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Scotty’s funeral was on the Upper East Side, close to where his gallery had been for so many years. Out of nostalgia, I had taken a room in Greenwich Village, close to my former studio. I would take the subway to see him for the last time as I had done during the years of our truncated association. In my studio, I painted portraits for him. In his gallery, I sold paintings for him, generally to the same set of people whose portraits I was painting. 

Franklin Scott was a portrait painter before he gravitated into the business end of art. For a time, he became my patron in that medium. While the advent and novelty of photography slowed the painted portraits business for a time, by the 1920s, photography was commonplace. Most immigrant families could afford to pose for the camera in formal attire for their weddings, baptisms and the like. For the more well-to-do, the pendulum of fashion swung back to portraits in oil. Scotty kept three protégés engaged in oil portraits for whomever wanted to pay - old money, nouveau riche or vain speculators with money burning holes in their pockets, it didn’t matter. In 1929, I was the most senior of the three. Scotty had a talent for convincing the clients that his protégés, “up and coming painters already of some renown in our circle,” would produce for them “not only a work of art, but a very sound investment.” It was the era of “buy low, sell high” and the clients resonated well with that line. 

I was in my studio in Philadelphia when a letter arrived with the morning mail. I was working at the easel in the fine north light of a June morning. The windows were open and the ceiling fans were rotating slowly, stirring the warm air. The letter was short and to the point. 

Dear Mr. Stewart,


I regret to inform you that Mr. Franklin Scott passed away on June 4. His funeral will be at St. Francis de Sales church in New York City on June 9. Mr. Scott has left you an inheritance, and you may make an appointment to visit my office on or after June 10 regarding this inheritance. Please reply to me at this address to indicate your plans and preferences. 

William Livingston, Esq.



I stopped working on the landscape that I had been painting from a photograph I had taken about ten years previously along the Normandy coast of France during my peacetime return to the village of Pont à Mousson where I had served with the American Ambulance Field Service prior to the U.S. entry into World War I. As I cleaned my brushes, waves of memories washed over me, bittersweet and salty with tears. I had not thought of Scotty in a long time, or of Katherine Olmstead, to whom his memory was so indelibly linked. Actually, it is not accurate to say that I had not thought of Katherine in a long time. I thought of her often, but it had been a long time since I had felt her. And the tears were not for Scotty.

It was after my return to the States from the ugliness of the first World War that painting had become my passion. I had seen enough of mechanized destruction, and humanity’s lack of ability to repair the terrible damage it inflicted, to last me my lifetime. I was twenty years old in 1916 when I left the University of Pennsylvania and my family in Philadelphia for Europe and about a hundred and twenty-two years old when I returned eighteen months later. 

Like a small group of others in the Ivy League colleges, I had volunteered for the American Ambulance Field Service in France, working in between the small towns along the Moselle river, like Pont à Mousson and Montauville, under German bombardment. I had fast reflexes, strength and the hubris of youth, and I became an ambulance driver. My faithful “Number 10” and I spent just about every day of that year and a half in the transport of bodies, bloody and wounded, alive and dead. 

That time had left me with only invisible scars, unlike the physical ones that had been inflicted on so many others, and on many of my colleagues. Those invisible scars included the death of people with whom I had become close and the daily exposure to the injury, pain and death of soldiers. Despite those scars, I considered myself to be very fortunate to have had those experiences and to live to tell about them. 

It was through those experiences, when seconds can become hours and days can become years, that I began to grasp the relativity and endless cycles of life, and cycles within cycles. War and peace; day and night; cold and heat; boom and bust; birth and death and, occasionally, rebirth. These were present on micro and macro levels everywhere, and I would spend the rest of my life seeing them and doing my best to embed them in the work I created. 

The years I spent in France at that young age never left me and stayed in my core through the thirty years since then. Thirty years that had seen so much change and turmoil, including a horrific period of fascism, oppression and the slaughter of a second World War from which we were only beginning to emerge. People of my experience had thought it wasn’t possible for a war to be more terrible than the one that we experienced, but that naive thought faded as the terrors of extermination camps, carpet bomb firestorms and even the atom bomb overtook the trenches, gasses and shrapnel of our war.

I have heard the opinion that war is man’s natural state. I don’t believe that, but I do believe that gullibility is. It seems to only take one person to ignite a mass madness and, unfortunately, there is never a shortage of that one person anywhere around the world. The years and wars go by, weapons get more sophisticated, bodies pile up and, for some reason I cannot fathom, the next war is always just around the bend.

On my return from France, I resumed living with my family in Philadelphia, trying to wash away the traumas and return to some kind of normalcy. I did not return to University life. I was still in shock and maybe a little guilty for being alive. I read philosophy, Western and Eastern, during the days and drowned myself in drink, music and camaraderie at nights. The Tao te Ching told me that I had bent like the bamboo and survived a terrible storm that had caused so many others to fall, but I was anything but at peace with myself. Nothing I did seemed to bring me any closer to peace. 

Then I found painting. After months of spinning on the wheel of life, I made the resolve to rise early and ride my bicycle as fast as I could along the twists and turns of the gently flowing Schulkyll river in Fairmount Park. The cold rock, still wet with morning dew, was on one side of me and the river was on the other. While I rode, I watched the rowers that were so beautifully captured by Thomas Eakins in the previous century. They glided across the surface of the river as I wanted to glide through life. I would ride across the Falls Bridge, sucking in the fresh air, trying to rid my lungs and heart of the months of smoking and indulgences. After the bridge, I would stop at the Philadelphia Art Museum in Memorial Hall, spending hours placing myself inside those paintings. One day I picked up a brush myself.

I discovered a talent that I never knew I had and, a few years later, I was accepted into the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. The Academy dated back to the early 1800s, and was held in high regard. Eakins had been there, and many others: Cecilia Beaux, Alexander Stirling Calder, Mary Cassatt, William Glackens. That list of talent and the massive, multicolored Victorian Gothic building on Broad Street, designed by Frank Furness, which had opened in the Centennial year of 1876, were impressive and intimidating to a nascent artist entering its doors.

As it turned out, I fit in well with the Academy’s egalitarian and modern views, and I specialized in urban and rural realism as well as portraiture. Four years of intense study, student shows and art-focused trips to the capitals of Europe followed. After graduation, I traveled, spending about a year each in Paris and Rome, where I marginally supported myself through Academy connections and learned much more than I earned. 

I returned to Philadelphia with a body of work from my travels, and exhibited at an Academy alumni show. It was there that I caught Franklin Scott’s eye. He bought one of my paintings, a portrait, and soon after that, in the Spring of 1926, I found myself working at his New York studio and gallery. I was thirty years old, but still feeling like a novice with my relatively late start. Although Scotty rejected urban realism, and viewed my interest in it as something that would properly fade over time as I matured as an artist, he was quite taken with my portraiture. 

New York in the Twenties was exciting and consuming. I quickly became passionately engaged in painting, parties and women. Although the mood of the country was largely conservative, the Village of Greenwich in the sovereign state of Manhattan certainly was not. Living there, it was easy to ignore all of the conservative aspects of the “return to normalcy” espoused by President Harding and followed by Coolidge, including, most visibly, Prohibition. New York is really only marginally part of the United States anyway. It is more of an international port, teeming with immigrants, overseas commerce and languages. 

The letter brought it all back. The apartments, people, sounds, and smells of city going about its business - horses and shop girls clomping down the narrow streets, cars futilely honking their horns at whatever happened to be in their way, fruit and vegetable sellers calling out their wares in various accents, and Scotty with his gray suits, hats and silver walking sticks making his way among and above them.

He gave the impression of a serious, but pleasant, gentleman in dress and manner, and it wasn’t until you really got to know him that you saw him otherwise. He was charming, knew how to get by in French and Italian, smoked cigarettes from a holder with a silver band that matched all of the other metal he wore. He had many acquaintances, especially in the worlds of art and society, but not many close friends. Scotty’s family was originally from Washington Square, and one of his acquaintances was Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, the sculptor and art patron, who had opened a studio in the Village on MacDougal Alley that was later to become the Whitney Museum of American Art. 

Scotty and Gertrude Whitney disagreed on almost everything connected with art, but she found him to be “a genuine character.” He was not married, and kept his affairs in that realm discreet. In the five years we spent together, I never knew any of his women or men. “As far as I can see, there’s nothing to be gained by getting married,” I remember him telling me one evening as we were closing the gallery after a very slow day. It had snowed in the morning and the sky remained gray and heavily clouded throughout the day. The paintings seemed uniformly somber in that gloomy light, and he took on that mood. “I have enough money, so there’s no need to marry for that. What other earthly reason could there be? Love? Mostly a childish fantasy or hormonal madness. I hope I have grown beyond either at this point in my life.”

Scotty looked on everything that way. He had his passions and turned a blind eye to everything else. He loved quality, in art, furniture, food, wine, clothes and, he liked to think, in people. He only loved money for what it could bring him in those other realms. He was not avaricious, but his level of taste required more wealth than it probably was good for him to have. It was money and the fall out from it, during those wild times in the late twenties, that led to all our problems and brought me so quickly in and out of the life of Katherine Olmstead like a stock on which you think you are going to make a killing and instead wake up one day to find it completely bankrupt.
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It was my inheritance from Scotty, more than the desire to attend his funeral, which brought me to New York. Even though I had been raised with it, I had left organized religion long before. My only remaining interest in churches and cathedrals was in their art. While I was there, I would also try to visit my friends, Valentine and Bibi Dudensing. They were just about ready to depart Manhattan forever in favor of a life in France, where Bibi had spent some important years of her life. I was sure they had also heard of Scotty’s passing. 

Valentine owned the Valentine Gallery on East 57th street, and had been an acquaintance of Katherine Olmstead’s from the early days of his and his father’s galleries when she frequented them in her passion for art. I had first met him in 1929, during the period where I was painting the portrait of Katherine. Now he was closing the gallery after almost a quarter of a century, and I thought it fitting to say farewell to him in the same trip where I was saying goodbye to Scotty.

On the morning of Scotty’s funeral, I left my rented room in Greenwich Village, walking through familiar streets on the way to the subway, making sure that my route took me past the building where I used to live. It was still there and in use. I saw laundry hanging on the fire escape landing and the windows on the top floor partially open. I couldn’t see anyone inside, but there was a large canvas leaning up against one of the walls. It made me feel good to think that there could be someone like the young John Stewart living and working there.

My life there in 1929 was that of a man coming into his prime, albeit a bit late. I had been living in the Village for going on three years, and had what I considered to be a good life there, but at thirty-three years old, did not really have that much to show for myself. I was still a journeyman artist, painting second tier portraits for Scotty and only showing a few pieces in his gallery as part of multi-artist shows. I was living in the middle of a vibrant and cutting edge art scene without being a part of it other than being a spectator, going to some galleries and events. Part of that was driven by the contract I had with Scotty which stipulated that I could not show work in any other gallery, and part of it was driven by my own uncertainty in my artistic direction. The art world was in upheaval – change, radicalism and new styles were everywhere. I was waiting for my inner voice to give me my own direction, and it seemed either that voice was silent, or too quiet to be heard over the din of outside voices.

My friends were a mix of acquaintances I picked up along the way from the art world, the neighborhood, local speakeasies and my building. I had a neighbor named Phil Thompson, who he had come from a family with money and from a career in law. He had left his practice some years back after winning a big case for Standard Oil.  “I have plenty of money now,” he told me, “and see no reason to spend the rest of my life in pursuit of more, while making more for a few people who already have too much, when there are so many people struggling with not enough or with nothing.” He still occasionally used his legal skills to help people faced with unfair circumstances, and worked with many people trying to shape rights for the poor. Unlike many of his other friends, he wasn’t a communist. He simply believed in fair play.  We did quite a bit of drinking and talking in those years. Phil had died five years ago, and I knew I would miss him on this visit.

I would hear from my family in Philadelphia about others with whom I had attended the University who had gone on to be doctors, lawyers, engineers - professional people with careers, families and a solid place in the world. My parents were not very subtle with their letters, and the message was clear. Here I was, already in my thirties, and compared to my peers, what did I have to show for it? They also kept me up to date on the Philadelphia women, who was still available and who was not. I did not look forward to these letters, but always answered them.

I remember being asleep in the arms of my favorite aspiring actress on the summer morning that Scotty came to tell me of the commission for Katherine Olmstead Welles’ portrait. Mona was still waitressing more than acting, but she was committed to breaking into Broadway or the movies. She had landed a couple of bit parts in Broadway productions and some minor roles in off-Broadway, but she was still struggling to find a real next career move. She was a looker who could sing and dance, so it seemed a good fit. We had been out late the night before, drinking and dancing until the wee hours. 

After I let Scotty into the apartment, Mona bathed and dressed while I talked with him and made coffee for the three of us. Scotty had rolls from the bakery around the corner, which was good because my cupboards were mostly bare and I was hungry. He poked through my canvasses while I ground coffee beans and put the pot on the stove. The strong coffee smelled like what moist black earth must smell like to a farmer after a long drought.  

I was living like a king by artist standards thanks to Scotty renting me space in this building he owned at a below-market rate in exchange for paying me less than I really deserved in both the commissions I performed for him and the work I did in the gallery. The arrangement suited me fine. The neighborhood was a little rough, but the loft was large, with a small kitchen, a bath from which I could now hear Mona singing a melody unknown to me, a sleeping area and studio where I had two easels and about a half-dozen canvasses in various stages of completion. I gave Scotty his cup of coffee as he examined an experimental painting I had done of Washington Square, with blurred rain, figures in overcoats, monochromatic trees. Scotty was not a big fan of anything other than traditional representational art. He viewed those styles as fads that had come, and should now go. 

I was sure that he was not going to look positively on the other works I had in progress either. I had done more urban realism canvases, two of a local fish market and two of a construction site. Also, there was a surrealist piece inspired by my time with the American Ambulance Section in France, a blend of forests, rivers, ambulance, bodies of soldiers, a hospital ward and cemetery crosses. 

The artistic narrowness of Scotty’s gallery was, after three years of being associated with it, becoming a problem. His gallery only showed very traditional work - natural realism, still lifes and portraiture. I was happy to do portraiture, but my setting in the Village was not inspiring me to natural realism and I was not a big fan of my still lifes. I did them, but never thought I had a talent comparable to people who did them well. They always looked second rate to me. 

There were some small galleries who were interested in my work, but the contract I signed with Scotty said that I would exhibit nowhere else in New York. When I signed, it seemed a little thing, but by that point it started feeling like chains.

Scotty made no comment about my paintings that morning, and I was still too groggy and self-conscious with Mona there to press the point to Scotty about opening his gallery’s artistic aperture. So, I let him talk about the primary point of his visit - the contract he had entered into with Mr. Christopher Welles for a portrait of his wife. Even at fifty-two years old, passing by that building again, I can still taste the slightly burned flavor of that particular cup of coffee, see the painting of Washington Square that never made it out of that room, see Scotty, Mona and the view out of those windows to a lost New York.

I was to discover later that Scotty and Christopher Welles were far from strangers or even casual associates. They had been classmates at one of those exclusive prep schools where you are sent to form the friendships that enable you to navigate a prosperous life no matter how poor your own talents may be. The sheepskin and personal relationships, mostly nurtured through the breaking of whatever rules happened to be in the way, were generally the two main reasons parents were more than willing to plunk down obscene amounts of money for what was mostly a mediocre education. There must have been something strong between Scotty and Chris Welles from those past years to sustain their relationship, since they were so different in the present. 

Welles was your classic “hale good fellow well met,” with a deep voice, firm handshake, and money sufficient for his family to summer on Long Island. He was someone who always seemed like he was one sentence away from trying to sell you something you really didn’t want, like life insurance or a questionable investment. Scotty was generally quiet, an aesthete. He was also trying to sell you something, but at least it was something that had intrinsic quality in a way that made you feel special. It was hard to imagine the two of them as friends, but they were. It was also hard to imagine Chris Welles being married to Katherine Olmstead, but he was. 

It must have been Scotty that gave Chris Welles the last minute idea of having a portrait done of his wife for her thirty-fifth birthday. He must have been planning something else for her, or had no plan at all, and Scotty interjected a plan of his own. 

There was a viewing at the church prior to Scotty’s funeral mass. I arrived at the church early, when there was no one there other than the undertakers and two altar boys. Scotty had no immediate family that I knew of. The undertakers were talking among themselves in hushed voices, but they seemed to be smiling and suppressing a laugh over something. It was just another day at the office for them. The altar boys were hustling items to and fro like busy worker bees, getting ready for the mass that would process another former believer on his way to heaven, hell or purgatory. The open casket lay at the head of the main aisle in front of the altar, looking lonely in the cavernous space, and Scotty lay in it, looking the same way.

It was my first view of him in the almost twenty years since 1929, but he essentially looked the same, even in death. The same style of suit he had always worn, neatly pressed; his hair, although grayer, just as full and parted in the same way; even his favorite walking stick lay beside him to help him navigate the afterlife as it had helped him navigate the streets of Manhattan.

I had no prayers to offer Scotty, and it was still an hour before the service, so after a time of standing by the side of the casket with thoughts piling up like a thundercloud that rushes in from a distant horizon and gathers tumultuously overhead, I went back onto the street and walked the few blocks into the green oasis of Central Park.

The paths were soft under my shoes from recent rain. I remembered the ground of the damp forests and fields outside Pont à Mousson, Montauville and Verdun where, with my Number 10 and other members of my Section, I transported so many wounded, dead and ghosts. It was more than thirty years ago, but seemed much closer, like an distant island viewed through a telescope. 

I remembered Katherine being so very curious about my war experiences. We spent hours talking about them during the days she sat for her portrait and nights that followed. She was interested for a number of reasons. Firstly, people always have an interest in things completely foreign to their daily reality, and she was no exception. Secondly, there was her brother who had also gone to war. Her husband had not. He, like Scotty, was twelve years older than I, putting him over the cusp. He could have gone if he wanted to, but I’m sure the thought never seriously crossed his mind. There was little profit in being a soldier.

I rarely saw Katherine and her husband together during my brief time with them. He was almost always at his his work while I worked on Katherine’s portrait. There was something about Chris Welles that inspired me to not respect or like him from the very start. Perhaps it was because his whole manner and demeanor seemed calculated to inspire just those things. He had a false tone, like a copy of an expensive instrument that has the look, but none of the feel or timbre, of the original. In normal circumstances, I would have ignored him completely. But falling in love with his wife hardly made for normal circumstances. 

I never walked through Central Park with Katherine. She lived on the Upper East Side in a well-appointed townhouse that had been given to her by her family. She was distantly related to the famous Olmstead who had designed this park, but she had no contact with that part of the family. Her money came from her mother’s side, and there was quite a lot of it. Hers was a New York society marriage, picture and article in the Times, honeymoon in Europe, all of what was expected. He was thirty-eight and a very eligible bachelor in the city, established, handsome and from a good family. She was twenty-six, beautiful, self-sufficient and an absolute catch. 

The expectations did not stop there. Everyone expected nothing but the best in everything from them. Expected that Chris Welles would continue to be successful in the prestigious law firm founded by one of his great uncles, that his wife would bear him at least one healthy son to be his heir and carry on the family name, that she would support the arts and do charity work while raising the children with the help of a properly skilled staff, that she would choose the right furnishings and friends to decorate their homes and their lives. These items were accomplished without any outward ambiguity or angst, as if a checklist had been agreed to beforehand and it was now as straightforward as simply filling in the checkmarks.

But 1929 was a year that broke many expectations, and I certainly felt as if I made my own contribution to the Welles’ family crash that followed the financial one that took down the Stock Exchange and country as a whole. 
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I began painting the portrait of Katherine Welles in August 1929. It was a hot month. At her request, I was to start work at their summer home in East Hampton where, according to the invitation and instructions that came to me in a signed letter, I was to be made a guest of the house and spend as much time as I wished. I was to be picked up by automobile and driven to their home with whatever equipment and luggage that would fit. Anything else could be done either in a second trip or by carrier at their expense. I was thanked for my graciousness in accepting this inconvenience, although beyond lugging my easel, paints and canvasses, I was not sure that weeks at the seaside away from the sweltering Village constituted an inconvenience.

Mona was there again on the morning I was to be picked up. I woke her at eight and rushed her through her morning routine and out the door. She was not happy about that or about me being gone for a few weeks. “I guess this means I get the heave-ho,” she said. “Don’t expect me to wait around for you. One of the Marx Brothers was giving me the big eye when I was auditioning. This could be my ticket to being a star.”

Mona shared a flat with a dancer and singer whose real name was Peggy McElroy, but went by the stage name of Helen Hale. She was a leader of a dance troupe called the Gamby-Hale Girls, who played chorus roles in Broadway musicals. The Marx Brothers had seen the Girls and taken a shine to them, and now they were working as part of the movie production of their Broadway show, The Cocoanuts, which was being filmed at Paramount’s Astoria Studios in Queens. Helen told Mona that the movie needed some extras - had taken her to the studio and introduced her to the assistant producer. The producer thought that Mona had a good look, and she was scheduled to go back to Queens the following week and be an extra in the movie.

“I heard they’re still doing some auditions for Show Girl too,” she said as she drank her coffee and examined my face. “Apparently they aren’t happy with some of the chorus and they are changing some people out. It sounds like a nightmare.”

“Then why are you interested in doing it?”

“Are you kidding? Ziegfeld, Ruby Keeler, the Gershwins, Duke Ellington, Jimmy Durante . . . you can’t get many more big names than this show has! Talk about a big break!”

“How are the reviews?”

“Not so hot. But who cares? It will have a run and I could be part of it.”

“It sounds like you would be a perfect fit for it, by the title.”

“I am perfect,” she said, “as you know.”

“Perfectly adorable,” I said. “Will you be here when I get back? If you’re not in Hollywood, that is.”

“You can write me and invite me out to Long Island, and maybe we’ll see,” she said. “Is she coming here today to drive out there with you? Whoever the hell is she is.”

“I told you who she is. A big commission,” I said.

“I want to meet her.”

“She’s already on the island.”

“When does she come here?”

“After the island.”

“I’ll get to meet her then, right? That is, on the off chance that I’m still here and we’re still together.”

I said nothing, but she persisted. “Why are you not agreeing? Are you ashamed of me?”

“Don’t be an idiot. I know you want to sniff her out. And I don’t want you to. She’s just a client, and she’s married. You’ll give her the third degree, just like you’re giving me, and you’ll make her uncomfortable.” 

“I beg your pardon,” she said, “I’m always very charming.”

“You are charming,” I said, “and I’m going to miss you. I really don’t want to leave you here, but I have to work.”

I took her in my arms. She softened for a brief time, and then she wriggled out. “Yes, work. Playing at the beach with some rich dame while I’m sweating my ass off on a soundstage in Queens and serving food to other people in Greenwich Village.” 

“You’re the one who wanted to be in the movies,” I said.

She stomped around the studio, letting off steam like the coffee pot. By ten o’clock, after one more goodbye scene, she left.

The Welles’ chauffeur, Thomas, arrived at ten-thirty and we transferred my luggage and equipment down the four flights of stairs.  His naturally ruddy complexion turned several shades of deeper red by the time my easel, paints, canvasses, trunk and suitcase were all stowed, more or less securely, in the back seat and small boot of a Cadillac 341B Touring Car. My things looked poor in it. The car caused a minor sensation in the neighborhood, as people openly gaped at the elegance of its gleaming exterior and plush interior, complete with bud vases sporting yellow roses. The only room left for me was on the front seat, next to Thomas. 

I was quiet as we slowly made our way out to the Williamsburg bridge. Thomas did not hesitate to use the horn to clear our way of pedestrians. When we were rolling more or less unobstructed through Queens Borough, I tried my best to engage him in some conversation, but it was mostly unsuccessful. He did a “yes, sir,” “no sir” routine through most of my attempts at small talk, about things like Hoover’s newly appointed commission to officially confirm that there was some link between crime and Prohibition, and the start of construction of what was to be the tallest building in the world right in midtown. 

The only thing I could get him to open up about, even a bit, was the Cadillac.  It was obvious that he thought of it as his own. I learned that it had flat head V-8 engine and could do eighty miles an hour easily. It was somewhat interesting, but the possibility of me owning or driving one of these machines seemed as remote as owning an apartment on the moon. I settled into silence and the belief that it was going to be a very long drive.

I had not been in automobiles very much since my ambulance days in the Moselle valley over a decade before. I thought of my stripped-down, battered Ford with the canvas top stretched over a frame above the flatbed and its cargo of three couche’, the term given to wounded soldiers on stretchers, one on each side of the floor and one suspended from the center of the roof. I recalled rough rides over makeshift French roads with their shell and mine craters and the horrible jolts when the steering wheel would be wrenched from my grip, the clattering engine straining above the noise of German shells and the groans and screams of my passengers. I made many journeys like that, going up and down the hills that rose from the Moselle, all so unlike the smooth ride I was now getting. There was an actual suspension system, mostly flat paved road, the luxury of padded seats and no nerve-wracking anticipation of artillery shells falling from the sky.

I thought of the men of my Section, Americans, English and French, and how, with a common goal, national barriers so easily disappeared - about as solid as the smoke from the cigarettes we shared around a fire or gaming table during our off hours. The Americans had fought the English, the French had fought the English, yet there we all were, locked in a brotherhood against the German menace. And the brotherhood didn’t completely exclude them either. There were stories of French and German soldiers in their trenches going back and forth, exchanging wine, cigarettes, beer, conversation and laughter in between the bullets and shells. I personally had the experience of French commanders putting wounded German soldiers into my ambulance ahead of French soldiers because the German soldiers were more critically wounded. It was often hard to reconcile this humanity with the impersonal Great Butchery that went on every day, but such is the ambiguity of the human condition. 

The Cadillac rolled through towns that kept becoming more and more sparse. I had never been this far out on Long Island, and my impression was that it was a different country. You could see the ocean in between the trees and large estates and you could smell it, a mixture of salt, water, vegetation and immensity that caused my heart to beat faster and my lungs to breathe deeper. It was about a four-hour drive, with a stop in the middle for a roadside lunch of a sandwich provided by Thomas. 

The Welles’ summer house was a good-sized, two-story shingle-style situated on what looked to be several acres of beachfront property. It was hidden from the road by a dense bank of evergreen trees and, other than the calling of some gulls and sounds of surf in the distance, it was quiet when Thomas and I disembarked. Thomas took my suitcase to what was to be my bedroom on the second floor, small but with a private bath and view to the sea. He told me to make myself comfortable and freshen up if I wanted to. He would take care of the rest of my things. Mrs. Welles would meet me on the terrace for tea at four. Thomas seemed more comfortable now that there were clearly defined boundaries, and more than a few inches of space between us. 

My first impression of Katherine Olmstead Welles was that she seemed to glide. She was tall, slim and dressed completely in white. Her lace dress followed the gentle breeze that came in from the sea. I was six feet tall and she was only a few inches below my eye level. She shook my hand and introduced herself. A hint of a perfume surrounded her, so faint it was more of a suggestion. Her face was good subject material, strong and angular. Her eyes were her most striking feature – large, blue, and with a quality that seemed iridescent. She directed me to a small table with a sun umbrella, where a maid was busy setting out tea, and sat gracefully. 

“So, where do we start?” she asked. “I have to be honest that, while I’m very much looking forward to the end result,  I’m not looking forward to the process. I think sitting for a portrait will be torture. I hope you’ll be accommodating.”

“Accommodating in what way?” 

“By allowing me movement when I need it,” she said. “I know this is the last thing you want to hear, but sitting still for long periods is not one of my strong points.”

“Please don’t worry. We will be fine. I have no intention of making this experience unpleasant for you in any way.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Did you and my husband discuss any details of the portrait?”

“No, I haven’t actually met or spoken to your husband,” I said. “The portrait was commissioned through Franklin Scott, who I believe you know. A portrait is my only direction.”

“I see. Well, we really do have a blank canvas from which to start then.”

I asked if she had any thoughts on it. If she wanted to be standing or seated. Details like clothes, jewelry, place. I knew she had two children and asked if she wanted them in the painting.

“I think a simple portrait of myself, alone, would be best,” she said. “I’m not sure of the clothes or jewelry. Perhaps you could help me decide.”

So, for the next couple of hours, I watched Katherine go through change after change from her wardrobe. She also called in her maid, Violet, to see each incarnation, which seemed to imply a level of trust beyond what might be expected of such a relationship. 

The only break was an introduction to the children, who were brought in by a nanny, who Katherine called Julie with a French “J.” Julie was still dressed for the beach in a black and white swimming costume. She was petite, with blond ringlets and looked to be in her late teens. She spoke with a strong French accent. The children were tired and ready for a nap after a strenuous day of swimming and playing. Christopher Junior was three and Mary Frances was seven. They were both beautiful children. Katherine gave them big hugs and asked them about their day at the beach. 

“We saw boats, Mommy. Lots of boats,” Mary Frances said.

“Seashell, Mommy! Seashell!” Christopher held out a brightly colored shell.

“Oh, it’s beautiful, darling!” Katherine said, turning it over and examining it closely as if it were a precious jewel. “Maybe you should put it next to your bed for your nap so you can have beautiful dreams.”

“Why are you so dressed up, Mommy?” Mary Frances asked.

“This nice man is going to paint my portrait, sweetheart. Isn’t that exciting?”

“Is he going to paint mine?”

“When you get a little older, I’m sure we can have Mr. Stewart paint yours also. Mr. Stewart only paints big people.”

“I’m big! When am I going to be big enough?”

“In a couple of years, sweetheart. It will be time before you know it.”

The children went off with Julie for their nap and Katherine continued going through changes of dresses, shoes, various shawls, scarves, bracelets, earrings, necklaces, hair ornamentation, even several hats. We went from the all-white to the all-black, with stops along the way for color variations. At the end of it, she collapsed into a chair, and sending Violet back into the kitchen to fix more tea. 

“More tea?” I asked “Don’t you want something cooler after all that?”

“You should always drink hot liquids when you’re hot,” she said. “They cool you by making you perspire. Cold liquids are a shock to the body. Our bodies prefer contact with things that are their own temperature.”

It sounded logical, but a cold drink would have been more to my taste. With the heat, all of the versions of Katherine swam around in my head. I privately favored the elegant all-black version, with its simplicity and the contrast of the diamond and platinum necklace she had worn with it. I doubted, however, she would choose that for her thirty-fifth birthday, thinking that it would give her too mournful or serious a look. 

We discussed the issue over tea. “I like the navy blue,” Violet said. “I think it picks up your eyes the best.”

“But what about my skin?” Katherine asked. “I want something that will make me seem warm. Don’t you think that would be best, Mr. Stewart? With my fair skin?”

“Your skin is fair, but your hair is brown with blond and red highlights. There is a natural warmth in that.”

“Yes, but is it enough? I don’t want this to seem a cold portrait. Simple and elegant, but not cold. A woman alone in any circumstances, even in a painting, runs a danger of that. ”

In the end, we settled on a velvet gown in claret. It seemed to work well in combination with her figure and hair, which was to be worn up to best expose her beautiful, slender neck and ears. She would wear no hat, scarf or shawl. Garnet earrings that hung about an inch below her ears and a slim necklace of matching garnet and diamonds would round out the ensemble. We were all pleased with the result. “I will check with Christopher too, if he has the time,” she said.

We finished the tea, which did not make me feel any cooler, no matter what Katherine might believe, and she rose. “I really must rest for a bit,” she said, “so I need to leave you to your own devices. You’re welcome to go to our beach, take a swim, or whatever you would like. Violet should be able to fix you up with anything you might need. Dinner is at eight, and I will
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