned, and my hands, when I clasped them together, were as cold as a dead woman’s.

In the foyer of the old hall, standing at the edge of the red carpet with my arm through my father’s and my heart bidding fair to buck out of my chest, I stopped for a moment, looking inside. In my terror and exaltation the great, graceful old room seemed a teeming swarm of candles and roses and gilt and faces turning toward us, faces over severe black evening clothes and dark silks and drifting cumuli of white, faces I did not recognize, though I almost certainly knew most by name. Music swelled and eddied and ebbed; voices and laughter murmured and rose. Was it at me? Surely it was. Surely it had always been…. My wrists and lips began to buzz horridly, and I thought I would surely vomit or faint. I tensed my muscles to turn and flee, and felt a hand on my shoulder, and heard Peter’s voice in my ear.

“There isn’t a woman in that room who can hold a candle to you tonight,” he whispered. “Every one of them looks as if she’d like to stab you through the heart and grab that dress and go in the Ladies’ and put it on and leave hers in the trash can. Drawers too, probably.”


I took a deep breath that came out in a hiccup, and my heart jolted forward and into a deep, smooth groove, and laughter bubbled up from under my ribs, and I said over my shoulder to him, “Thank you,” and to my father, “Let’s go, Pa,” and we swept into the ballroom and into the night.

From the beginning it was a triumph and I was a belle. I can say that now because it had never happened to me before and it never did again, and because I know full well it was Peter Chambliss who lit the fire that burned in me that night, who made the assembled friends and acquaintances and know-by-names and know-by-sights and cousins and aunts and uncles and grandparents and even old family servants believe that Caroline and Gus Gascoigne’s strange brown gnome of a daughter had, against all odds, turned into a beauty. Because I was far from beauty, then or ever. Too darkly earthbound, too clearly a small creature of swamp and creek and old green darkness. But that night I shone like a tall taper, shimmered, burned. All because he stood beside me, and held me on the dance floor, and bent his head down to mine to laugh and whisper at supper.

It is a thing I saw people notice about Peter from the day I met him to the day he died: that impact on the eye, that almost physical clap of presence, as if some invisible concussion had left the very air shivering. He drew the eye like wildfire, or a wild animal. It was hard to look away from him. And yet, if you attempted to analyze it, you would come up with nothing that added up to that silent thunderclap. Peter was very nearly a plain man.

He was always too thin, and very nearly stooped with his height, and his features were long and sharp, a veritable caricature of wellborn New England. His chin jutted and his sandy eyebrows overgrew his deep-set gray eyes and his thick white-blond hair was usually down across his forehead, and his mother Hannah’s vulpine white teeth were startling in the deep-water sailing tan he kept most of the year. But he moved with a sinuous, lazy cat’s grace even when he shambled along at his slowest, and he was a wonderful and boneless dancer and an effortlessly good tennis player, and his smile was the very definition of the word sweetness. And there was that other thing about him, that caught and held eyes: a kind of goodness. A deep, bright aura of safety. Caring seemed to flow from him like wild honey. His father had it too, if more dimly. Poor Big Peter, poor Little Peter. No one could have lived up to that.

Everyone noticed and responded to him that evening. I saw it happen. I saw my Brundage grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins in their accustomed places before one of the four great Adam mantels, where Brundages had stood to receive their friends since, I suppose, there had been any Brundages in Charleston, stop their flocking chatter and turn and look at him, and at me, and then at Kemble and our father, and I saw them nod and smile. And beckon us into their ranks. As we walked across the vast, shining floor to them, eyes burning like bees on my bare shoulders and neck, my father said in his soft, vague voice, “You know, Eulalie once told me I looked like an organ grinder’s monkey in tails,” and instead of a rush of rancor, or the accustomed sting of mortified tears, the new healing laughter came bubbling once more into my throat.

“She isn’t going to say it tonight,” I said. “And if she does, just tell her she looks like South America. Right down to the tatty little train on that dress. Aunt Eulalie could do with a little boning.”

“Did I tell you how pretty you look tonight?” my father said. “I probably didn’t. I think it often, but I never seem to get around to saying it. Your mother would be proud of you, little Maude. I am too.”

“And I am of you,” I said, finding the never-said words surprisingly easy on this magical night. “I’ve had a wonderful growing-up.”

He looked at me and smiled, just before we reached our group.

“And now you’re there, aren’t you? I just never noticed.”

“Neither did I,” I said.

After that, I could never remember the particulars of that ball. I tried often; I would lie in the dark of many predawns, in cold New Hampshire nights or firelit Maine ones, trying to tell the details to myself like the beads of a rosary. But I never could. For me, once the music started and the dance cards were filled and the first waltz swelled, that night was a runaway carousel of flowers, candles, music, laughter, champagne, flowing motion and billowing skirts and fast-coming breath. My dance card filled quickly, with the names of boys I had known all my life but somehow never seen before; I smiled and laughed and chattered and flirted as if I had done it all my life, but through each dance that I did not have with Peter my eyes kept seeking him, and whenever they found him, whirling some newly blossomed nursery school or Ashley Hall compatriot over the mirror floor, his eyes met mine and he smiled. He danced five dances with me—unheard of in that day and place—and his was the name scrawled on the sixteenth line. We did not, that night, do the new, fast, jittering dances that were coming into vogue; the Saint Cecilia has never really yielded itself up to modernity. We swayed and dipped together to the ballads of that year, though: “My Wonderful One,” “April Showers,” “Whispering,” “Three O’Clock in the Morning,” “A Kiss in the Dark.” And after the supper march and the never-varying feast of oysters and duck and turkey and wild rice and dessert and more champagne, we danced the last dance together, the sixteenth, to the traditional strains of “Auf Wiedersehen.”

As we danced, he sang the words softly in my ear, and I realized somewhere in mid-dance that he was singing in German. Somehow it seemed to me the most romantic thing I had ever heard in my life: faultless, a perfect thing, a grace note to joy.

“I didn’t know you spoke German,” I said. It was a stupid thing to say; how would I have known?

“I don’t,” Peter said. “I’m a complete fool at languages. Kemble told me about this dance and ‘Auf Wiedersehen,’ and I went to the library and memorized the German words. God help me if you know German; you don’t, do you?”

“No,” I said, beginning to cry. “I don’t.”

I fell in love with Peter at that precise instant. I don’t suppose many other women know the exact moment that the rest of their lives began.

Many years later, sitting out the terrible, howling hours while a hurricane lashed Retreat, I asked Peter why he had gone to the trouble to learn the German words of a song to sing to a girl he had never met.

“There was every chance that you’d think I was a total dud,” I said. “Or that I would you. It was an awful lot of effort for a blind date.”

I remember that the firelight picked out his forehead and cheekbones and teeth but did not reach his eyes. We had been in darkness for hours.

“Kemble had a picture of you at school,” he said. “In a canoe by yourself on a black creek, with moss hanging all around you. I think you must have been twelve or thirteen. You had a great big armful of waterlilies and you were wet from head to foot and you were laughing. I always thought, long, long before I met you, that if I could catch you it would be like catching a mermaid. I thought a mermaid was worth a little German.”

“And was she?” I said, my heart pounding with more than fear of the storm. There were many dangers abroad that night.

“Then and always,” Peter said. “Then and always.”

 

Very late that night, into the morning really, after we were home again and I lay in my bed thrumming like a stretched wire with fatigue and elation and triumph and a rising tide of something I could not name, I remembered that I had not put the lilacs back in water. Suddenly it seemed the most important thing in the world.

I got out of bed and put on my robe and tiptoed barefoot down the wide old stairs. Outside the window on the landing I could see that the huge white moon was flooding the woods and creek with cold silver radiance. But the house was dark and still. My father slept in his and my mother’s big bedroom at the back of the house, and Peter and Kemble were in the twin beds in Kemble’s old room, across from it. Both rooms were closed and silent.

I padded across the cold pine floorboards into the kitchen and put the lilacs, drooping sweetly now, into a bucket of water, and stopped to bury my face in them. I felt the foolish tears start again. I cried now with incompletion and an entirely new misery; after we got home Peter had said only, “Thanks for letting me take you to your dance, Maude. I had a wonderful time,” and had gone up the stairs with Kemble, laughing at some foolishness of his. The door had shut behind them, and presently the laughter had stopped. They were to go back to Princeton on the noon train the next day.

I mopped my face and drew a sniffling breath and went out onto the veranda. Peter sat in his satin-striped pants and white shirt, tieless and open-collared, rocking in one of the old wicker rocking chairs and smoking. I knew then that somehow I had known he would be there.

“What took you so long?” he said.

We danced on the banks of Wappoo Creek that night, Peter and I, danced in bare feet in the cold wet undergrowth while the moon poured its wild old silver down on us and the water ran black and ancient and the moss shone. We danced as Peter sang, softly, in his Boston baritone, “It’s three o’clock in the morning, we’ve danced the
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