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Dedication

For Tom, always, for everything





Epigraph

There is only one way to have light. Have dark to put it on.

—WILLIAM MORRIS HUNT, 1876

If you tell the truth you don’t have to remember anything.

—MARK TWAIN, 1894

Let me tell you what I think of bicycling. I think it has done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world.

—SUSAN B. ANTHONY, 1896

Massachusetts women as a rule adhere too strongly to old-time conventions.

—JULIA WARD HOWE, 1900
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1893

The Museum of Fine Arts School, Boston

Ida Russell brought her heels down hard as she walked past the closed door of the life drawing class. She wanted that roomful of promising young men to lift their heads, to suspend their pencils, to ask themselves who was passing and wonder if it was someone important who might have helped their careers more than Mr. Wirth, the instructor of the class they were attending. And of course it would be someone important, they’d think—only an important person would dare to walk by with such a commanding stride—and here they were listening to the renowned Mr. Wirth, who despite his reputation was imparting very little and very poorly. Or so Ida fantasized.

Childish, yes, but it burned, burned like a careless hand on a hot iron, that when she’d tried to enroll in the class she’d been told by the Museum School registrar that it “wasn’t for ladies.” She’d gone straight to the dean, and when he’d said “unthinkable” in response, she’d foolishly interpreted it to mean that it was unthinkable for a woman to be barred from the class; what it really meant—and what had been made humiliatingly clear soon after—was that it was unthinkable for a young woman to enter any room where a male model posed without his clothes.

Fueled by that remembered burn, Ida reversed course, stopped before the offending door, and cracked it open. She could see only a slice of the model—one long, glorious line of elevated heel and sinewy leg rising into a clenched buttock; just looking at that reaching, striving form Ida could feel the pencil in her hand as it flowed over the paper, perfectly capturing that line. But the renowned Mr. Wirth had seen her; he was marching toward the door making shooing motions with his hands; and the look on his face made Ida want to laugh and cry at the same time: A lady ruined! Ida moved on.

Inside her own classroom Ida found her space, set up her easel, pulled her smock over her knees, and picked up her charcoal. Her instructor, the less renowned Mr. Morris, had taken up a position between her and the stuffed owl they’d been told to sketch, but as he was more interesting to look at than the owl, Ida didn’t mind. She allowed her charcoal to take a quick likeness: attenuated form topped by long face and bulbous forehead, paralyzing eyes, a sparse beard that he drew to a point under constant, probing fingers.

“Let me give you a few simple rules for learning to draw,” he began. “First, establish the fact of the whole. Next, put in the line that marks the movement of the whole. Don’t have more than one movement in a figure!”

And what movement was there in a stuffed owl? Ida wondered, already grieving for her nude runner down the hall. She slid her sketch of Mr. Morris under a clean sheet of paper, turned her charcoal on its side, and had just roughed in the shape of the whole bird when Mr. Morris surfaced behind her to bark in her ear.

“Is that what you see as the whole? Just the bird? What of the rest of the paper? The white shapes? What shapes have you left around your bird? Do you see how ignored your white spaces are?”

Remarkably, Ida did; this was what she loved most about the Museum School—that she was learning to see; shapes, spaces, lights, darks, textures, values. She amended her owl shape until it had divided the paper better, but now the bird had lost some of its owlishness, particularly in the wings and tail. “I’m afraid I’ve turned my owl into a roast chicken.”

Morris didn’t smile—he never smiled—and yet something perverse in Ida’s nature persisted in attempting to change his nature. “Don’t paint a thing as it is,” he said now. “Paint it as it seems.”

But once Mr. Morris left, Ida saw at once where she had gone astray with her shape, and better yet, how to amend it; she worked busily until he returned. It struck Ida that over the last few classes Mr. Morris seemed to loom over her particular easel more often than some others, but she wasn’t sure if this was a good sign or a bad.

“Good, good, but go on! Don’t be afraid. The moment you’re afraid you might as well be in Hanover Street shopping.” Mr. Morris crossed in front of her and bent down till his eyes rested level with her own. His eyes always appeared blackest when closest. “Do you want to be in Hanover Street shopping, Miss Russell, or do you want to learn to draw?”

Ida had been in Hanover Street shopping, too many times, taking the carriage from the family town house on Beacon Hill and stopping for tea at the Parker House on her return. It was what idle rich ladies did on the long, dull days of winter. Or spring. Or summer. Ida had likely bought as much silk and drunk as much tea as any lady on the Hill until one day she happened to read about the Museum School in her father’s newspaper and experienced a sensation much like a luffing sail as it caught a fresh wind. She’d collected her sketches and watercolors—the other thing idle rich ladies did—and laid them out on the table in front of her father. She picked up the portrait of her mother. “Is it like?”

Ida’s father possessed one of those faces that looked stern no matter the underlying emotion; his mouth under its mustache twitched in the way it did whenever he humored this odd, restless daughter of his, but—give him his due—he studied the likeness with care. “There are elements that are quite like.”

“And elements that aren’t like. Which? Why?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, Ida.”

“Neither do I. But I want to. I want to go to the Museum School. I want to learn to draw.”

And this was what Ida said to Mr. Morris now. “I want to learn to draw.”

“Then draw!” Morris cried. “Go on! No, no, no, don’t stop! You’ll look at this picture in two years and see what’s good and bad in it, you’ll see right through it to its center, you’ll see what’s true in it. And do you know what will happen then? You’ll take up another work, and in it you’ll leave off the false and take up the true.”

“And in the meantime?”

“You spoil a lot of paper, Miss Russell. But I beg you, spoil it cheerfully. Boldly. And do it again and again until you make no line that isn’t true.”
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November 1898

VINEYARD HAVEN, MARTHA’S VINEYARD

Ida Pease, formerly Russell, looked out the window at dark ocean against darkening sky and worn-out grass dotted with sheep. It was wrong. All of it. The water should still be reflecting the idea of sky; the sky should still be reflecting the idea of sun; the sheep should be crowded around a full rack of hay. But Ida’s husband hadn’t gotten around to filling the hayrack before he left, and according to his logic that meant the sheep could get by on dead grass until he got home. And the only reason the colors were wrong was because Ezra should have been home hours ago to eat a Thanksgiving goose that had been roasting way too long for its own good or anyone else’s.

So perhaps the only thing wrong was Ezra. Ida looked at the clock again. Quarter to five. Not that she needed to wonder where her husband was—his usual route home ran through the back room at Duffy’s where he played cards and “did his part to fill the spittoon,” as he told Ida back in the days when she’d bothered to ask what took him. But today was Thanksgiving, and Ezra’s aunt Ruth and his cousin Hattie had been sitting in the parlor for two hours, Ruth casting looks at Ida that implied it was her fault Ezra was late, that Ida should have learned to herd her husband the way their sheepdog herded sheep. But in truth the old woman was looking at Ida the way she always looked at Ida.

Two years ago at her wedding Ida had gone up to her and said, “I’m pleased to know you, Aunt Ruth.”

“Ruth will do,” she’d said.

Ruth’s daughter Hattie worked at the telephone exchange and was friendlier to Ida but with a telephone exchange kind of friendly, as if she were more concerned about where Ida was going than who Ida was. Ida preferred Ruth’s severe gray suits to Hattie’s blousy shirtwaists, and at least when Ruth spoke, she said something with a little wind behind it; Hattie preferred to blow wisps of smoke at Ida’s eyes.

“We’ll eat now,” Ida said. She crossed to the stove, pulled the potatoes off the heat, and, as if he’d smelled the earthy steam, Ezra banged through the door with his partner Mose Barstow. Mose smelled of whiskey; Ezra did not. Ezra saved his drinking till he got home, believing—truly believing—that if kept his mind sharp he could make his fortune at cards. At Duffy’s.

“Sorry to be late,” he said.

“Not late enough.”

Ezra paused on his way to the pantry. “What’s that you’re saying to me, Ida?”

“She’s saying she enjoys your absence more than your presence,” Mose said. He pushed into the room and kissed the women, first Ida and then Ruth and last Hattie, the only one who seemed to appreciate it. Ezra kissed Ruth and Hattie, but after meeting Ida’s eye he left her untouched and moved around her to the pantry.

Ida followed. Inside the pantry it smelled of yeast and cornmeal and dried apples, smells that had once given her comfort when faced with a long island winter ahead. “Out of useless curiosity,” she said, “what time do you think it is?”

“It was Mose. He was winning.”

“And this is how you keep time. By whether or not Mose Barstow is winning at cards.”

Ezra whipped around. “You know, Ida, you’ve worked up quite a tone of late. Mose wanted me to leave for the Boston office today and I said no, it’s Thanksgiving, I’m not leaving my wife to eat alone on Thanksgiving. I told him we’ll just have to leave in the morning. And Mose having nowhere to go to eat Thanksgiving dinner, I told him to come along home with me. I’m pretty sure now he’s sorry he did.”

From the other room they could hear Ruth mumble something to which Mose barked out a laugh. Ezra snagged a bottle off the shelf and went for the door, but he paused there. “And in case you were too busy carping at me to hear what I said, I’m leaving for Boston in the morning. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Maybe you like that way of keeping time better.”

“Go,” Ida said. “Stay there forever if you like. But first feed your sheep.”

IDA LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW the next morning and watched the steamer Monohansett with Ezra and Mose on board glide toward the horizon over an ocean as smooth and pale as ice. As she watched her mood ricocheted between relief and resentment—relief because Ezra’s voice pounding at her all evening had left her feeling physically bruised; resentment because over the course of the evening it had come out that Mose hadn’t tried to get Ezra to go to Boston at all, that in fact he’d been expected for Thanksgiving at his brother’s in New Bedford and that Ezra had waylaid him at the boat.

“Why didn’t you just say so?” Ida had asked Ezra later in bed, nothing of her body touching anything of his body, a maneuver that required some effort considering the way the bed sagged. “It would be better if you’d just said so. ‘I saw Mose at the boat and wanted company for a quick game.’ Or ‘I wasn’t in the mood for Aunt Ruth and Hattie.’” Or I wasn’t in the mood for you, Ida. That tone of yours. Which might not have been a tone at all if Ezra had just told the truth. But Ezra hadn’t answered either Ida’s spoken or unspoken questions. Instead he’d rolled farther away from her in the bed and snuffed out the lamp.

Now Ida shifted her eyes from the distant water to the closer-at-hand flock: a Cheviot ram, twenty-three ewes, and eighteen lambs had spread themselves over ten acres of rock-strewn, walled-in hillside, as if convinced the grass would be better over the next rise or down the next gulley. Ida had once viewed her marriage in much the same way, but nowadays she saw nothing beyond the next rise but another barren gulley. Even so, as Ida stood at the window looking at the sheep, she had to admit they were a handsome flock, solid-bodied with upright, pink-lined ears and intelligent black eyes set off by dense, snowy fleece. The lambs were now six months old, their bodies grown into their knobby joints but still good for a frolic; Ida watched them chase one another over the rocks, but even as she watched she saw a phenomenon that Lem Daggett, the part-time hired man, had taught her to interpret: as a rule the Cheviots grazed individually or in small groups, but now, as one, they turned and headed for the lee side of the hill. Weather coming. Ida tapped the glass on Ezra’s barometer. It nosed downward.

By early afternoon a businesslike north wind had dropped down over the island and within the half hour it had roughed up the sea and flipped over the remaining beech leaves, the usual calling card of a classic northeaster. Two years on the Vineyard and Ida knew what came next.

Ida went out to the dog yard and whistled up Bett; the dog leaped up and planted her feet on Ida’s chest to have her ears tugged, a thing Ida wasn’t supposed to allow in a working dog but did anyway because they both liked it. She rubbed Bett’s ears, undid the gate and sent her off, using the commands Lem had taught her that would send the dog counterclockwise around the flock and drive them back toward the barn: Away to me! Hold ’em! Bring ’em! Walk in! Bett lit out like a sable flame, and the sheep knew better than to argue; Ida barely reached the barn door ahead of the flock. But as she lifted the bolt one of the lambs veered off, forcing Bett to circle behind it and nip at its heels, sending it after the others with noisy complaint.

Ida followed the lamb in, dropping the bolt behind her, thinking as she did so that Ezra would have told her she should have left the sheep out—they’d been bred to withstand the rough English hill weather and cooped up inside they would only fret—but the ram had kicked out the east wall of the field shelter and the hayracks were again empty. It would be quicker for Ida to fork hay from barn loft to barn floor than to hitch up the oxcart, especially the way the wind was coming up. Ida hauled the back of her skirt through her legs and jammed it into her belt. She climbed the ladder to the hayloft, pitched down the hay, and dreamed of being in the Parker House in Boston drinking sherry and eating little cakes frosted in lemon ice.

Ida had just finished herding the chickens into the chicken house when Lem came up the track in the wagon. He swung to the ground and greeted Bett. “I saw Ezra at the boat. How’s my dog? Still teaching you tricks?”

Ida smiled. Lem had raised and trained Bett and sold her to Ezra, but Lem was no fool—after Ezra had been off on a job for the better part of a month Lem had figured out he’d best train Ida as well. Ida was never sure if it was her accomplishment or the dog’s, but she was proud of how they’d begun to work together.

Lem set in helping Ida fill the wood box, piling extra on the porch. Lem was built like Ezra, square and solid, but with close-cropped gray hair and a weather-creased face. Ida had often speculated how the thirty-eight-year-old Ezra might age into the fifty-two-year-old Lem, and the thought had never bothered her, but lately she’d begun to think with dread of all those years she’d be lying beside Ezra as he creased and grayed and of how old she’d be by the time he did it. She’d been twenty-nine when she’d married Ezra; she already felt twice that.

 “I’ve got coffee,” Ida offered.

“You hang on to it. Ruth needs a door hinge reseated.” Lem turned around and looked up at the house. “Still no shutters,” he said, as if he were keeping score on Ezra. Or maybe Ida only thought so because she was.

Ida went inside, stirred the fire, and made herself roasted cheese, the kind of supper she preferred but only got to indulge in when she didn’t have to cook for Ezra. After she’d washed up she spread the Gazette under the lamp and began to read, another thing she could only enjoy when Ezra wasn’t home because he’d always have to read it first, and if the paper hadn’t already disappeared by the time Ida got around to it, Ezra would find some way to disrupt her reading, as if her knowing a thing made him not know it. Ezra. Again. Perhaps that was the thing Ida resented most of all—that he used up so much of her time even in his absence.

In Ida’s first life she’d been a painter. She’d attended Boston’s renowned Museum School and had been making good progress, particularly in watercolor; one of her still lifes—although not Ida herself—had been accepted at the prestigious all-male Boston Art Club, and Mrs. Percival McKinley herself had commissioned a portrait. Mr. Morris had even asked her to teach a class once when he’d been called away. But once Ida arrived on the island, Ezra and the farm had somehow managed to get in her way. Even on a day alone, if she set up a bowl of fruit and sat down with her sketch pad, she found herself unable to focus, as if Ezra were still hovering, as if he’d walk in any minute to divert her to a torn coat or a sick lamb or a storm threatening the harvest. Of course, her inability to focus even in Ezra’s absence was not his fault, but so many other things were his fault that sometimes that one leaped aboard unnoticed.

THE TEMPERATURE DROPPED. The wind kicked up. It began to snow. Ida took another trip outside to collect the shovel from the barn and prop it next to the back door just inside the kitchen; good thing too—by the time the grandfather clock chimed eleven the world outside was white and howling. She collected her lamp, climbed the stairs to her bed, undressed down to her skin and then added things back in layers: flannel nightgown, shawl, wool stockings, a pair of Ezra’s wool socks. She would have to say of Ezra he did keep her warm nights. She would also have to say he kept her sleepless. He slept as if he’d died, without worry, but that trait never comforted Ida; instead it left her to take on the worry herself. Like now. Too late, she thought of Ezra’s salvage company down on Main Street and wondered if the old roof would hold. She got out of bed and looked out the window at nothing but white swirling by like smoke in hunt of a chimney. She returned to bed and listened to the wind shriek and moan and roar till morning.

IT SNOWED AND BLEW all the next day, easing just enough before dark so Ida could get out to scatter corn for the chickens, lug water, muck out the livestock, and spread fresh hay. She stamped off the snow on the porch but might have saved herself that bit of trouble—a pane on the east front window had blown out and snow covered the floor as far as the hearth. She snatched the quilt off the downstairs bed and stuffed it into the window, swept the snow onto the hearth to melt it, repeated the previous night’s routine down to the roasted cheese, and went to her bed.

By morning the snow had stopped. Ida looked out her bedroom window and saw drifts piled four feet high, almost burying the chicken house. She crossed the hall to look out the front window and saw her favorite old beech measuring its length on the ground alongside random other tree limbs and pieces of fence. Beyond the road she saw the soupy, heaving Sound. But what of Ezra’s salvage vessel, the Cormorant? And what of the office and warehouse on Main Street?

Ida pulled on her heaviest skirt and accessorized it with Ezra’s rubber boots, wool sweater, and oiled jacket. She went downstairs, picked up the phone, and was unsurprised to get nothing but silence. Ezra had been proud of that phone line, one of the first to branch off the main trunk in town, no matter it went dead in every blow. Ida tended the animals, collected the office keys from the desk, and started down the hill, picking her way around the drifts. She was sweating and breathing in rough gasps by the time she reached the town center, the lower foot of her skirt weighted with clumps of half-frozen snow. A dozen men and boys were just starting to work on the road, but past experience told her it would take a day to clear a mile and she was glad she hadn’t waited.

Ida looked toward the water. At first she couldn’t take in what she was seeing along the shore: boats piled up like children’s abandoned toys; a schooner impaled in the middle of the Union Wharf, rendering both boat and dock useless; another dozen two- and three-masted schooners run aground or sunk with nothing but their masts showing; one large coastal trader sitting like a hen on a nest high and dry on the beach; on another a cargo of lime smoldered. Farther out, a group of men had managed to reach one of the schooners and was attempting to extricate something in the rigging. Ida was about to turn away when she saw that the thing was a body, so stiff the men were forced to handle it like a severed dock piling. Beyond that boat another was engulfed in flames, but no one was troubling to put out the fire.

Ida spied Lem standing among the rowboats talking to Chester Luce, the owner of the grocery and operator of the telephone and telegraph, the place where all news either began or ended. As Ida approached Lem, his eyes traveled to the burning vessel at sea. He pointed. “The gasoline for the compressor must have exploded.”

Ida whirled around and took a closer look at the burning vessel: Ezra’s Cormorant. She started to walk in its direction but stopped; even in those few short minutes it had listed farther, and no matter how angry she was at Ezra, she could take no pleasure in seeing the Cormorant go down.

Lem and Chester Luce resumed their conversation, Lem angling his body to include Ida too, Luce making no note whatsoever of her presence. The local news was grim but should have been grimmer; eight men had been lost off ships taking refuge in the harbor, but some local men had made a series of runs in the height of the storm and saved dozens more. Fifty schooners had either washed aground or sunk at anchor; the man they pulled out of the rigging was the captain of the Thurlow out of New Jersey, his crew and many others now packed into the Seamen’s Bethel at Union Wharf, where they would be given food and clothes in addition to shelter. Phones and telegraph were down but news was going out from the Cape on the undersea cable to France, back to New York, and from there by land to Boston. The latest news—the biggest news—had just come in from Boston off the steamer, and Luce’s voice took on a minister’s pall as he rolled out the words: the steamship Portland had sunk off the back side of Cape Cod, the beaches there littered with its wreckage.

Others lifted their heads, moved close. “The Portland?” asked John Cottle. “Boston to Maine?”

“The same. Bodies are washing up from Wellfleet to Chatham. The funeral homes are full.”

The words rippled down the beach. Steamship. Portland. Bodies. The crowd grew. “Anyone come in alive?” Bert Robinson asked.

“None’s I’ve heard of,” Luce answered.

“Alive? In this sea?” Cottle laughed, saw the looks, cut off.

“Anyone know anyone on her?” Most heads were shaken, but some others offered up distant connections as if they were badges of honor: Ira Briggs’s cousin lived in Maine and always came up to Boston and back for Thanksgiving; Chester Luce recalled the Chilmark Hardings saying the Edgartown Hardings were going to Portland to stay with their family for the holiday season; Bert Robinson said his nephew often traveled from Boston to Maine . . .

Ida drifted away, the old, familiar horror rising in her. Her father and brothers had gone down in a coaster off the Carolinas, the news sending Ida’s mother into such a state of melancholia that a month later she’d walked off an old dilapidated wharf with her pockets full of stones. But as horrific as her mother’s death was, the two of them waiting for news of her father and brothers had been as bad—the weeks stretching to months with no word, no certainty. As Ida trudged the beach she could think only of the Chilmark Hardings and Ira Briggs and Bert Robinson’s niece, of their faces growing tighter and tighter just as her mother’s had grown tighter with each long, news-less day, until the day the news did come that melted her face into an endless pool of weeping.

Ida pushed on, giving a nod to the rare islander who lifted a hand, most of them too busy giving and receiving their own news to take any notice of someone who was still considered “off-island.” When she reached Main Street, she dropped into one of the slushy wheel tracks that ran down the middle, the snow piled two feet high on either side of it. She slogged ahead in Ezra’s boots, heel to toe, until she reached Ezra’s building. The sign PEASE & BARSTOW MARINE SALVAGE was gone; the window on the right-hand side had been pierced by somebody’s dislocated awning; the roof was missing a whole swath of shingles.

Ida kicked down a drift, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. The office held the usual books and papers and safe and telephone along with the unusual: a heap of rusted chain, a bracket for a ship’s lantern, a dented spittoon. Most of the junk sat in front of the broken window, but Ida decided none of it could be harmed by a little more weather. She examined the ceiling and saw no stains; books, papers, desk, cabinets, all seemed free of wet.

Lem stepped into the office behind her, tracking snow and sand and the smell of wet wool, carrying Ezra’s sign. “Found it in the snow in front of the cobbler’s. When’s Ezra due back?”

Ida’s cheeks burned, remembering their parting words. Go. Stay there forever if you like . . . “I don’t know.”

“Come along,” Lem said. “I have the wagon.”

“I need to check the warehouse.”

Lem went with her. The warehouse roof and walls were intact, the contents—more salvage—dirty and rusty but dry. She followed Lem and climbed into the wagon. “I should check on Ruth.”

“Already did. Nothing but a fence amiss. And I’ll fix that window of yours. I’ve got the glass in the back.”

So he’d checked on her too. A wave of affection flooded Ida, which she quickly checked. Lem Daggett did not need her—either figuratively or literally—wrapping her arms around his neck.

As they drove past the beach Ida looked for the Cormorant, but it had already dived below the surface.
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WHEN IDA FINALLY SAW her husband’s dark shape coming up the track from town, she wasn’t ready to face him. She dove into the pantry and began hauling jugs and boxes and bags from the shelves as if she’d been midway into a good clear-out. She’d just set his whiskey bottle on the floor when she heard the knocking and straightened up. Ezra wouldn’t knock. She went to the door and flung it open on Chester Luce.

“Letter for you,” he said. “Just off the boat. From your husband. Thought I’d run it up in case you were waiting on news.”

Ida looked at Ezra’s sloppy writing on the envelope and wondered that Luce had recognized it. How many letters did Ezra ever write? She opened the envelope. The letter was dated Saturday, the day of the storm.

Ida—I’m writing you in a hurry Mose and I are about to board the Portland for that Maine job I’ll be back by weeks end Call Lem if you need help with the sheep—E—PS Sorry

The word that struck Ida first was the word sorry. He’d used it twice in a week now and it wasn’t as a rule a common presence in his vocabulary. And why the mention of Lem and the sheep? Didn’t Ida always turn to Lem when she needed help with the sheep? She read the letter again, and this time she stopped at the word Portland. That word was as strange as the word sorry. Ezra couldn’t have boarded the Portland. The Portland went down.

Ida looked at the date on the letter again, read it again, sure she’d taken some particular word wrong, but none of the words had changed into other words or clarified their meaning. She dropped the letter on the table and raced out the door down the track; no matter how old she might feel, Ida was still young enough to run, a skill she’d picked up since she’d moved to the island and begun to chase sheep. She caught Luce just as he was about to take the turn onto Main Street. He heard her and swung around, cautious on the ice, as slow as if she were dreaming him.

“What news of the Portland?”

“She went down.”

“I know she went down. Still no word on survivors? Ezra was on her. And Mose Barstow.”

Luce blinked, looked up, spoke to the clouds. “None’s I’ve got wind of. They’ve piled the unidentified at the Lifesaving Station at Cahoon Hollow, over in Wellfleet.”

“I’m talking of the passengers. The passengers on the Portland.”

Luce gave Ida an odd look. “Like I told you. Piled up in Wellfleet.”

“I don’t mean the bodies, Mr. Luce. I mean the passengers.”

Luce took his eyes from the sky and brought them down to Ida’s level. “One and the same, Mrs. Pease. All one and the same. I’m sorry as can be, but that’s the thrust of it. Terrible thing, I know. Whatever Mrs. Luce and I can do . . . You’ll be wanting to get to Wellfleet, I imagine. If we can help with any of the procedures—”

Ida fought down a wave of hysterical laughter. “I’m familiar with the procedures,” she said. She turned and started back up the hill. She made it as far as the kitchen stoop when her knees began to tremble. She sat down hard on the cold and the ice and this new truth that she couldn’t seem to wrestle to earth. Ezra. Drowned. On the Portland.

Ida sat on the stoop until the rest of her began to tremble from the cold.

LATER, crouched before the fire, Ida still felt frozen—her body and her mind. What to do? Ezra would have told her, and she’d have ignored him more like, but even so, right now she’d have welcomed the telling. She sat some more, wishing something would thaw out so she could at least think if not feel, and when her brain did thaw the first thing she thought of was Chester Luce. You’ll be wanting to get to Wellfleet. Ida straightened. Yes, that was first. Or rather, second.

First was Ruth.

IDA CLIMBED the uphill track to Ruth’s with greater ease than she’d managed the downhill slide after Chester Luce. As she reached the house she stopped to gather herself, to bundle up her own inner turmoil and pack it away someplace out of reach until a later time when she could pull it out and sort through it in privacy. Now was Ruth’s time. Hattie’s time. But still, Ida hovered on the step, turning to look out over the farm. Ezra’s farm.

Of the two farmhouses Ruth’s was the newer, built when Ezra took over the farm, perched on the top of the rise so that Ruth would remain part of the place where she’d been born and raised but at enough of a distance to keep her nose out of the actual workings. Of course it was never possible to keep Ruth’s nose out of anything, but Ruth’s house held the best view: the scope of pasture and hill demarcated by the serpentine stone walls, a wide swath of sea beyond, an even wider patch of sky. From that vantage point nothing appeared changed, as if Luce had never climbed the hill and handed Ida the letter, as if Ezra had never written the letter, as if he and Mose had never sailed off for Boston. She peered down the hill at the pastured sheep, the old house, the barn. Any minute Ezra could walk out of that barn door knocking manure off his boot and cursing, most likely at Ida, but still . . .

Still. There should have been something more after that still. Ida waited, but nothing came. She knocked, opened Ruth’s door, and stepped inside.

OF THE TWO WOMEN, Ruth seemed to adjust to the news more quickly; Hattie looked blankly at Ida, but in due time the tears came. Ruth’s face looked as if it were meant to cry, the tracks already worn, but Hattie’s wasn’t yet laid out for it; Ida watched the tears flow willy-nilly over Hattie’s smoother cheeks for a time, but after a while she stood up.

“I need to go to Wellfleet and look for Ezra’s body.”

Hattie’s tears stopped. She stood also. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, you need to look after Ruth.”

Ruth snorted. “Who looks after who around here, I’d like to know?”

But Hattie dropped into her chair without argument.

LEM WAS WAITING at the fence when Ida returned. He was about to speak but Ida cut in first.

“I’m off to Wellfleet to look for his body. Will you mind the farm? I should only be a night.”

“I’ll go to Wellfleet.”

“No, I need you to mind the farm.”

“Ida—”

“I guess I know what you want to say but I think I’d do better just now if you didn’t say it. Is that all right?”

Lem peered hard at her. “I’m taking you to the boat.”

“All right.”

IDA WENT INSIDE, climbed the stairs to her room—Ezra’s room—and fumbled in the closet for her travel suit and travel boots, feeling under water. She looked down at the scuffs on the boots in disgust. Ida had been raised with pretty things; she liked pretty things; she painted—back when she’d painted—graceful still lifes and elegant portraits of men and ladies clad in their finery. But after her first soggy winter on the farm she’d returned her own silk dresses and satin shoes to the trunk where they still sat at the back of the closet, and—somehow—stopped even polishing her boots. But polish them for whom? Ruth would have missed the opportunity to cast a disapproving eye, and Ezra wouldn’t have noticed.

LEM HELPED IDA into the wagon and threw her bag in the back. They stayed silent the length of the ride until the wharf came into view, the schooner Newburgh still embedded in the middle of it; a crew worked nearby, taking the easiest route of rebuilding the wharf around the vessel. In the meantime rowboats still set off from shore to ferry the passengers to the steamer, and when Ida’s turn came she was glad enough of Lem’s hand, but not just because of the restriction of her corset. Oh, the dread she felt, sitting in that rocking boat, feeling every ounce of her own weight! Even without her mother’s stones, it would be a fast trip to the bottom.

“You call when you get back!” Lem hollered.

Ida nodded and could only hope he saw it because she couldn’t wave; she gripped the dory’s gunwale with both hands and stared at the crewman’s back as it strained, the past flying in and out of the waves around her.

FOR THE BETTER PART of a year after Ida lost her family, she’d sat in her parents’ town house on Beacon Hill, pinned down under the sheer weight of her grief. It was too much; too many; how to pry apart one face or voice or heart from the solid mass of dead to register its loss? How to separate a single memory? She was unable to think or form a plan. Whenever she saw water it had seemed to press on her, suffocate her, much as it had suffocated her mother. The house, frayed and fading around encased treasures her shipmaster grandfather had brought back from China likewise oppressed her. She couldn’t seem to break out of the track she walked from room to room, dusting and re-dusting lifeless objects that had lost all meaning for her. When she finally attempted to paint even a simple floral it came out too dreary, too full of umbers and ochres; when she tried a portrait of a neighbor’s child, the poor boy came out looking like he’d drowned, so pale had she made him. Such was Ida’s state at the end of that first year that she might have taken up with any man who chose to notice her, even one far less charming than Ezra.

And Ezra was charming. Ida had met him at a schoolmate’s wedding and had noticed his taking her in from top to bottom: hair swept high and loose in keeping with the current fashion, mourning silk enlivened with French lace collar and cuffs, her mother’s diamond and pearl encrusted locket hanging between her breasts. At the time Ida had believed it was her face and figure that had captured Ezra’s eye; later she suspected that in fact it had been the locket. But when Ida intercepted that look of appreciation she’d felt a little spark of life for the first time since she’d lost her family; she smiled, and that was all it took to draw Ezra across the room to her. And, she would admit it, Ida had liked the look of him too: the well-cut suit, the strong shoulders, the confident smile. And she’d liked it even more that he’d apparently asked around about her and knew of her tragedy yet refused to tiptoe around it as if it were contagious. “Are you truly all alone now?” he’d asked. “There’s no family left at all?”

Later in their acquaintance, after he’d discovered she was an artist, Ezra had talked of his island home as an enchanted place; he’d described a rising tide of affluent tourists always on the lookout for art, an acclaimed summer institute that offered classes in the arts, more flowers than she could paint in a lifetime. But more important than all of that, Ezra was a man of the land. A sheep farmer. A man who would never be swallowed by the sea. And perhaps there lay the greatest evidence of Ezra’s charm: the fact that he’d managed to talk Ida into island life, that a woman who abhorred the idea of water now lived surrounded by it. But when Ezra showed her his Martha’s Vineyard farm—the rolling green hills dotted with sheep, the water at a picturesque distance, a late-day glow pinking the stone walls, she’d thought: peace.

When had that peace washed away? Perhaps when Ezra and Mose started the salvage business that would not only take them to sea but to “meetings” at Duffy’s at every odd hour. Perhaps when Ezra leased office space in Boston that seemed to serve more as an excuse to leave the island at will and without warning. Or perhaps, more simply, when he stopped trying to charm her. However it happened, one day Ida woke from her long fog of grief to find that the island tourists were looking for island landscapes, not portraits and still lifes; that the famed institute was nothing but a summer school for teachers; that the flowers growing wild along the road and in the meadows drooped thinly when imprisoned in a vase; that most months of the year the water and sky and even the farm itself pressed in and down and around Ida like a grave; that she was trapped in a life that she could never claim as hers and from which she could never escape.

And now Ezra was dead. An unexpected wave of anger hit Ida; Ezra had drowned and left her here to sort for him among the bodies—again, a thing that wasn’t his fault, and yet somehow she could blame him for it.

IDA CLAMBERED ABOARD THE FERRY and found a seat inside, fixing her eyes on the horizon. The surface of the sea appeared calm enough, but she could feel the swell and roll of it below, the remains of the storm washing in from farther out. Was it still washing in bodies? They’d never recovered the bodies of her father and brothers, but there were times when Ida had thought of that as a gift, especially after she saw her mother’s crab-eaten face and those stones in her pockets. For a time Ida had dreamed of her father and brothers still alive, shipwrecked on a remote barrier island, but she wanted no such fantasies with Ezra; she wanted to find his body, to bring it home, to enclose him in the ground along with this terrifying, unwelcome anger. That she should feel this, that it should rise up and wrestle down the grief she should have felt only made her angrier.

The Woods Hole harbor, as compared to the Haven, seemed to have suffered little damage; the wood pilings on the dock stood upright, the steamship office, warehouses, and train station all possessed their original roofs; a few tall trees still hovered starkly in the background. Ida stepped gratefully onto ground that didn’t shift under her and hurried to the train station; she purchased the latest Atlantic to shield herself from unwanted conversation and secured a window seat. But as the train labored its way down the length of the Cape, she found herself ignoring the magazine and gazing out the window at flat fields, marsh, stunted black pines, ponds skimmed with ice, a bedraggled cluster of houses, and finally, the wind-blasted dunes of Wellfleet.

At the station Ida negotiated a hack without difficulty, but as they drew closer and closer to the shore, her composure left her. It was still bitterly cold, which meant Ida would find no rotting flesh awaiting her, but she began to imagine other things that could happen to a body after it had been pummeled by the sea. She began to imagine her mother.

The Lifesaving Station sat perched on the edge of a dune, its roof steeply pitched to deter the wind, a lookout turret standing defiantly above it. The Atlantic stretched out long and seemingly calm beyond, but Ida could hear the rumbling of surf at the foot of the bluff and wasn’t fooled. She stepped out of the carriage onto ground that now seemed as unstable as the sea and strode toward the building. The lifesaving boats were lined up outside; Ida considered why and pushed the thought aside, but inside the cavernous space it was as she’d feared—the entire floor was covered with bodies draped in blankets.

Ida stood still and waited as three others completed a ponderous circle of the room. One couple could have been the Chilmark Hardings. A single man could have been a relative of Ira Briggs’s cousin or Bert Robinson’s niece. She didn’t want to draw too close to them, to find she was recognized, to be forced to speak, but even more, she didn’t want to get close enough to read the details of their grief. Only after they left the building, the man and woman holding each other upright, the single man striding fast, as if to outpace his disappointment, did Ida approach the surf man on duty and show him the picture of Ezra she’d brought with her.

Ida’s single image of Ezra was one he’d commissioned for a wedding portrait: Ida sat stiffly in lilac silk, again wearing her mother’s locket; Ezra stood with a knee cocked, looking into the distance, already focused on his exit. The surf man studied the photo at length but as if out of politeness, not wishing to dismiss it without at least feigning attention; in the end he handed it back and gestured to the rows of bodies.

“Best look for yourself, ma’am.”

Ida began at the nearest corner and paced the rows, looking for anything of Ezra, even among the Negroes, even among the women, distrusting the sea, distrusting her senses. At first she wasn’t able to see anything; next she was able to see nothing but death. At last she was able to see this beard or that coat or a slant to a nose, but nothing she could join up to form Ezra. When she reached the end she stood and breathed to settle herself, then started again, slower this time, holding up the picture, lifting the blankets, remembering to look for Mose too, but she could make no single piece of flesh into either man. She returned to the surf man, who now stood leaning against the wall. “Are you still collecting bodies?”

“Not since the wind shifted.”

“How many are still missing?”

The surf man shrugged. “Nobody knows. The passenger list was on shipboard. They’re guessing they shipped close to two hundred, it being a holiday weekend.”

Ida made a quick survey of the room, estimating not more than forty bodies, which grew the odds against her finding Ezra. She turned and saw the driver had waited for her at the door with what appeared to be real empathy shadowing his face; he held out his arm and she took it, allowed him to walk her to the carriage. It was well beyond dark when he left her at a rooming house at the center of town that he insisted was clean and safe for women alone; he tried to refuse the money for the fare, but Ida pressed it into his hand. She was not the grieving widow he believed her to be.

But odd as it was considering that Ezra’s wasn’t among them, seeing those rows of dead bodies in Wellfleet and hearing the groaning of the sea beyond confirmed for Ida the fact of her husband’s death. Ezra wasn’t going to walk out of that barn. He wasn’t going to walk up that hill. He wasn’t going to barge into the kitchen with Mose, jabbering about whatever it was he chose to jabber about at the moment. He would not now, ever, age into Lem Daggett. He was dead.

Ezra, dead. Ida got up and paced the room, repeating the words aloud: Ezra, dead. Ezra dead, waiting for that overwhelming crash of grief that she knew so well. Around and around she went, seeing nothing but the worn rug under her feet, but no matter how many turns she took she felt nothing but hollow, blank. That fact and the long night itself wore away at her in turns; she’d imagined nothing could ever be as difficult as grief until she came upon its absence.
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IDA STOOD AT THE PASTURE FENCE and looked over the sheep. It was something else Lem had taught her—stand and look, get to know your flock, spy that gimpy leg or overgrown hoof or restless ewe before the leg twisted or the hoof rolled or the lamb was cast. The only trouble with sheep was that they were too stoic, Lem said; by the time they complained it was too late to do much good.

Ida had spent enough hours at the fence by now that she knew her charges: the one she called Queen, who posed like a statue whenever she saw anyone watching; the one born with a twisted leg that ran with an odd hop; the one with the nick in her ear. Queen; Hop; Nick; those she always knew and some others besides, but even if she couldn’t name every member of the flock she could pick out the drooping head and hollow back of a sick sheep from halfway across the field. As she did now.

It was one of the older ewes. Ida pondered whether to call Bett to cull the sick sheep from the flock but feared the dog would stress it, cause it to use up too much of its diminished strength. It stood up against the mottled stones of the wall as if to camouflage itself, and Ida determined she should be able to draw close. Ida collected Ezra’s crook and a halter, opened the gate, and walked into the pasture, setting off a chorus of noise and a parting of the sea of thick bodies as she walked. As she drew closer she noted the ewe’s sides heaved as if laboring to breathe. Ida hooked the sheep and haltered it without difficulty, led it into the barn, and called Lem.

IDA WATCHED Lem’s practiced hands examine the sheep, feeling for pulse and respiration, pulling back the eyelids, opening the mouth. Ida had once asked Ezra why Lem didn’t have his own sheep farm, knowing everything about sheep the way he did.

“He had one,” Ezra had answered. “Burned to the ground one night and his wife with it. It took all the starch out of him; he never could face building again from scratch.” There Ezra had paused. “Although once he asked me did I ever think about selling this place.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I laughed and said ‘Take it!’ Told him my price. He never mentioned it again.”

Now, Lem straightened. “This looks like pneumonia.” He fetched the hollow drench horn; Ida went inside and fetched the brandy. She filled the horn while Lem secured the sheep between his legs, then tipped its head back and funneled in the brandy. She knew the rest. Watch and wait. Either the sheep recovered or there’d be mutton for dinner.

IDA RETURNED to the house thinking of the calendar, of the long winter ahead, followed by the spring lambing and shearing, the summer haying and weaning, the fall breeding and livestock sale, back around again to another long winter. As absent as Ezra had come to be, he’d always made sure he was on hand for lambing, shearing, haying, the sale in October. How was Ida to manage it? Lem would do the shearing, but she’d have to find the money to pay him; she’d have to find the money to pay Bart Robinson, who harvested the hay. Come to that, she didn’t like the look of the hayloft—those sheep would eat through eight tons of hay before the grass greened again, and if she had to buy hay . . . Ida knew the farm account had been dangerously depleted when Ezra bought a prize ram in September, but it hadn’t worried him because of the Maine job, he said. The Maine job he’d never finished. But now Ida remembered hearing Mose and Ezra, sitting at the kitchen table, gleeful after the purchase of the Cormorant, making some sort of list. She’d barely listened, it not being a favorite subject, but she’d heard one particular word: insurance.

THE SNOWMELT CAUSED a new problem in town; now Ida’s hem was coated in mud by the time she reached Main Street, and once again she cut down onto the beach. Some of the boats had been refloated, a couple had been left to rot, more flotsam had washed up from the wreckage, the cargo of lime still burned. The news of Ezra being aboard the Portland must have gone out; she passed a group of three men she recognized by their faces but couldn’t sort by name, and they fell silent with that awkward attention death always brought forth. As she moved on she heard the low rumble of their voices behind her, made out the words artist and gone soon, spoken in a flat tone in which Ida heard no regret.

Ida continued up to the street, watching her footing more than the surroundings, and almost missed the fact that someone had replaced the office windowpane. Lem, she guessed. As she drew closer she could hear noise from inside: the clank of the stove door, something scraping across the floor, the ping ping ping of water dripping onto metal. She opened the door expecting to see Lem’s economical form crouched at the stove and took a step back as it straightened up and kept rising. Not Lem.

Ida shut the door forcefully and the man whirled around. “Good Lord, you startled me.”

Well, he’d startled Ida too, even though she knew him well enough: Mose Barstow’s brother, Henry, a man she’d first met long before she’d met Mose, or come to that, Ezra.

THE OPENING EXHIBIT at the Boston Art Club was an event of which people took notice: artists, art patrons, politicians, and most valued of all, society. Mrs. McKinley had allowed the loan of her portrait, and it and a golden bowl of lilies Ida had been particularly proud of occupied a corner of a wall crowded with works of other undiscovered artists. At first Ida had bemoaned that positioning, but after a half hour she realized that it allowed her work to stand out as perhaps a rung above her neighbors’. She lingered as unobtrusively as she could until Mr. Morris spied her and came dashing up just as he dashed at her in the studio. He pointed at the portrait. “Yes, yes, yes, Miss Russell, now you’ve got the ground just right.”

A couple standing just the other side of Morris swiveled to look, the man an unusual combination of light hair and dark eyes, the woman a shimmering redhead who seemed unsurprised by the number of eyes that swiveled her way.

“Is this your work?” the man asked.

Ida nodded.

“Extraordinary.” The man looked again at the portrait. “Do I know this lady?” He bent down to read the label and a pair of vertical lines sprang up between his eyebrows. “Perhaps not.”

Ida studied the man, who continued to study the portrait. “Was Mrs. McKinley pleased with your rendering?”

“She was.”

“Her eyes are so remarkably—”

“Empty? I painted them as they were. An utter void.”

There the man lifted his own eyes to meet Ida’s, and in them she saw an understanding that surprised her, as if they’d talked about this before, as if they shared a secret knowledge of this woman or this painting or this day. Had Ida lived it before? But now the man was smiling at her, and it was the kind of smile that could only draw up the corners of Ida’s mouth in answer. “And yet she was pleased with the portrait,” the man said. “Which perhaps speaks to another void.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Henry,” the redhead cut in. “She was made to look beautiful, which is all any woman wants. Isn’t that so, miss? But she couldn’t have been this beautiful; so few women are.”

“She wasn’t,” Ida said. “But she thought she was. Hence, she was pleased with my work. The eyes were my sole bit of honesty.”

Now the man—Henry, it would appear his name was—grew pensive. “Ah, honesty. We think it an absolute, don’t we? We think a thing or a person is honest or dishonest, and yet there are these shades, these times—” The man’s pensive gaze turned to his wife.

“Henry, we should have my portrait done,” she said. “In the style of Sargent. Wouldn’t that be lovely, a portrait in the style of Sargent?” She addressed Ida. “You could manage that, surely? Take a study of his scandalous Madame X. I could be your scandalous Madame Y.”

“I’d hate to rob Mr. Sargent of his next scandal,” Ida said. “Or his next letter.”

The man—Henry—turned a delighted gaze on Ida. He spoke quietly. Intently. “Best you leave Sargent to Sargent and work on the next Russell,” he said.

As they walked away Ida could hear the woman’s surgically clear voice trailing behind: “Obviously that woman has a lot more free time than I do.”

BETWEEN THAT DAY and the present one Ida had run into Henry Barstow a number of times and had always been compelled by those eyes. If she were to paint those eyes she’d use something warm, like burnt sienna, and she’d put a touch of the sienna in that wheat-colored hair. Perhaps a touch of that wheat in the eyes . . . But it wasn’t so much the colors that always drew Ida to seek out Henry Barstow’s eyes—it was the invitation in them, to laugh, or to live, or to share some bit of knowledge or thought or feeling or . . . what? Ida collected herself. Right now the eyes were nothing but solemn.

“My sympathies, Mrs. Pease,” Barstow said.

“How did you get in here?” Ida asked. “What are you doing in here?”

Barstow reached into his pocket and withdrew a key. “Right now I’m trying to get this stove to stop smoking. But in fact I’m my brother’s executor.” He paused. “And your husband’s. Did you not know of that?”

“I did not.” But Ida conceded to herself it was possible that Ezra might have mentioned it during one of those conversations where, in the interest of self-preservation, Ida had
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