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 The going from a world we know

To one a wonder still

Is like the child’s adversity

Whose vista is a hill,

Behind the hill is sorcery

And everything unknown,

But will the secret compensate

For climbing it alone?

 


                    —Emily Dickinson



 One

CLARE FITZGERALD HAD SEEN SO MUCH in the twelve short years of her life that she could almost always guess what was going to happen next.

So when she came around the side of their new summer home and saw the strange glass house winking at her from the stand of trees at the foot of the yard, she was caught between two feelings. She knew the first one well: the annoyance of a seasoned traveler who is confronted by a cabaret that has just opened at an address where she expected to find a reputable bank, or a reputable bank that has just opened at the address of a former cabaret. The other feeling, just as strong, took her longer to name because it was so rare. But after a moment she admitted to herself that it might be wonder: a deep thrill of suspicion that, despite everything she and her mother had seen, they had not yet exhausted all the world’s mysteries and treasures.

At first glance, the glass house was a riot of reflections: sky and cloud, white brick, the pale underbellies of leaves. Then it resolved into a simple dome held together by copper beams gone green from exposure to wind and rain. It sat about fifty paces from the big white brick house she and her mother were moving into that day. A stand of young maples shaded the glass walls, which were further screened by climbing roses that crept all the way up to the slanted panes of the roof.

As a rule, Clare preferred to take her pleasures in small doses, bit by bit, instead of gulping them down whole, as her mother did. Under normal circumstances, she might have circled the whole yard, inspected the surrounding gardens, and taken the measure of the glass house from a dozen different vantage points before she made her approach. But sometimes life forced her to make exceptions. Today was one of them.

Clare had escaped only a few minutes earlier, in the confusion surrounding the arrival at their new summer home. If she lingered too long now in any one place, her mother would almost certainly take her captive again. Clare didn’t know when she’d be able to get away next. And she’d never seen anything like the strange glass house glinting in the trees.

She glanced down briefly at the uncomfortable velvet and cardboard slippers her mother had insisted she wear on the train, with the cheerful hope that they might suffer some mortal damage in the course of her explorations. Then she cut straight down the substantial rise where the big white house was set and crossed the rolling lawn, through silver magnolias, redbud, and disheveled lilacs, to the grove that sheltered the glass house.

Under the maple branches, the air was filled with bits of pollen that glowed like tiny embers. As her eyes adjusted to the shade, she realized that the glass house didn’t have corners like other buildings: it was an octagon, eight sides fastened together, so that the room it formed was more like a circle than a square. The leaves of the climbing roses were so thick that she couldn’t see anything inside: just tantalizing flashes of color blurred by the glass.

Furthermore, it didn’t seem to have a door.

Clare started around one side, found nothing but wide panes covered with vines, then doubled back. Her brow had begun to furrow with disbelief and frustration when, on the far side from the big house on the hill, she discovered a narrow pane of glass, about the height of a man, not so overgrown with vines as the rest. Unlike all the other glass, which was weather-stained but unmarked, this pane was etched with an oval pattern so intricate that Clare thought she saw half a dozen false letters in the crabbed loops and curls. But when she looked closer, none of them resolved into actual words.

A moment later, she discovered the handle of the door, half hidden by the same vines that curled over the mossy flagstone at her feet and met in a canopy over the green copper door frame.

The handle was copper green as well, more like a paddle than a knob. She turned it down to release the latch as she peered through her own reflection at the mysterious shapes inside.

The door didn’t budge.

She pulled the handle up. No luck.

Then she saw a small neat cut in the embellished metal below the handle: a keyhole.

The glass house was locked.

Frowning in concentration, Clare circled the building, looking for a key box or a hiding rock or even a stray garden fork with tines long enough to tease the lock open. When she didn’t find any of these, she settled on a short hardwood twig, about the same size as a bone from her hand. She hunched under the handle and fiddled the twig this way and that, listening for the telltale click of the mechanism as it swung free, a trick she had learned a few summers before when her mother had befriended the ship’s detective on a trip across the Atlantic.

The ship’s detective was a pale, gangly scholar with a boy’s face and prematurely gray hair who had been given the job by his uncle, a member of the shipping company’s board, due to his complete unsuitability for any other work. He’d spent the voyage under the misconception that Clare found his responsibilities as a detective boring while her mother found them fascinating: an almost perfect inversion of the truth. As a result, he would only speak to Clare’s mother about his work when he believed Clare was asleep. So Clare had spent the week feigning sleeping fits on the lounge chairs of the second deck as he regaled her mother with the exploits and methods of the modern bank robber, jewel thief, and bootlegger, all of which he’d culled from various publications on the topic and not from personal experience, which he spent the bulk of his formidable intelligence trying to avoid. But despite Clare’s rapt attention on those bright afternoons, the lock on the door to the glass house held fast.

Clare dropped the twig into the glossy myrtle that hid the roots of the roses, cupped her hands around her eyes, and pressed her face to the glass.

Inside, the vines cast gnarled shadows over a confusion of furniture arranged on overlapping oriental rugs, which produced a visual effect so jumbled that for a moment Clare couldn’t tell where anything began and anything else ended. The sun, with no interference from shutters or drapes, had taken its toll on all the fabrics, brightening some, erasing others. Now, at full noon, it made the whites blaze. Piercing glints shot from the domed case of an anniversary clock and the tarnished surface of a silver vase. Then a hodgepodge of mismatched, castaway pieces began to fall into place: a pair of mulberry leather smoking chairs. A delicate sea-green divan with a back that swelled up over the curve of the seat like a wave about to crash on the beach. A low table with several mysterious drawers. A buffet crowned by the anniversary clock and vase, cluttered with candlesticks and books. And, just to the left of the locked door, the black shadow of a grand piano, positioned so that the player would play with her back to the big house, looking through the propped cover into the half-tamed forest that overtook the yard a few strides beyond.

Clare glanced up at the big house to make sure she had not been discovered, then pressed her face back to the door, half surprised to find that everything inside remained just as it had been. The glass house was so strange that she wouldn’t have blinked at seeing exotic birds now perched on the piano lid, or all the furniture suddenly replaced by a scrap of a white desert, with a lone Bedouin disappearing in the distance.

She’d learned about the desert from one of her mother’s friends, Mr. Pedersen, after his visit to Arabia, and she had been captivated by his claim that in the desert, the silence was so complete that he had spent an entire leg of one solitary journey singing aloud to reassure himself that he had not gone deaf. Since then, she had begun to imagine a desert that could appear to her anywhere, like a reverse mirage, whenever their travels overwhelmed her. As she and her mother rushed to catch a train that shuddered and hissed in preparation for departure, Clare would look up at the mirrored windows of a sleeping car and suddenly know that a beautiful desert lay within, in full darkness, complete with stars, but without a sound except the sand that whispered underfoot. Or as she followed her mother down the dim hall of a club for lunch, shivering under the thin taffeta of a fancy dress, she’d catch sight of a few grains of white sand spilling through the crack of a closed door: a sure sign that the strong desert sun waited for her within. Once or twice she’d actually struggled down the length of a train or snuck into a club’s private rooms to test these intimations and found only a Pullman bunk and an empty library. But these disappointments didn’t discourage her. Instead, they felt like clues: false leads crossed off a list that would one day bring her to the edge of the real desert, wherever it lay in wait.

Still, the glass house remained resolutely as it had been. Clare straightened and let the sun blot out the room with the reflection of trees and sky. She tapped idly at the glass, three impatient raps with the tip of her index finger.

A moment later, as if in answer to Clare’s absent scrap of code, the glass tapped back.

Instantly, Clare cupped her hands and pressed her face to the door.

Inside, everything stood exactly as it had. The only motion she could catch was a shiver in the shadows as wind stirred the leaves overhead. She looked for anything that might have knocked against the glass: a loose chain, a trapped bird. If something had, she couldn’t see it.

“Hm,” she said aloud.

She narrowed her eyes, her face still pressed to the glass. Then she tapped again, more deliberately: one, two, three.

This time, when the glass tapped back, the vibrations tingled in her forehead and palms.

She sprang away. For a few breaths, she glared at her own reflection, tangled in the weird etching.

Then she lifted her chin to hide her fear and ran back up the hill to the big house.


 Two

THAT MORNING, AT THE train station, Clare’s mother had hired four cabs and filled their unoccupied seats and the gaping maws of their trunks with the various pieces of her three sets of luggage: the rich brown cordovan; the alligators Mr. Pedersen had shot himself, gotten made into a set of valises and hatboxes, and shipped to her from Florida as a gift; and the light blue Italian silk that bore faint traces of every raindrop that had ever fallen on it. All four cabs had pulled into the drive that wound along the side of their new summer place just as their new houseman emerged from the kitchen door, squinting against the afternoon sun.

“That must be Mack,” Clare’s mother had told her. “He’s the one who sent all the wires.”

Clare had watched him as the car rolled to a stop and her mother fished a knot of bills out of her clutch. His graying hair was cropped close, but not close enough to disguise a stubborn curl. His stance was solid. A gold ring glinted on his left hand.

Their cabbie opened the rear door for Clare’s mother. Clare scrambled out after her.

With eerie precision, the other three cabbies emerged from their vehicles and leaned back against them to indicate that, in their opinion, their job was now done. With a curt nod at Clare’s mother, Mack folded his arms and stepped aside from the kitchen door to indicate that, in his opinion, their job had only just begun. The first cabbie, who had only ferried his passengers and their personal bags, smelled trouble. His fare and tip already in hand, he darted back to his car, spun it around the circle drive, and headed for the open road.

Clare’s mother had broken the impasse by beginning to thank everyone involved before they had actually done anything. Her pretty square heels wobbling on the drive’s shifting sand, she’d pulled open the back door of the next cab and gamely begun to yank at a cordovan trunk that was big enough to hold two of her.

“Thank you so much,” she told the cab’s owner breathlessly. “I don’t know what we would have done without you. Nobody ought to have this much luggage. Every time they push it up a gangplank I ask them to please throw half of it into the sea, but no one ever listens to me. Clare?” she said. She stepped back and nodded at the shining blood-red trunk, which, despite the considerable dramatic effect of her efforts, hadn’t budged. Familiar with the game, Clare rushed up, caught the silver handle with both hands, and leaned back with all her might. To both her and her mother’s surprise, the trunk slid about a foot along the rough upholstery of the back seat, knocking Clare off balance. She crashed into her mother. The two of them gazed at each other in shock.

But their charade had already proven too much for the cabbie. “Well, no, ma’am,” he said, ducking his head to Clare’s mother and swatting Clare out of the way. “Let me get these for you.”

When his will broke, the general strike collapsed. Down the line, the other cabbies popped their doors and filled their arms with suitcases and twine-wrapped boxes. Mack gave up his high ground on the kitchen step, swung a baby-blue trunk onto his own shoulder, and led them inside. When they all emerged from the house again, their faces red and glossy with sweat, a woman had joined the little parade. Almost a whole head taller than Mack, she wore a blue and white striped dress with a crisp white apron, her gray hair pulled back matter-of-factly from her smooth face, her frame thin but sturdy, like an old trellis that has outlasted the brief lives of countless roses.

At the sight of her, Clare’s mother broke into the delighted, inviting smile that had won them entry to so many parties, swept them up so many gangplanks, and opened the doors of so many fine homes. “You must be Tilda,” she said. “I’m Cynthia.”

Tilda looked at Clare’s mother as if she were a spill on the floor that she would worry about after she put out a fire on the stove, seized a giant trunk, and vanished into the kitchen.

As Clare’s mother struggled to recover from this rough treatment, Clare had seen her opening. She dove into the cavernous back seat of the nearest cab, retrieved a hatbox and a jewelry case from the package tray, and scampered after the servants.

Inside, the kitchen was deserted, and flooded with noon light. Someone had propped open the door to the dining room with a metal bucket of dirty potatoes. Clare darted through. Since she no longer needed the jewelry case and hatbox as props to make her escape, she abandoned them temporarily under the dining room table. Then she glanced around. Down a long hall, she caught a glimpse of blue sky through a tall oval window in the front door.

She stopped for a moment on the threshold of the hall to listen. Voices drifted down the staircase that led up to the second floor, still faint enough that the fragments she heard only added up to nonsense.

“Look at this cinnamon island!” one of them ordered.

“But I don’t like dancing in the snow,” the other complained.

In a flash, Clare had flown down the hall, out the new door, and across the lawn. She’d caught sight of the glass house as soon as she rounded the corner.

But now, when she ran back up the hill and circled the house to the drive, all three cabs were gone. The only hint that they had ever been there at all was a few faint clouds of yellow dust that still hung over the drive’s gray pebbles. The kitchen door was shut.

Clare went in without knocking.

She had hoped that all the adults would still be upstairs, locked in combat with the contents of her mother’s trunks, which could take even the most seasoned maid a week to sort out. But when Clare stepped into the kitchen again, Tilda stood at a high worktable in the center of the room, trimming a handful of yellow roses.

Clare’s sudden appearance didn’t slow her busy fingers even for a moment.

“I see you’ve had a tour of the yard,” Tilda said.

Clare nodded, watching for a sign of what tack to take with this new maid. A friendly porter could make the most cramped quarters feel like home, and an unhappy maid could make a lavish apartment unlivable. So Clare’s first project on arriving in any new place was to size up the servants and adopt whatever pose would disarm them. Some people liked to meet a girl with an air of wondering innocence. Others, she had learned, preferred a clever young lady. And there were a number of useful shades in between.

Tilda made a quick cut at the base of each rose and dropped the yellow blossoms into a jet vase, where they quivered from the shock as she turned her attention to a bundle of white phlox. Her plain face gave nothing away.

Beginning with a compliment was almost always safe. “The grounds are beautiful,” Clare ventured. “I don’t know when we’ve been in a place this pretty.” This wasn’t true. Charm was her mother’s primary condition for picking the establishments where they stayed, whether or not the pipes worked, or the fireplaces choked, or the roof still had enough spirit to keep the rain out. Clare had lived in a suite of rooms where blue sky had been hand-painted on every ceiling by a visiting Italian; in an apartment overlooking the Seine where their extraordinary view had almost made up for the stench of the river; and in a hut with sheer mosquito-net walls built on stilts a dozen feet above the warm waters of the Mediterranean. That particular complex of scarves and twigs had been connected to land only by rickety rope-and-board breezeways lit at night by torches whose flames, reflected on the dark water, made the whole surf seem molten. One morning they’d woken to discover that a stray spark had reduced the fragile bridge that connected them with the mainland to a few scraps of charred wreckage floating in the turquoise shallows below. Her mother had laughed, used the scrap of wood that remained as a diving board, and swum to land, where she’d ordered her breakfast served on the restaurant’s patio so her wet hair could dry in the sun. But Clare, afraid to dive from that height despite her mother’s entreaties, had waited alone in the windy hut all morning until the men from the hotel constructed a makeshift ramp sturdy enough to lure her back to land. Every place Clare had ever lived had been at least as pretty as this. Still, the compliment was a reliable one.

Tilda raised her eyebrows, selected one long stem of phlox from among the rest, circled her finger around it just under the blooms, and with a single deft stroke denuded it of all its tender leaves.

Once Clare established what kind of person she was dealing with, most people were no harder to unlock than a traveling trunk. The key had to be carefully chosen, though. A compliment that might charm a person who wanted to be liked could insult a person who wanted respect. Showing too much respect to a person who wanted to be liked might make them wonder whether you liked them at all. And Tilda, so far, had given no hint as to which category she belonged in.

Unable to settle on a strategy, Clare gave in to curiosity. “I saw the glass house,” she said. “But it’s locked.”

Tilda cleaned another stem of phlox. “Yes,” she said. “Last year’s girl was in the habit of meeting her young man there. She hid the key so they wouldn’t be surprised, and since she left, no one can find it.”

This was quite a bit more than Clare was used to being told. Servants, as a rule, were excellent sources of information, but you could almost never find out anything by asking outright. The trick was to hang around the pantry or the sewing room long enough that they forgot she was there and began to speak freely. This principle held true, actually, for all adults, although Clare was perpetually surprised by how quickly they lost track of the fact that she was a thinking person just like them and not another piece of furniture or an interesting plant.

She watched Tilda closely, unsure if the moment of frankness was some freak phenomenon or the first plume of smoke that signaled a spectacular geyser buried deep within.

Tilda laid the stems of cleaned phlox side by side, brought the ends even, trimmed them, and distributed the white blooms among the yellow roses.

In her mind, Clare turned the locked glass house over like a puzzle box, while all the furniture inside tumbled this way and that.

The only flowers that remained on the high table were a half dozen pale blue Dutch iris. Tilda sliced their stems, lifted them as a bunch, and gave them a good shake. Then, as if she were doing nothing more than throwing down the second-best silverware for a weekday dinner, she dropped the blue blossoms among the roses and phlox and scattered the sword blades of the iris leaves between them.

The effect, despite Clare’s long acquaintance with beauty, was breathtaking.

The light that flared in Tilda’s eyes only betrayed her for an instant. Then she steadied her expression with the
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