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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


To Nick and Caitlin
Don trí mhuicín


O Rome! From all your palms, dominion, bronze and beauty, what was firm has fled. What once was fugitive maintains its permanence.

—Robert Lowell, “The Ruins of Time”
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December 1934

AND SOMETHING BECOMES SOMETHING ELSE

During his final days, William Hart was haunted by drowning dreams. Every night, at the sound of his shouts, Dez came awake herself, always briefly startled to find a husband—Asa—sleeping beside her. She would dash across the hall, fearing another heart attack, but by then her father would be lying quietly, gazing at the plaster ceiling. Probably half the town was having drowning dreams, she’d say, reminding him that the reservoir was an old rumor and ticking off good reasons why it would never happen—the state had looked to Cascade before. If it was too expensive to build so far from Boston six years ago, then surely, in these hard times, nothing would come of it.

Usually that kind of talk made him feel better and in the morning he’d be rested and fairly optimistic, ready for whatever diversion she had planned for him—a new copy of The American Sunday Standard borrowed from the library, a coil of his favorite black licorice from the Handy Grocery, an offer of a game of chess.

But the night after Christmas, he hushed her irritably—“Desdemona!”—as if she were still a child. His white hair spread across three pillows, his eyes blazed. He was frail, but he was also a lifelong player of Shakespearean kings; he could still play the part of regal.

“There are so many ways of drowning, my dear.”

They passed a moment without speaking. Downstairs, the banjo clock ticked, and across the river, a train blew its horn. William Hart’s stage, where stars like Lionel Barrymore and Kathryn Tranero had taken bows, had been dark last season for the first time in twenty-five years. That darkness was all he thought about.

“We’re not going to drown,” Dez said firmly, and slipped from the room before she could confess that she, too, was under water. She had been since September, when the dean of the Boston Museum School called her in to say that her tuition had not been paid, since Rose wrote, He’s had to let Annie go, the yardman, everyone but me.

[image: ]

The next morning, the diversion was French meringues, a first for her—she wasn’t much of a cook. And she was dubious, eyeing the puddle of clear slime at the bottom of the copper bowl Rose said to use. Remarkable to think that this beater contraption would change all that, but Rose had said earlier, “Have faith,” and so she gripped the red wooden handle with her left hand and began to crank with her right, beating air into the eggs, faster and faster. Don’t stop, Rose said, even when your arm feels like it’s going to fall off. Which it did, becoming separate, mechanical, a moving part thrusting forward and around, forward and around. She became conscious of the linoleum under her shoes, the countertop digging against her hips, arm crying out stop, but it was fascinating, too, to see how the nonstop forcing of one thing into another could cause such a complete transformation. Air into egg. Increasing in volume, expanding, until all at once the bowl was full of shiny white meringue, thick and lustrous as paint. Sweet on the tongue. She spooned dollops of it into Rose’s canvas pastry bag, then—a whim—piped it into tiny sculptures: why not? A dozen pointy kings’ crowns to make her father laugh.

She slid the baking sheet into the oven, where the meringues would spend hours drying out. Then she washed up the bowl, the beaters, the spoon. She set everything on the draining board and paused by the window to catch her breath. Outside, the day was grim and overcast, a few stray snowflakes starting to drift down from the sky. It was the kind of day that would turn to night without fanfare, with a gradual extinguishing of light, the kind of day that pierced you with melancholy and reminded you it was only December, that a whole winter had still to be gotten through.

And what would spring bring? What once seemed an interim, a transitory phase only, was dragging on into endless day-to-day existence. What the country had named the Depression wasn’t getting much better, and a lot of people were starting to worry that maybe the United States of America was one big experiment that had failed. You could feel it in the streets, in the very air—no one had any idea what was going to happen. The future was one big void they were all stepping into. Every night, Asa came home with more bad news picked up in the drugstore: the Cascade Hotel had closed another floor, Warren Estes was closing the boating supplies shop for good, turning the Water Street property into a filling station. Their once-fashionable resort town with its pleasant waters was looking more and more like the ghost valley that was invading dreams and even the pages of her sketchpad. She had done half a dozen studies: the drowning person’s blurred upward view from the bottom of a flooded place. The bleary, uncertain light. The smooth stones, long grasses, and someone struggling through thick river mud, Ophelia-like, trying to find a place to breathe.

The banjo clock began its low, rhythmic chiming and she turned from the window. Eleven o’clock. Her father would nap for hours now, Rose wouldn’t be back today, and if she was lucky, she could make real, uninterrupted headway on her new piece.
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At first she assumed he was a hobo. They sometimes hopped off the trains and mooched around town for food. The man on the porch had that same hungry look, but he was clean-shaven, wore a pressed gray suit, and carried a large satchel. A jalopy Dez hadn’t seen for months sat in the driveway behind him: black with big fenders and bug-eye headlights, faded gold lettering on the door: Sid Solomon Wares.

Dez remembered hearing Ethel Bentonford in the Handy Grocery, back in September, clucking her tongue. Did you hear the old Jew-man died? He was a nice man, too. I miss the truck coming around. You get to depending on them.

The man on the porch introduced himself as Jacob Solomon. He didn’t wear the stovepipe hat his father used to wear, nor the little black skullcap beneath it, but a gray flannel trilby that he removed and tucked under his arm when she said how sorry she was to hear about his father. He was slight and somewhat self-effacing, at first glance almost nondescript, a person you might describe by saying he had dark hair. But his eyes were keen and watchful as he took in first her face, and then her smock and paintbrush at the instant she realized her brush was about to drip. Then, a small commotion, laughter, cupping one hand under the other to rush back to her studio, where he examined her canvas, a winter study of the buildings facing Cascade Common, at twilight.

“If you add a layer of gesso mixed with a little powdered charcoal,” he said, “you’ll get streaky, translucent shadows that will really suit what you’re doing, I think.”

His advice was matter-of-fact, confident, and she turned to look more closely at him, to marvel, really, to see who in Cascade could possibly know such a thing. Then she remembered Sid, on his rounds, talking about an artist son. He is in New York. He is in Spain. He is in Germany with his mother’s people now, painting who knows what. Great things, that I know. She hadn’t paid too much attention to Mr. Solomon—so many people bombarded you with anecdotes about their sons and brothers when you told them you painted. But now she thought about it, she remembered he had also said that his son had taught art classes. In New York.

An hour went by like the wind, an hour that was a back-and-forth comparing of experiences—where they’d done their training, and with whom, and where they’d traveled. (After New York, it had been Spain, Amsterdam, then Germany for him; she had gone from Provincetown to Paris.)

And then, in the kitchen, over a pot of coffee and some stale cigarettes Dez found in a drawer in Asa’s desk—while her father napped, while the meringues slowly dried, while the kitchen developed a remarkable coziness it usually lacked—they argued about who was good and who was great. Great was Goya, Jacob said, no question. Goya was the only reason he’d gotten on that crazy freight boat out of Brooklyn in the first place.

“Oh, but they’re so brutal!”

That amused him. “But don’t you see why? He’s conveying everything that’s usually so interior, so under the surface. He’s a genius at it. And his use of light—” He stopped, lost in thought. “Well, you’d want to see them in person, of course, color plates can only convey so much.”

He drew deeply on his cigarette, held the smoke, then let it out with a troubled sigh. “But who knows when any of us will see them again? Things were getting unpleasant all over Europe by the time I left.” He stubbed out the cigarette as Dez thought back on Paris—how close that beloved place was to the unrest they were starting to hear about. You hoped nothing would come of it all—men had surely had their fill of war after the last one. Still, there was that nagging sense of worry.

A thump on the ceiling brought them back to the kitchen, to the cups of coffee, drunk down to dregs, to the saucer Dez had set out as ashtray, gray with ash, Jacob’s open satchel sitting by the chair. He had sales to make; she needed to get upstairs to tend to her father. But first, she thought, well, they had to arrange to meet again.
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“You changed your will?” Was that what he’d just said? Her father, back in bed after the exertion of a walk, was mumbling, and when she swung around from hanging his cardigan to look directly at him, he hemmed and hawed and finally admitted that he had given the playhouse to Asa, back in October, after their wedding. “As a dowry of sorts.”

She blinked. She stood up a little straighter. “Are you joking? And the two of you kept this a secret from me?”

“No secret, my girl.” He tried to speak matter-of-factly, jovially. “Just business between men.”

With that, she walked over to the window and laid her forehead against the cold glass. Outside, the snow had begun to fall thicker, faster. The unexpected hour with Jacob Solomon had left her preoccupied; she’d let her father have his way when he insisted on taking a walk outside, even though Dr. Proulx had said no to outdoor ventures. He’d headed straight to the bench at the end of the lawn for a clear view across the river to the town common, where their old house and his theater sat diagonally across from each other. As he’d rattled on about the playhouse, she hadn’t paid much attention, but now she realized he must have been looking for a way to break this news to her.

“You actually put the deed in Asa’s name? Why would you do such a thing?”

His face flooded with blood. “I couldn’t come here empty-handed,” he said bitterly, “like some drifter, no better than a hobo. I am a bankrupt, Desdemona.”

“Oh, Dad.” In all these months, he’d never used the phrase. Not in spring, while she was still in Boston and he was scraping money together to pay the mortgage he had taken out after the first of the staggering financial-market losses. Not when he broke down and sold his beloved First Folio and everything else in the Shakespeare collection. Even after the foreclosure on their home, he had never used that phrase.

A bankrupt. He hadn’t actually had to declare legal bankruptcy—by selling everything else he’d managed to skid to that precipice and stop before the playhouse went over the cliff, too. “First of all, you are not a bankrupt. And I can understand how you felt, of course I can, but to give it away after all you sacrificed to save it—”

“I hardly gave it away. Asa’s your husband, after all. But I do have something else, just for you.” He gestured to his bureau, where one of his theater props—Portia’s casket—sat among a stack of books. Had Rose retrieved that from the playhouse?

Portia’s casket was a small, leaden chest that he used for Merchant of Venice performances. When Dez carried it over to the bed, he pushed it back into her hands with purpose. “It’s for you.”

Odd, she thought. An odd choice of gift. In The Merchant of Venice, Portia is an heiress who is not free to decide whom she will marry—her father’s will has stipulated that the suitor who wins her must choose the box—gold, silver, or lead—that contains her portrait.

“You’ve locked it,” she said. Indeed, the lid was fixed tight, with a sturdy brass padlock.

Was she supposed to guess at its contents? What was inside had nothing to do with husbands, with Asa—that she could be fairly sure of. And it certainly wouldn’t hold any treasure. Back in September, when she’d first come home, she’d been sent down the basement stairs of the playhouse to the safe—the Victor Manganese Steel Vault with Triple Time Lock and backup key, concealed behind a shale imposter’s wall, so she could empty it of the last few bills that remained inside. That money had paid Rose’s wages and kept them in food for a few weeks.

“What I’ve locked in there is something infinitely worth saving, though I can’t tell you, right now, what it is.” He spoke somewhat gravely. “But it’s critical that you, number one, keep it safe,” he said, counting off on one hand, “and two, don’t open it until the night the playhouse reopens—however far in the future that may be.”

“But you’ll be there to do that.”

He opened his other hand to reveal the lock’s key, tied to a length of leather. “In case I’m not, my dear,” he said, reaching to push the key into the deep patch pocket she sewed on most of her clothes. The small movement made him catch his breath, and when he lay back against the pillows, she looked on his face with fresh eyes: the bluish pouches on top of his cheekbones, the skin thin as rice paper.

“I’m not feeling right,” he admitted, motioning to stop her from whatever she might instinctively scurry away to do—call Dr. Proulx, fetch medicine. “I’ve lived in this body long enough to know what feels right. But it’s nothing I can put my finger on, nothing Addis can help.” His ragged breathing evened out and he struggled to sit up straighter. “The stroke of death is as a lover’s pinch,” he quoted, in his old stage tenor, “which hurts and is desired.”

Then he held her gaze. We’ve avoided straight talk for too long, that gaze said.

“You’re a painter. You know the plays. You can stage one. It’s all about vision, putting a shape to things—you know that. You could get that friend Abby of yours to come out from Boston and help. You must stage a triumphant Tempest, I think—but regardless, do promise me that there will be an opening night. That no matter how long it takes, you’ll open it again.”

Dr. Proulx had assured them both that William Hart had plenty of years left in him, but she didn’t contradict. He hadn’t raised the subject of the reservoir, so neither did she. Maybe now he’d start sleeping through the night.

“Of course I promise,” she said. “I love the playhouse, too.”

He smiled for the first time. “And Dez? Asa’s a good man.”

She knew that. “I just wish he wasn’t in such a hurry for children.” On Christmas morning, Asa had mentioned that maybe, with luck, there’d be one more Spaulding next year. Or two. “There’ve been more than one set of twins in my family,” he’d said. Dez’s smile had been reflexive, full of alarm. Across the table, Rose had caught her eye with a discreet, sympathetic wink.

“I did stipulate, in the will, that the ‘first child of the union’ inherits.”

Child. That was a word that plotted out her life like stage directions, even more than the words I do had. “But what if I don’t have a child? Or want one?”

“Well, upon Asa’s death the playhouse would go to you, and if you were gone, then to the town, in trust. That way I’m assured of some kind of continuity, don’t you see?”

She suddenly saw very well. In the upheaval of leaving Boston, and losing their home and moving in with Asa, Dez had pictured her father’s heart getting stronger, the world returning to normal, men going to jobs every day again. Her father reopening the playhouse, Dez showing her paintings in the vestibule and some gallery owner from New York exclaiming, I must have these, and Asa—well, things turned fuzzy when it got to Asa. Had she imagined they could return to the casual camaraderie of dating? See you in a few weeks.

Her mind flashed to Jacob Solomon. At one point, she had been telling him how they’d lost pretty much everything. “And then we had absolutely no place to live,” she’d said, “except the playhouse, which was impossible, and so then—”

She had stopped short. She had been about to say and then I married Asa. But she hadn’t. Because she had been enjoying the little frisson of attraction between them. Because she hadn’t wanted to kill it with talk of her husband.

Her pulse began to slow, to thud thickly through her veins. The connection with Jacob had felt harmless enough, but there had been that little zap of attraction, undeniably, and Dez remembered, suddenly, a woman she had not thought about in years, a friend’s mother, discovered to have been carrying on a relationship with one of the New York summer men. Ruinous.

“Dez—” Her father broke into her thoughts with a voice that was gruff with embarrassment. “Did you marry Asa so I could have this?” He gestured to the snug iron bed, the walls covered in rose-and-vine wallpaper, the casement window with its view to the Cascade River.

Of course she had. He knew she had. Their wealth had been nothing but vapor, and deep in the fog that was comprehension of that fact, Dez had felt the deepest kind of panic as she’d packed her steamer trunk and returned to Cascade from Boston.

“What were we supposed to do, Dad? Live in the playhouse?”

He looked toward the window, toward town, where the playhouse would be sitting in the dark, its eaves collecting snow. “I suppose I wanted to believe you’d have married him anyway.”

She closed her eyes. She’d bought an apron. Brown and calico, twenty-six cents pressed firmly into Jacob Solomon’s palm. To make sure the relationship started on the right foot, so they would both feel comfortable doing what she proposed: that he stop by on his Thursdays in Cascade. To talk about art, to swap ideas. Until now, Art News had been her lifeline, read cover to cover. Now each week would wait for Thursday.

“Marriage is serious business, Dez.” But his voice lacked conviction. “Maybe I was too wrapped up in my pride, too worried about the playhouse.”

Dez eyed Portia’s casket and thought, Maybe you were. And now you’ve gone and given it to Asa but expect me to be the one to save it.

He looked at her as if he’d read her thoughts, and opened his mouth to speak. He coughed instead, a cough that developed into full-blown wet, phlegmy hacking. Dez hurried to the bathroom to fill his glass, then ran back with it, hoping the look on her face hadn’t upset him. He sipped at the water, cheeks bright red, eyes running.

She waited while he cleared his throat and dabbed at his eyes with small, wiping motions; she waited while he drank more water and arranged his blankets and lay his head upon the pillows, skin barely there, barely even a color, just a veil over veins.

“Level with me,” he said, and sank lower into the pillows. “Do you love him at all? The truth now.”

“Of course I do.”

He fixed his eyes on her, as if he wasn’t sure whether to trust her answer. “I know that after all your training, it must seem like it’s come to nothing. But life has a way of working out and, Dez, I do urge you to welcome children. Even one child will make a difference in your life that you cannot fathom. I promise you, my girl.”

She thought of Asa, wanting his Christmas twins, with no idea that his wife was not at all ready for a single child. Asa, with his kind ways, his tall and solid presence. Asa, who was at that moment innocently going about his workday, who was likely in the back room of his drugstore, mixing prescriptions. No—the banjo clock had already struck four. Mrs. Raymond would have slipped home to fix her husband’s supper before the evening rush. Asa would be greeting customers at the fountain, grilling franks and mixing Cokes. “Good to see you,” he would say to each customer walking in. “Thanks for coming in.”

Dismay is a small, quiet emotion. We say we are filled with dismay, when actually dismay causes us to pause and quietly check our consciences.

Dez always liked to think that if her father had not died that day, she would have wrenched herself onto the straight and narrow right then and there. She would have walked to town and begged Mrs. Mayhew to let the Harts live at the hotel for a while. She could have offered to wash linens, clean toilets, anything, and despite the secret satisfaction that that Cascade busybody might have felt to see once-grand people like the Harts laid low, Ella Mayhew was a good woman at heart. She probably would have said yes, they could have a room. They’d have called back Attorney Peterson to rewrite the will. In summer, they could feasibly have moved into the playhouse.

But her father did die. She left him propped up with a copy of Proust that they both pretended he had the energy to read. Then she went downstairs to fetch the deviled egg snack that Rose left on a white enamel tray for him each morning. Rose, who insisted on continuing on as his housekeeper, even though he no longer owned a house. “What else have I got to do?” she’d say. “And after all he’s done for me.”

Dez was lifting the tray, lacing her fingers around its metal handles, when she heard it, heard the odd, knee-buckling thud. Forever after in her memory the next instants would be a muddle of images: Portia’s casket lying on its side on the floor, the Proust flipped upside down and resting beside it, the lamplight’s long beams like fingers down the blanket that just minutes ago he had tugged on. Everything slowed down and she became both empty and heavy, as if all that made up her body was sliding through the floor.

She found herself downstairs, lifting the telephone, the calico apron and coffee cups sitting on the table like relics from another life, her fingers like rubber on the push button that wouldn’t push, the crank handle that wouldn’t turn, until she got Pearl, the high school helper, on the line and then Pearl didn’t stop for breath: He left here a good hour ago, Zeke Davenport came in all upset, well, they’re all upset aren’t they, the news from Boston isn’t good.

She managed to break in. Then she huddled by the back door to wait.

The wind rattled the back door. The snow was turning to sleet. It tapped at the glass in a way she used to find comforting. She shivered and wrapped her arms tight around her until the Buick skidded to a stop outside and Asa came striding through the back door, shaking the snow off his shoulders, stomping his feet, Dr. Proulx hurrying to catch up behind him.
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The morning Abby was due to stop by on her way to her new life in New York City, Dez woke with a thought running through her head: one of many, one of many. How did one stand out among many? Because one did, undoubtedly. But how to convey the idea with paint?

Asa was downstairs waiting for his breakfast, she knew that. His bedside calendar, which he flipped each morning the minute he opened his eyes, read April 24, 1935, Wednesday. Arthur Godfrey was on the radio and the milkman was on the back step banging bottles, which meant it was 6:30, barely enough time to slip the cool glass thermometer under her tongue and record the reading. But she lay still an extra few minutes, working out details for her idea, which was still filmy, still barely a vision, in need of being nailed down before it evaporated. One of many, each unique. Maybe raindrops, the emphasis on a singular raindrop sliding down a pane of glass, a juxtaposition of the natural world and things made by humans.

Yet—depicting water was one of her weaknesses.

What else? Something from the natural world definitely, maybe with some element added to suggest that this one truth applied to all truths. Trees? Grass?

Asa called up from the bottom of the stairs. “Dez?” She heard the concern in his voice, the hope that it was finally morning sickness making her late.

Grass could work—blades of grass, giant blades, two feet tall and filling the canvas, with one that grabbed the eye’s attention. How, she did not know, but the idea was solid enough to get her out of bed and down into the kitchen to fix her husband’s eggs.

[image: ]

Haven, refuge, harbor, sanctuary, studio. After the wedding, Dez claimed this narrow space, the house’s former birthing room, as her own. The room then was cramped and dim, inhabited by the ghosts of Asa’s female ancestors, and she had recoiled a bit, the first time she opened the door and peeked in. But she brightened it up, took away the gloom, dismantled the rickety iron bed and carried it down to the basement. Threw out the mattress with its ancient bloodstains, removed the dark green roller shades from the windows. Whitewashed the walls and floorboards.

Now the room offered decent light off the river. Portia’s casket sat on a shelf where she could see it while she worked. Along one wall, she had pasted the stories the Boston Evening Transcript printed when she won the Cabot Prize and the Henderson First Place. A lumpy horsehair sofa, with a thick, soft quilt thrown over it, lined the inside wall where she slumped when she was feeling stuck or uninspired.

But that didn’t happen today. By ten, the new work was off to a good start, underpainting done, composition in place with a transparent wash of linseed oil and paint in cool blues opposed to the warmer greens and yellows she would use later. As soon as Asa left, she’d sat down and sketched three thumbnails, deciding on the one with the best-defined sense of light: a from-the-ground, root-level perspective of tall bluegrass growing wild next to a fencepost, a kind of moment from childhood, when you got down on the ground to really inspect things. The fencepost was barely a suggestion—a bit of wood, a small length of rusty barbed wire. Grass was the predominant subject, the focal point the foremost blade, and different from every other blade.

She slipped out of her painter’s smock, wiped her brushes clean with a rag, and set them in turpentine. In any event, it was one more thing to show Abby. Abby. The train she said she would be arriving on was only twenty minutes away, and she hadn’t phoned or telegrammed to say she wasn’t coming after all, that it really did make more sense to take the coastal train to New York.

I always said I’d see Cascade, last week’s letter said. And now she would be here within the hour.

It was a ten-minute walk to town, down River Road, across the bridge, up Main Street, then left on the common. She was preoccupied with anticipation when, on the common, Dr. Proulx tripped her up with his cane and nearly knocked her down. His gaze was unfocused, and she smelled whiskey on his breath when he apologized. Addis Proulx was not the sort of man to drink during the day; something was clearly wrong. Dez almost followed after him, and would later wish she had, but the train was blowing its whistle, pulling into the station. Abby.
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At the train station, Abby stepped onto the platform looking the same: pretty and rather elfin, with her bee-stung lips and nut-brown cap of hair under a smart little cloche hat. She was a bustling bundle of energy, arranging to leave her luggage inside with the stationmaster, then clapping her hands and saying, “Well, then,” to give Dez her full critical attention. Immediately, Dez sensed disappointment. “Oh, my dear,” Abby said. “What is it that looks so different about you?”

Dez didn’t remember Abby being so hawkeyed, so critical. “My hair?” The thick head of hair Abby always saw forced into short waves was longer now, untended and left to hang in a cloud around her face.

Abby cocked her head to the side and smiled the cheery-false smile Dez had also forgotten. “Maybe. Though it’s lovely, of course.”

Dez was conscious of vague disappointment, but she didn’t want to be disappointed. She drummed up enthusiasm, exclaimed over Abby’s hat, over the fact that she was finally going to New York. Where they had both planned to be by now. “What will you do down there?”

Abby studied the marble floor a half-second too long before looking up with the same fixed smile. And then it was as if she stepped quietly behind a glass wall.

“No job yet, no plans at all really, but I have a few ideas.”

Dez wasn’t sure how to react. You never knew why a wall had been erected; sometimes it was best to leave walls unmentioned. “Brave of you” seemed a right thing to say.

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Abby put a hand on the station door. “All I know is that losing that job at United Shoe was a blessing in disguise.” She gave the door an emphatic push. “It was the excuse I needed to finally go.”

They stepped out of the station to the reality of Cascade in 1935, a reality Dez suddenly saw through Abby’s eyes: a dog sniffing along the empty common, patches of snow under the elms; bare branches scraping a gray sky. Late April, officially spring, yet looking eternally winter, the gloomy light making even the best-kept structures surrounding the common look bleak and impoverished.

The Cascade Hotel was in obvious need of paint, and its rooftop sign, once so grand with tall, gilt letters, looked tawdry. Carson’s milk wagon rumbled by, the hollow clop of horses’ hooves fading down Elm Street.

“This is nothing like I pictured,” Abby said just as Dez thought, This is nothing like the stories I used to tell. She pointed out their old house, a graceful, redbrick Georgian that a lawyer from Springfield had bought but never moved into. The hedge separating the house from the street had not been pruned and now was uneven and leggy; ivy grew wild along the walls.

And the playhouse—it looked small, shuttered, insignificant, as it never had during its August heydays. As they approached, Dez described the opening-night parties they used to have on the lawn, and how in summer those willow trees lining the river were like great canopies, but Abby did not really pay attention. She climbed the front steps to read the sign, hand-lettered by Dez and nailed to the front door.



WILLIAM ALOYSIUS HART

~ Duncan, Gloucester, Prospero, Caesar ~

passed away on December the 27th, 1934.
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He built this stage in 1908 and offered twenty-five summers of theatre.

May flights of angels sing him to his rest.

TO REOPEN, EVENTUALLY.





Abby pulled her collar close about her and gazed around, her eyes flat. “Nothing’s like it was, is it? Not here, not anywhere. And now Boston’s serious about building that reservoir and you might lose it.”

“Does Boston know something we don’t know? Do you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Because I can’t lose the playhouse. I just can’t let that happen.”

“But what will you do, if it comes to that?”

Dez didn’t know. She didn’t know what she would do. She fumbled to unlock the door. A dry summer and renewed drought concerns had pushed the state to draft emergency measures in October. A new reservoir was vital, and, since it would take years to build and fill, the push was on to choose a site and start construction. “Until the legislature passes the appropriation bill, nothing’s official. And if it does pass, it’s only the river they’re taking, not necessarily the town. There are two big valley towns on the river that can accommodate a basin—us and Whistling Falls, and Whistling Falls has a much smaller population. No public buildings to speak of. They’d have less to destroy.”

She pushed open the door. Inside, there was the smell of mildew. Frustrating, the way a structure could seem to stand unscathed for years, yet as soon as life departed, rot set in. Always, there were signs of mice: a sharp smell of urine and black droppings along the baseboards. The costumes smelled musty, even though she had given them all such a good airing during that windy week they’d had in March. The morning sun, which used to shine through the upper windows and light up the rafters, seeped in through grimy glass. No one had gotten to those upper panes in—oh, at least two years. She hadn’t been able to do much these past months. In the old days they had taken help for granted—there had always been handymen and cleaners, seamstresses, yardmen, cooks, and window washers. Now, with Rose gone, she had no help at all.

Their footsteps echoed in the paneled wood vestibule. She wished she could wave a hand and reveal, like a movie, a piece of the past. This was the very place, when she was nine, where the great, then-young, Richard Leslie knelt down to button her shoe. Did she plan to be an actress when she grew up, he asked, and she said she was going to be a painter like Mary Cassatt. Those were the years her mother was still alive, and she still liked looking at the Cassatt book of color plates, page after page of mothers and their children.

Now she pointed out the tiled floor, the way the titles of the plays were inlaid with white tiles into the perimeter. A glass display case dominated the center of the room, standing tall and empty. “This was where my father used to display his First Folio on production nights.”

But many people didn’t know what a First Folio was, and obviously, by the blank look on Abby’s face, she was one of them, so the story had to start from scratch: William Hart’s First Folio was part of the first published collection of Shakespeare’s plays. His edition had been in excellent condition, with its original calf binding. Dez used her arms, measuring neck to waist, to describe how big it was. While he was still in his twenties, William Hart had purchased the first item for what eventually became a rare and valuable collection of Shakespearean memorabilia—a somewhat-battered 1685 Fourth Folio that he bought for $107.50 on thirty days’ credit. But as his wealth grew, so did the collection—early playbills and props, dozens of miniatures. In 1906 he finally got his hands on the prize: a pristine copy of the First Folio that cost him fifty thousand dollars, and he didn’t care that he’d had to sell nearly 80 percent of his U.S. Steel stock to pay for it.

“He usually kept it wrapped in protective cloths and stored in a dry vault, but on play nights, he’d set it on that.” She pointed to the red velvet plinth, turned pink and even white in patches. “It was one of the things that made this playhouse so famous.”

“Who bought it?”

“A collector, from Washington. He was building a Shakespeare library there.”

“So it was the first one ever printed. Well, no wonder! And to think it was here, of all places.”

“Well, no—‘first folio’ means it was part of the first printing, the very first run.”

“Oh.”

“But only about five hundred were part of that original printing, so they’re very rare, very valuable, especially in the condition my father’s was in. Only about a hundred are known to exist now. And if Shakespeare’s friends hadn’t published it, the plays would have been lost forever. Forever. Doesn’t the idea of something lost forever just make you want to weep? I don’t like the word weep but it’s the only word that will do.”

“Oh, Dezzy.” For the first time Abby’s eyes were kind.

“It’s like the thought of them tearing down all our buildings. How can you just flood a place as if it never existed?”

“I don’t know, Dez.” Abby peered down the hall that linked the vestibule to the theater. It was still lined with the handsomely framed, autographed photographs of the movie and stage stars who once flocked to Cascade because the summer stage gave them a certain cachet that Hollywood alone did not. These managed to impress her but not much else did, and when they entered the theater itself, Dez saw it, too, through Abby’s eyes: the weak light illuminating the rows of empty seats, the stark angular balconies, the bare wooden thrust stage. The rich tapestries that hung high on the walls, above the paneling and between the ceiling beams, seemed to have lost their luster.

How different from how it once was. Her father had believed in reaching all the senses, so his productions were filled with color and noise and, when possible, with smells: smoke, perfumed oils, even hay bales reeking of horse urine.

He had designed the theater himself: a carved wooden masterpiece with thrust stage, tiered balconies, and oak columns. Tudor paneling and amber lanterns lined the walls. A gilt lion roared down from the strap-work ceiling. Through the years, magazines and newspapers had made much of “New England’s bit of Elizabethan England,” stories that always recounted how William Hart visited Cascade as a young man, how he and his brother had just cast fishing lines into the river when a commotion in the reeds led them to save a three-year-old child, wandered off from her family. Years later, in 1906, a career in theater abandoned at thirty, he was eastern superintendent of J. P. Morgan’s New Haven Railroad and one day sat beside a young widow on a train. They got to talking, and, truth being stranger than fiction, she turned out to be the same Caroline Haywood whom William and Edward had saved from drowning. William was then forty-four years old, unmarried and restless, with enough personal wealth to leave the railroad and live a dream: to run a theater dedicated to producing the works of Shakespeare. He married Caroline and together they opened the Cascade Playhouse in 1908, the year the Interstate Commerce Commission began its infamous investigation of the finances of the New Haven Railroad.

Fate had gotten William Hart out of the corrupt railroad in time; fate had led him to Caroline. Fate would save the playhouse, he had believed. It simply had to.

Abby dropped her head back to read the words printed in gilt on the ceiling above the gilded lion. All the world’s a stage; And all the men and women merely players. She wasn’t the kind of person who faked enthusiasm. “It’s so dead,” she said. “So dead you’d never—”

The shriek of the train’s whistle drowned her out. William Hart always had to stage plays around the train’s timetable, so as not to have such a shriek interrupt a soliloquy or pledge of lasting loyalty.

Dez began to feel irritated. What did Abby expect? They were in the middle of a national economic failure, after all. And a theater that had been sitting empty was nothing like the nights it had seen, every moment changing from one production to the next, never exactly the same show twice. So different from the movies. She described Kathryn Tranero as Cleopatra in 1925, how the crowd stamped its feet so hard all the frames hung crooked on the walls the next day. “We had her here just as her career started to go crazy. My father contracted her that spring, then in summer Queen of the Nile came out. When she arrived in August, the newspapermen took up an entire floor of the hotel.”

But it was like looking at a very old woman and saying, She was beautiful in her youth. And they both knew it.

“I suppose it’s hard on you without Rose.”

Dez blinked back sudden emotion. “That goes without saying.” I might live twenty more years, Rose said, once it was clear Asa wouldn’t offer her a room. Can’t last on savings all that time, can’t risk ending up in the poorhouse.

“If we could, I’d do it,” Asa had said privately to Dez. But they were going to need those rooms eventually. Better for Rose to move to her sister’s now, while she still had her health.

Dez remembered Rose, stoic and dry-eyed until the hour she boarded the train to Chicago, then her face crumpled in a way that Dez could still see when she closed her eyes.
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On Spruce Street, Lil Montgomery bumped into them, on her way out of the Telephone & Telegraph office where she worked. Her hair was rolled up under a drab hat that was doing everything it could to take away from the smartness of the bottle-green tunic jacket she was wearing.

“Abby, you remember me talking about Lil. We’ve been friends all our lives. Lil, here’s my friend Abby, from Boston.” Thinking, Please muster up some enthusiasm, show Abby that Cascade still is, at heart, a vibrant, welcoming place. But Lil asked, oh, was Abby a woman artist, too—not even remembering who Abby was, though Dez had certainly mentioned her enough times. Lil sighed and said it was a shame Abby had picked such a dismal time to come, and Dez realized that Lil was always sighing—sighing if someone on the other end of the line took too long to give her the telephone number they wanted to connect to, sighing if Zeke was out of the butter beans she was counting on for her supper. All those sighs had had the effect of giving her chest a slightly collapsed appearance, as if it were just steeling itself for more disappointment.

“I remember you talking about her,” Abby said when Lil was out of earshot. She suddenly squealed, and clutched Dez’s wrist. “Wait—was she the one—?”

Yes. Lil was.

It had all come out in a terrible burst just before the wedding, a lashing out, a detailing of everything about Dez that had always bothered Lil. It had come out because Frederick Marsh, Lil’s date for the wedding, left abruptly for Ohio for a chance at a forty-dollar-a-month job with the Civilian Conservation Corps, and because Dez made the error of confessing to Lil her mixed feelings about her upcoming hasty marriage.

Lil’s spew had boiled down to this: What kind of woman wouldn’t be happy to be marrying Asa Spaulding?

Had Lil harbored secret hopes regarding Asa? It seemed so.

“She apologized almost immediately. She’s just one of those people who keeps things bottled up until she explodes, then embarrasses herself.”

But Dez had been more unsettled than she had wanted to admit. What was the nature of a friendship that could sour so easily? It was the nature of life in a small community. People chose friends and spouses from the small, available pool. It did not matter which small town you lived in. You would find a friend, a spouse in any old place. The next day, when she stood in the vestibule of the Round Church with her mother’s wedding veil tied to her hair and looked down at Asa, waiting at the altar, his brother, Silas, by his side, she considered that maybe Lil had been right—she had no business marrying Asa, but one foot in front of the other took her down the aisle, and before she could really take stock of it all, there she was with a ring on her left finger, with no idea that Jacob Solomon was about to walk into her life, and that her father would die a mere two months after the wedding.
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Outside Stein’s, standing under the Mens Ladies and Children’s Wear sign, Abby stood with her hands on her hips, looking over the display window—three wooden torsos clad in sensible shirtwaists. “I just can’t believe this is Cascade. Rudolph Valentino came here! And Lionel Barrymore.”

“There’s a new golf course opening. Everyone thinks that’s a sign that good times are coming again.” Dr. Proulx and two Boston men, a pair of executives and friends of the Boston mayor—men one would think knew a safe investment when they saw one—had bought the Clark estate on Route 13, near Whistling Falls. Since last year, workmen had been turning the 165 acres into a golf course, the fieldstone mansion into a swank clubhouse. Dr. Proulx’s partners were men known for turning straw to gold, even in these times—especially in these times. They were building while building was cheap, biding their time.

But Abby’s glazed eyes were back. She looked down Main Street, at the Brilliant Lunch Bar, the Handy Grocery, the Criterion Theater, and the Endicott Bank, which cautiously reopened after Roosevelt passed the Emergency Banking Act two years ago. “Why, it’s just a small town.”

It was. And now Dez felt its smallness, its loss of its old glamour. Even the historic Round Church, always marveled at by visitors, considered so quaint, simply looked like a round white building with a belfry on top.

At the end of Main Street, they crossed over Lake Street and paused on the bridge that spanned the Cascade dam. Water rushed down the ten-foot drop, drowning out their voices with the obliterating sound that had, since childhood, filled Dez with a fierce mingling of longing and affirmation. The thundering was like the word yes, like the word go, like staying awake all night in a city bright with electric light. The past few months, walking to town or back home again, the falls had been a kind of secret friend, reminding her, in a strange way, that life was still going on outside Cascade, that it would always go on. But now that she really thought about it, what good did that knowledge do her? She had been passive, waiting and hoping things would change.

Up River Road, past the closed-up summer homes with their chipped columns and falling slate, red auction flags waving in the breeze, she listened as Abby talked about old friends. Nelly Lodge married that boy from Yale, and no, no one from school was invited. Their history instructor, James Whittaker, was a curator in Washington now. “At the National Gallery, I think. Remember what a fuss he made over you, being William Hart’s daughter? He always went on and on about Cascade. If he could see it now.”

Had Abby always been so flip? Or was Dez herself the one who seemed different now that she was away from the crowd? She looked down into the churning foam streaming from the dam. All her life, she had been part of boisterous groups of girls without ever being very boisterous herself. Much of what had been her identity were aspects that had nothing, really, to do with who she was. Moneyed. Well-traveled. Daughter of a man with some renown. You took all that away and what did you have?

She considered. You had a person who’d known, ever since she could hold a pencil, that she had an innate ability to draw, and who wanted to do nothing else. That’s what you had.
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The Spaulding home was a solid white farmhouse, the last house on River Road before acres of forest formed Pine Point, the craggy isthmus near Whistling Falls. It was the only inhabited home on River Road. Stiff brown grass was finally giving way to green. On the river, fog rose off the last of the ice remnants and moved in wisps around the birch grove. How silent it was, how silent it always was! There were bird sounds, water sounds. Sometimes the rustling of dry leaves. Sometimes rain. Once or twice an hour, trains rumbled across the river.

“Asa inherited this house after his mother died, which was two years ago,” Dez said, holding the back door open for Abby. “But I still haven’t lost the sense that I’m living in someone else’s space.”

Inside, Abby shook her head at the sight of the parlor, dark and full of wood and china bric-a-brac. “Oh, toots. It’s awful! Why don’t you throw it all out?” Along the west wall sat three claret-colored velvet stools that looked like kneelers in a Catholic confessional. Abby gave one a kick. “What the hell are these?”

A jumble that had belonged to Mrs. Spaulding. “Asa’s one of those people who really doesn’t like change,” Dez said. “But I have to say he was generous about this.” She opened the door to the studio, as bright as the parlor was dark. “It’s got the steadiest light in the house.”

Abby stepped inside, her eyes taking the measure of the workspace—the three easels and the long table cluttered with stretching supplies, jars of linseed and poppy oils, tins of paints and china plates, brushes, badger tools. The wooden shelves that bowed with the weight of books and photographs, and supported the drying racks below.

One easel contained a finished portrait of two sisters from Worcester, nieces of the New York Pullmans. A rare commission she had managed to snag, Dez said, although whether she would ever collect payment was another story. Twice, the mother had called in to pick it up, but money was tight, even for people who had plenty of it. The mother wanted to be sure the portrait was exactly right, and she was picky. First, she said that the color of Marjorie’s dress wasn’t quite right, that in real life the velvet was a much darker green. And then the younger girl decided she wanted her doll painted into the portrait.

Abby gave the two sisters a long look. “I can tell exactly what kinds of girls these are; you’ve managed to capture that, haven’t you? They’re spoiled, but they’re not bad girls, are they?” She turned her attention to the other, new canvas: the squared-off view of grass. Seeing it anew, with fresh eyes, Dez’s enthusiasm for it sank a bit. It wasn’t quite right. The blades of grass needed to challenge the canvas’s small size, appear to spill out of the boundaries. They weren’t quite tall enough. Something.

It was an awful feeling—discontent. Especially when it happened in the middle of a social time. Because all you wanted to do was get back to work and try to make it right, but you couldn’t. You had to put it from your mind. Either that, or become some kind of eccentric who did whatever she wanted, regardless of who was around, and then what kind of life did you have?

“I remember this,” Abby said, reaching for a small framed portrait of Dez. “Miss Farrell did this during demonstration. She liked you.”

“I liked her.” And she liked that depiction of herself, the mix of chrome red and cadmium yellow wax crayon for hair forced somewhat unsuccessfully into the wavy style everyone else had worn so effortlessly. Harsh black strokes illustrated the rest: her lean body, her too-broad nose, her way of biting her lower lip as she worked, bent forward from the waist.

“She was a tough old bird.” Abby knelt down and looked through the drying racks. She pulled out the low-key study of their old home that Dez painted when Jacob suggested she attempt to paint the senses. What are your favorite smells? he had asked. Wood smoke in November, wind that is full of rain. A busy kitchen.

“I like this.”

Dez had used a narrow color range and soft-focus effects to convey the moody atmosphere of rain and twilight on the common, working at eliminating detail—trying instead to distill, to convey tone by letting the dark colors impose some compositional authority on the softer hues.

“You want to look and look,” Abby said. “I’m not sure why.”

“I know when my paintings are right,” Dez admitted, even though she knew she risked sounding silly, or full of herself, “when I can look at them and ache with a kind of wonderful memory I
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