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  For SHP


  —sine qua non


  … Who may this singer be


  Whose song about my heart is falling?


  Know you by this, the lover’s chant,


  ’Tis I that am your visitant.


  JAMES JOYCE, Chamber Music


  Part One


  BEGINNINGS


  I HAVE DECIDED to write this account because, long as my life has been, it has given me no opportunity before this to say what I wish to put down here. Perhaps the time was not right to do it before.


  When I was young, and even into my middle years, a scrim of silence surrounded what really happened in our lives. If there was talk, it was quiet conjecture about the little discreet adulteries, the attic madnesses, and the pantry drinking of our friends and neighbors. Rumor and gossip were conveyed in whispers. Secrets were surely no better kept than they are now, but they lived quietly, under the breath. They never appeared in public print or were reported by professional gossips on the air waves. They were confined to the inner coils of the private ear, a foot away, perhaps, no farther. We closeted our secrets, or forgot them. This we called decorum, and we lived securely under its warm protection.


  But now the Maclaren Foundation, which I headed for so many years, almost fifty by now, wishes to have a permanent record of Robert’s life, and mine. Ours together, to put it more exactly, and mine alone with the Community, after his death. The government has become interested, they tell me, in “the arts.” There is a chance that, with its financial help, in some place, the Community will be restored to life.


  My initial reluctance to accede to their request is a matter of personal habit, I suppose. I am an old woman born in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, with all that decent age’s love of a calm surface to our society. It was then the custom to have a regular, uniform pattern to our lives, to present the historian with only those facts which would contribute to an orderly picture.


  So I am not equipped to write a confession in the modern sense. Whether what I remember here will be useful as a record to the new Foundation I cannot say. I am of an age not to care, almost ninety. My hearing is defective, my bones seem to lie upon each other like dry kindling, my skin falls away in slack little pinches of flesh. I am dry and brittle, I strain and break easily. Rarely any more do I insert my two rows of teeth; few persons bother to visit.


  I write this description of myself not because I want pity—who pities the very old?—but to explain my unaccustomed openness in this account. I have nothing to lose that extreme old age has not already taken from me, and no time to gain. The way the world thinks of me may well change, but even that, if it happens, I will not survive. The Foundation promises me that it will be some time before the history of the founding of the Community can be completely collated and that it has no plans to publish it. I will not be here to witness the astonishment of the reader. I am comforted by the realization that there is no one I know alive to be surprised at me.


  For the representation of truth, old age is a freeing agent. No one should write of her life until all the witnesses and acquaintances, family and lovers, are dead. In addition, it helps to outlive the mode of one’s time until it has changed beyond recognition. Then one is left alone with what was. The wrinkled, spotted hand writes of a time out of the memory of everyone alive but itself. So what one tells is unavailable to verification or correction.


  I write this, then, because I am freed by my survival into extreme old age, and because I write in the air of freer times. Whether this air is entirely salutary, whether the old must of chests, of closets, bell jars, and horsehair sofas is not a better climate for the storage of the private life, I do not know. But I tire very quickly these days and must speak openly, for once. I am now free. Extraordinary for me, and for one of my time, I intend to put down extraordinary truths.


  My birth coincided with the year of the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. In May my parents traveled for two days down from Boston to be present at the great crush when the Brazilian emperor Dom Pedro and General Grant opened the fair. Later in the week my father pushed my mother, who was seven months pregnant, in a wicker chair to see the Corliss engine, a gigantic 1,500-horsepower structure that seemed to him to represent the promise of the future. He took her past the English paintings and the Italian sculpture in the huge Agricultural Hall, remarking on what a strange name it was for a place housing such cultural treasures.


  My mother remembered it all. Over and over she told me of the wonders she had seen. Later, in New York, she purchased a number of pieces of furniture made in the manner she had seen at the fair. They were of bent wood, rockers and a sofa of profoundly uncomfortable contours, as I remember. She told me about a gigantic grapevine, twelve thousand feet in all, which had been brought from southern California and replanted outside the Horticultural Hall. She and my father sat under one of the great arms of the vine, resting from the effort of traversing the long narrow halls of the art exhibit. They drank cold water from the Temperance Fountain and ate soda crackers given out at the Adam Exton of Trenton, New Jersey, exhibit. As a child, in bed at night, I heard so often about the two white whales that P. T. Barnum had placed in a tank forty feet high and wide and brought on a special train to the Exposition.


  My childhood was composed of these stories of oversized glories. I believe that summer was the zenith of my mother’s life, alone with my father, before I was born, in the presence of great marvels. My father at that time was full of plans for their future and mine. He thought it might be possible to apply the principle of the Corliss steam engine he had seen in Philadelphia to the automatic operation of knitting machines, which at present were worked by hand and by foot pedal in his small mill. But he died suddenly when I was nine without accomplishing that difficult reduction.


  My mother was bereft. She sank down into a grief I have never since seen take such complete possession of anyone, the absolute despair of a mourner for a beloved husband. The Centennial became united in her mind with early love, her memory coalesced the Corliss engine with her proud, handsome, inventive husband. She paired my birth, I think, with the great umbrella of the Santa Barbara grapevine. Perhaps I, too, have symbolized that time, for the bentwood sofa is still downstairs in the music room, or at least it was the last time I was able to go there.


  I grew up always living alone with my mother, regretting in a mild way the loss of my father but not mourning his absence as she did for the rest of her life. I remember his smells, of mustache wax, of the leather of his gloves and hatband. I can still smell his hands as he held me, the odor of acrid coke, the material with which he tried to power his experimental engine. He carried a cane topped with a silver knob. At my level, close to that knob, I could smell his hands and the oiled wood and the polished silver of the cane. He remains in me through the solid scents of his manhood. I cannot recall his voice. His face must have been too high and too often turned toward my mother and away from me for me to remember his eyes or the shape of his nose. His pictures show his mustache curling in a small thick arc around his upper lip, a waxed brush whose smell has followed me for eighty years: that, the bentwood sofa, and the memory of my mother’s mortal loss of love.


  After his death my mother’s only interest was in my future. Left with a little money invested, through the advice of her brother, who was a clerk with J. P. Morgan in New York, in railroad stocks, she still dressed me well. She had educated herself in the fiction of romantic novelists and learned from them that a presentable-looking daughter was usually marriageable. I read her little collection of ladies’ novels when I was fourteen, recognizing that the fanciful inventions about life they embodied were only wishful. All the same, I entered into them all. I cared very little about taffeta skirts and full-bodiced, lace-edged shirtwaists, soft, high-buttoned kid shoes with small, high heels and felt at the tips, elaborate coiffures that required an hour’s construction each morning and another hour of reconstruction in the evening. But I submitted to them all because my mother’s interest and future were involved, as well as my own. I was her investment, the promise of her old age, and had I rebelled it would have meant the end to her hopes for our security.


  My only rebellion was music. I had often watched and listened while a school friend practiced the piano. I pleaded with my mother for the use of a little of the money she had put aside each year for habiliments. I wanted to learn to play the piano, that noble, formidable instrument, to stroke those soft ivory strips, each with its slight lip, and the rounded edges of the black keys. The beauty of the piano bench which opened upon paper music collections, the fine, deep string-and-felt odor that came from the piano’s interior as the harp-shaped cover was raised, the ease with which the stick fitted into its hole, the lovely, easy machinery of it: I loved it all.


  Mother, who was tone-deaf and oblivious to every sensation but her grief, finally agreed. The lessons began in a tiny studio on Dartmouth Street, not far from Commonwealth Avenue where we had our rooms. I had no piano on which to practice, my mother being of the conviction that we had very little room in which to put one, “very little” being for her a relative term. She remembered clearly the wonderful Steinway pianos she had seen at the Centennial, where William Steinway had filled his exhibit with inlaid instruments, a piano decorated to represent the Parthenon, a delicate grand piano mirrored to look like the furniture at Versailles. She could not conceive of a piano that was small and upright and still able to perform properly. The large open spaces in the sitting room, almost devoid of furniture, for we owned very little, had to be kept free for breathing, she said. She believed that the fresh air in most rooms was consumed by the plush of sofas, the linen covers of chairs, the mahogany of side tables, and the porous, colored-glass panels of lamps.


  I was delighted to go to my lessons, and to walk the long blocks every other day to practice there. I started when I was eleven and continued, almost without interruption, until I was seventeen. Mrs. Seton, my teacher, had been a Peabody, it was said by my mother to her acquaintances, as if to excuse by lineage her adult indulgence in harmony and composition. A Peabody. I never understood what that emphatic, raised-tone designation, which always followed Mrs. Seton’s married title, always after a pause, implied. Was it a connection to the Salem family, or was there a connection to the Philadelphia musical persons? I never knew, or even heard from her, if that was her maiden name, for she was a woman given to gestures, not speech.


  I remember that my lesson was at three on Friday afternoon. Mrs. Seton would open the door for me, bowing her head and smiling her slow and then quickly obliterated smile, wearing her hat. I don’t remember ever seeing her bareheaded.


  After she had smiled her greeting, she would lock the door behind me. I would start up her narrow brown varnished stairs, hearing as I went the sounds of the other two locks being turned. The last, a rolling bolt, took much doing and I was usually in the music room before she had managed it. Her floors always seemed freshly varnished and the leather of my soles stuck a bit to them, making a sucking sound. The room was small, windowless, and dusty—every beam and cornice of that room comes back to me even now—just large enough for her upright piano, her wicker chair placed to the left of the piano seat, and a lamp, its squat gold base nudging the metronome that peered down at me like a tirelessly blinking eye.


  At lessons she always sat, her face shaded by a large, broad-brimmed hat. The hat perched on her head evenly, as though she were balancing it, while she played passages in the pieces she was teaching me. She apparently never felt the desire to explain. Her method was to illustrate how notes should sound, her long, delicate fingers hardly lifting from the keys. Accompanied by the undeniable force of the square-set hat, her playing took on a didactic power that I could not withstand.


  Mrs. Seton would gesture to me to be seated. When I was settled, a ceremony which, in the first years, involved arranging a stack of Century magazines under me to raise me to the proper height, she would point to the piece of music I was to begin playing. I was expected to extract it from the pile, open it, smooth it carefully, and wait. Using an ivory corset stay, Mrs. Seton would then point to the place where she wished me to begin. I would play. Her disapproval (very often it was disapproval that followed my efforts) would be indicated by a light tap on the back of my right hand (or the left: whichever was the greater offender) with the long, supple stay, not to hurt but to arrest. My hand would freeze—and lift. Hardly pausing, Mrs. Seton would then raise the stay to the music, pointing with the sharp tip to the mistaken staff. Wrong: one tap at the place, begin here, again. Two taps were hard to bear. They signified despair at my repeated stupidity and begged for my close attention the next time I attempted the passage.


  I was puzzled by her unbroken silence. Did it suggest a distrust of the spoken word, a faith in gesture and facial expression as more direct, less open to ambiguity than speech? As I think back, I assure myself that she must have spoken at times, perhaps to greet me when she let me in for my practice hours. Surely she had addressed my mother, but never that I can remember did she say a word to me during a lesson, or to fellow pupils whom I whispered to in a corner of the room at her teas. To each of us she gave thirty-five minutes of her expressive pantomime. We learned to play Schubert and Schumann correctly, or at least as well as her indicative fingers holding the stay, the dismayed bend of her head backward, could suggest to us. We heard no words of praise. She would nod yes two or three times, emphatically. For me that was almost enough.


  I put all this down about Mrs. Seton of Dartmouth Street, her unbroken silence, her triple-bolted door, because it was in her sitting room that I first encountered Robert Glencoe Maclaren, to whose life I was for so long to join my own. I remember the occasion, perhaps because all of Mrs. Seton’s gatherings were occasions. Twice a year she invited her pupils to visit her, to meet each other and a few of her musical friends. We came in response to tissue-thin, pink-paper invitations sent to us through the mail. Somewhere downstairs, I think, I still have one of them I saved. It measures about six inches square and is folded in half over her minuscule spidery writing. It reads:
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  There was no provision for refusal. The delicate invitation had the weight and strength of a command. No address was included, on the theory, I’m sure, that only those who knew the way were invited, and the exact day seemed somehow to have been known to us.


  Some years later, Robert, who was one of the “friends” she proposed to serve with tea and biscuits, told me that Mrs. Seton had never changed her dwelling. Her elderly parents had brought her as a young child with her upright piano to those rooms. Mr. Seton, of whom I knew nothing, had come to live there upon their marriage, I later learned, and had died soon after. Just before the Great War, my friend Elizabeth Pettigrew told me, Mrs. Seton died in her sitting room. She suffered a stroke when she was alone and lay there, it was conjectured, for three nights and three days unable to rise from the figured rug. Had she then used her voice? I wondered. Pupils who came to her door found it locked (three times?), there was no answer to their knocks, and so they went away. She was found by a neighbor who had grown curious about the continued darkness in the upstairs music room and broke a window to find her. Her body lay straightened like the stone effigies on tombs in Westminster Abbey, her eyes opened upon a final silence. Only her hat was misplaced. It lay some distance from her head, having been knocked away by her fall, I believe.


  On that earlier afternoon of which I write, I arrived at Mrs. Seton’s door at precisely five minutes before four, knowing well that she could indicate her displeasure at late arrival by keeping her heavy, red lids down over her eyes long after it would be expected she would raise them to look at you. I feared that canopied look and rarely came late. She herself opened the door for each guest. On feast days like this she wore her broad straw hat with a velvet band encircling the brim and ending in streamers down her back. She followed me up the stairs into the sitting room, her light step making me feel, in contrast, oafish and leaden.


  Mrs. Seton disappeared into another room, presumably to get tea and biscuits for me. There were of course no introductions to the other persons already standing about. The young man standing next to me holding his cup carefully said, “You must be Caroline Newby.”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m glad to meet you at last. Mrs. Seton speaks often of you. My name is Maclaren. Robert Maclaren.” He laughed a little. “Robert Glencoe Maclaren. My mother calls me Rob.”


  “Yes. How do you do?”


  That is all I can remember we said to each other that day. I remember thinking: He must be very polite, or perhaps prevaricating. Surely Mrs. Seton had never spoken of me to him or to anyone. I watched him as he moved around the room, admiring his fine head, his russet hair, his thick brush of a mustache that sat upon his lip like—like my father’s, I thought. Yes, he looked very much as I remember my father looked, even to his ears, which seemed to pinch his head tight, his thin, almost arrogant nose ending so abruptly that it displayed the black dashes of his nostrils. He seemed foreign, somehow, perhaps because of the soft, low collar of his shirt. In those days men in Boston wore tall, stiff collars whose corners turned out neatly over their cravats. Perhaps it was the European look of his suit, which was made of a very heavy cloth.


  I watched him put his cup down on the top of Mrs. Seton’s glass-doored bookcase in which she kept small busts of Mozart and Meyerbeer. He opened his jacket and then unbuttoned his vest. I remember these actions so well because, watching him, I decided he must be a musician or perhaps an artist: his discomfort in his suit of clothes, his restlessness as he moved around from one side of the room to the other. Finally he sat down on the green settee and talked quietly to the man already comfortably settled there, to whom I was never introduced, only to rise again to greet a pupil standing awkwardly at the side of the piano. I recognized the pupil, a gangly, pimpled boy impelled, I decided, by his ambitious mother to wear the uniform of the prodigy: black silk tie, bowed extravagantly at the base of his collar, and velvet knickers. We had passed each other once or twice at the end of my lesson and the start of his, but we never spoke, Mrs. Seton’s reluctance to express the simplest greeting having been communicated to her pupils. I remember comparing the pupil’s awkwardness to Robert’s grace, to the ease of his laugh, the tone of his low voice: their suitability to the room, to the occasion, rising over the unappetizing dry soda biscuits and the blushing boy juggling his tea and his velvet tam.


  I was seventeen that year. It must have been 1893, if indeed I am right in thinking I was seventeen. In the late summer Robert and I met again, walking in the Common. He tipped his hat to me and smiled. I felt an unaccustomed rush of pleasure in my face, in my breast. He said he enjoyed our meeting at Mrs. Seton’s tea and then he laughed. At the memory of the tea? I wondered, flooded by the charm of his shy smile, as the leash on which he held his huge collie circled my long skirt, pulling it tight to my legs.


  “What is his name?” I asked, unable to think of anything more intelligent to say, and untangling myself from the leash.


  “Paderewski, I call him. After the pianist I very much admire.”


  “Have you been at his performances?”


  “Once. In Stuttgart, when I was studying there.”


  “Piano?”


  “Yes, and composition. I’m returning to Europe in a month or so, this time to Frankfurt, to continue my studies with Carl Heymann and Joachim Raff.”


  He smiled a beguiling, gentle, self-deprecating smile as though to indicate the vast gulf between him and the great teachers at the Hoch Conservatory. I could say nothing to this impressive itinerary, I whose musical horizons were limited to the windowless room on Dartmouth Street, to the hatted Mrs. Seton’s mimic instruction. I remember staring at him: he seemed a paragon, almost supernatural, a man of the world with talent, free to travel, to study, to leave the little parks and tightly housed streets of Boston for the wide, ancient avenues and noble panoramas of Germany. I yearned for this conversation, full of revelations, to go on.


  He took my arm. “May I walk along with you?” he asked, already in step with me, the collie marching slowly ahead of us both, at the end of his taut leash.


  “Mr. Maclaren, do you ever think of conducting?”


  “I would be pleased if you would call me Robert, or better, Rob.”


  “Thank you. I’ll call you Robert.”


  “Thank you. I’d like to conduct, of course. I’d like to conduct my own work best of all.”


  “That seems to me the best one could hope to do, to compose music, and then to direct its performance.”


  “To me as well. Control, that is what one would achieve.”


  Our conversation on that occasion, as I recall, was formal and exploratory. He asked about my music and I told him, worrying as I did about the disparity between my small pianistic trials and errors and his great plans, that I hoped someday to accompany a singer, or perhaps to play duets, purely for my own enjoyment.


  “Of course. Does your family support your ambitions?”


  I told him about my dead father, and my mother whose life had closed too early, perhaps even as she sat, pregnant, enfolded in my father’s love, at the foot of the great vine at the Centennial Exposition, my mother whose time was now lived in the twilight of that year, a light diminished with each disappointed day. “I’m afraid I am her only interest,” I said. He smiled a concerned smile and shook his head. He said, “I recognize that condition. My own mother must resemble yours. She took me to Paris to study when I was fifteen, leaving my father and brothers behind in Boston. She told Professor Marmontel, when she had me play for him the first time, that she had recognized what she called my genius when I began to have lessons at eight. And so she has, you might say, invested herself in me ever since.”


  “Is she still in Europe? Waiting for you?”


  “Yes,” he said, “in Frankfurt.”


  We walked and talked together for more than an hour. It began to turn to dusk. I reminded him of my waiting mother, he said he would walk my way, we laughed together at Mrs. Seton’s idiosyncrasies, he told me she had worn a hat during his few early lessons with her. By the time we arrived at my house I thought I knew a great deal about him. I felt he liked me, and I knew, without a single doubt or hesitation, that I loved him.


  Three months later we sailed for Germany, leaving Paderewski with friends of Robert’s, for the time being. Our engagement had been brief and somewhat perfunctory, only long enough to calm my mother’s fears that I was rushing precipitously into the unknown, as she put it, when Robert asked her for permission to marry me before he returned to Germany.


  “I will take good care of her,” he said. “Some day I will have more money than I have now, I feel certain, and then Caroline will want for … very little.” I think he started to say “nothing” but corrected himself, feeling no doubt that it was presumptuous to prophesy too much for his talent.


  My mother agreed. She was willing to offer her aloneness to my success in marrying this charming and promising musician with an aura of foreign places clinging to his haircut and his unusual suit. She made no demands on us for the customary wedding. Indeed, she seemed too distracted and weary to plan and execute such an event. We were married before a city magistrate who was a friend of Robert’s father. His brothers, Logan and Burns, were his best men, Elizabeth Pettigrew accompanied me, and Robert’s father was a witness. But the titles were honorary, for the legal ceremony was very short. We took our guests to the Carlton for a late breakfast.


  It was curious: my mother did not attend. It seemed to me she did not wish to leave, even for an hour, her abiding conviction that her life was at an end, especially for the predictable optimism of a wedding ceremony, especially for mine. So I took on a new person, and a new name, out of her presence. Not having witnessed the event, she appeared not to believe, or not to wish to believe, in the fact. Her letters to me in Frankfurt were always addressed: “Miss Caroline Newby.” She spoke in her letters as though I were bearing the strangeness of a foreign country alone, warning me of the dangers in the streets at night for an unaccompanied young girl. She sent abroad small packages of Boston tea, and English biscuits in tins, even long leather gloves with buttons at the wrists against what she imagined to be the bitter cold of Germany’s black forests.


  My letters to her that year, I am sure, spoke of Robert, his hard work and long absences from home while he studied and practiced at the conservatory. I wrote to her about his great delight when he played his first concerto for William Mason, a favorite pupil of the great Franz Liszt, who praised him warmly and predicted a great success for him in the future.


  My mother’s replies to me, which came ever more infrequently in the first year abroad, gave no sign that she had received my news. She wrote of the terrible dampness of Boston that had begun to invade her bedroom. She was certain she detected mold in her shoes. If it grew there so easily it must certainly have fastened itself upon the lining of her lungs, which ached with every breath she took. She described the constant ringing in her left ear, which she believed had begun when a doctor had removed the wax from it and inserted in its place a tiny bell that rang whenever she moved her head.


  Robert was amused by the fancies in her letters. “Poor woman,” he said. “It comes of having too little to do in her life. Strange ideas take hold and grow in such emptiness.”


  I laughed with him, wishing at the same time that I had been able to fill her life more amply. Sixteen months after we sailed from the United States her letters ceased. I must confess I stopped writing to her. I felt no concern, thinking her silence a pique, or another aberration, like the mold, like the bell in her ear.


  But it was not so. She had succumbed completely to her imaginings. A wire arrived from the Massachusetts General Hospital addressed to “Miss Caroline Newby care of Robt. Maclaren,” informing me that my mother had died two weeks before, in hospital, of pneumonia. The details came later from Elizabeth: my mother had pulled her bed as far as it was possible to do into the closet, and gone to sleep with her head in what she hoped (I believe) would be a culture of mold. True or not, water had filled her lungs and killed her.


  The city authorities wrote to tell me she had been buried, decently, they said, in a public field in Belmont. Robert was appalled and wanted to send money to have her moved to his family’s plot. But somehow we never did it. There was not enough money at the time, and after a while it began to seem natural that she should rest, finally, as she had lived, among the anonymous of the city.


  Elizabeth wrote to assure me that she had rescued some of my mother’s furniture from the public sale. She had put it in the attic of her family’s house. I was grateful that the bentwood sofa, particularly, had not gone to strangers.


  It was accepted as reasonable that Virginia Maclaren, Robert’s mother, would not be present at the wedding. After all, she was abroad, the trip back would have been, to the Scots mind of her family, a needless expense, even a foolish one for so short a ceremony, so meager a celebration.


  We met for the first time in Frankfurt in the rooms Robert and his mother had occupied in the Praunheimer Strasse before our marriage. Robert had wired her that he was bringing a wife. As we leaned against the ship’s rail, or walked the deck of the City of Paris in the morning sun, he told me a little of her life dedicated so entirely to his welfare, of her constant worries for his health, her concern that he keep his feet dry and his hands soft.


  I listened, watching the sea for whales or any sign of life in what seemed to me, at almost eighteen, a vast, anonymous, and ancient burial ground for armadas of ships. I had never crossed an ocean before. I had known of the Atlantic only from the Boston wharves where its grandeur was reduced to a series of brackish inways between piers, swirls of shallow water, full of the spill of ships.


  I was frightened by the hugeness we were traveling over and, when it stormed, into, so frightened and sick that I was excessive in my relief and joy at landing and finally reaching Frankfurt alive. I remember, and still burn with shame when I do, that I threw myself into Virginia Maclaren’s arms when we met, without waiting for evidence from her that she wished to engage in so intimate and enthusiastic a greeting. We parted almost at once: I felt a gentle but insistent pressure on my shoulder and withdrew my impulsive self from her arms. “What a surprise, Rob,” she said.


  “Why, Mama?” He accented the last syllable of that word in a way I had never heard in America. “I cabled. You knew I had married Caroline. The twelfth of November it was. You never answered the cable.”


  “Yes. I had the cable. That was the surprise, Rob. How long have you known … Caroline?”


  “A few months. What difference does that make?”


  While they talked, through, around, and over me, I stood between them and looked at my mother-in-law. She was a small, very tight woman with a solid, bosomless body, like a cork. Her bodice and skirt seemed pasted to her tubular trunk; her dress was wrinkle-free and taut. At the very top of her head her red-brown hair, the color of Robert’s, was coiled like a spring, making her seem a little taller than she was. Still she did not come to Robert’s chin. She had a way of directing her words into the far corner of a room, never looking at those to whom she spoke, not even her beloved son. This curious distance gave her statements, as well as her questions, the force of edicts. It did not matter that she spoke in English to German shopkeepers (she felt it unpatriotic, she once said, to learn a foreign language); they responded with alacrity to what they took to be her commands.


  From that first day I knew that she considered Robert guilty of desertion in marrying me. She had left her home, her children, her husband, her beloved Boston, afternoon teas, evening socials and concerts, to live in a barbarous country for the sake of his genius. Now, in his twenty-second year, a fully trained and maturing musician, he had deserted her. Her bitterness burned in the deep creases that crossed her forehead, kept perpetually red the lobes of her ears and the triangular tip of her small, furious nose. Only her eyes, which never lighted on any object, were gray and calm, like the horizon that they perpetually sought out, the color of haze or fog.


  Robert did not seem to be disturbed by his mother’s anger. “For a while, at least, until I can earn some money, Mama, we should like to stay with you.”


  His mother looked as if she had been asked to give lodging to the wife of Tom Thumb whom Barnum was at that time exhibiting in the capital cities of western Europe. “That is of course possible, if you wish, Rob,” she said, looking into the distance. Robert went to bring in our cases and the trunk. She ushered me into a small hallway.


  There is no other way to write of this. I must put it down directly. My mother-in-law pointed toward a huge room, almost the size of a Boston ballroom. Its ceiling was very high and beamed with what seemed to be half oak trees. At one end, mounted on a platform up three wide wooden steps, was a mammoth bed, as broad as four ordinary beds and covered with a yellowing lace spread. The canopy was of the same lace and draped down over the four posts, each one as thick and tall as a tree. I had never seen a bed of such proportions. It might have been a ship from a fairytale book—perhaps Timlin’s The Ship That Sailed to Mars. It was the size of my entire bedroom in Boston.


  I stared at it. “If you are staying here, this will be your room,” she said. “Your bed.”


  Stupidly awed, I said, “But this must be your room. I wouldn’t want to …”


  “It was,” she said, “mine and Robert’s. Now it will be yours.”


  That night, huddled in a corner of the cold field of coverlets and comforters, I erred again. Young and badly frightened, I needed refutation of the strange vista of their lives that his mother had opened to me. “Did you share this … room with your mother before I came?” I asked him. I was afraid to say “bed.”


  At first he did not answer. His silence told me I had made a mistake to question him. He moved farther away from me and lay still, his arms folded under his head, his russet eyes taking light from the dying fire at the other end of the room. He stared at the canopy.


  “Yes.” Then he closed his eyes and slept or seemed to sleep. I lay awake, filled with fear of the great expanse of blackness outside the four posts, and inexplicable terror for the future.


  So we three lived together. Mrs. Maclaren made the sewing room into a small bedroom. Robert left very early each morning for the conservatory and returned after seven in the evening for his supper. I spent my mornings trying to practice on the grand piano in the drawing room, feeling Virginia’s resentment across the distance from the sewing room where she preferred to sit in the morning, staring at the barren tree outside her window, sometimes sewing or doing her needlepoint.


  Often, in my cold misery (Germany in the winter is cold and dark and without hospitality even toward its native inhabitants, it seemed to me), I took walks along the formal, square blocks of the city, so different from the unpredictable curves of Boston. One could not get lost in Frankfurt. Its rectangles were too regular. After I had walked around one and come back to my starting point, I would have a hot chocolate and pastry in the Hotel du Nord, I think it was, and then walk around the rectangle in the other direction.


  In those two years my days were filled with music and silences, transplanted, I would often think, from Mrs. Seton and her music room. I stayed away from our flat as much as possible, walking the streets of the city, visiting its museums, going to afternoon concerts. I made no friends and missed Elizabeth and the few I had in Boston. In those years—I don’t know how it is now—Frankfurt had beautiful parks and I would walk there on pleasant days, wishing we had brought Paderewski with us to accompany me.


  Only once do I remember Robert walking with me. He was very quiet, his head bent slightly to one side as though he were listening to sounds pitched so that only he could catch them. He seemed happy, he seemed to be enjoying the absolute peace of those woods. Later in that year he wrote a pianoforte piece called From a German Forest. Then I knew something of what it was he had heard in the silence of the woods that day: the grave low sounds of the wind as it stirs leaves and twigs, moving around amid the Indian pipes and mosses at the foot of great trees, and its high, rhythmic whirrings in the top branches, interrupted at irregular intervals by the cries and pipings of birds.


  We were short of money, but I wanted very much to find rooms of our own. So Robert acquired two pupils, whom he preferred to instruct in the practice rooms of the conservatory. One wet afternoon (did it rain every afternoon in Germany or do I only remember it so?) I took the long walk to the school, thinking Robert and I might walk home together, at seven, his usual hour. The matron in a front room somewhat reluctantly directed me to the practice room on the second floor where he was giving a lesson. I went up. The door of the room I had been sent to was ajar, and I looked in. I saw Robert bent earnestly over a young woman seated at the piano, one of his hands lightly on her shoulder, the other poking at a place in the music before them both. She nodded and began to play. He stepped back, bending his head in his customary way, to listen.


  Then I saw, standing in the shadow in a corner of the room, a slight young man whose extraordinarily white face was luminous in the dark space. He seemed to be listening intently, but his eyes were on Robert, not on the young lady who was playing. He watched Robert so closely that his whole body seemed pointed toward him.


  I don’t remember why it so disturbed me to see Robert doing what he said he had to do so that we might be able to afford separate quarters, and the young man (another pupil?) watching him from the shadows. There was surely nothing improper in what I saw. But my discomfort kept me from staying there to wait for him that evening or from inquiring about the young man in the corner. Never again did I return to the conservatory except for the night of the farewell party for Robert. Now I took walks in other directions, resting on the aged wood benches in the parks, on the stone slabs in the art galleries. I learned a little cafe German so I could speak, hesitantly, to waiters and to the amiable guards in the rooms of the museums. I can hardly remember the pictures I studied day after day, but I remember well my loneliness, my sense of being held in the solitary confinement of stone buildings, surrounded by unpeopled forests and empty oceans, always, everywhere, alone.


  Robert would take his mother and me out to dine on Saturday evenings, every Saturday evening. I remember the heavy dinners in the restaurant we frequented in the Jahnstrasse, the blood-thick brown gravies over slabs of brown meat, the heavy, dark beer, the weightlessness of the fine strudel held onto the plate by full-bodied apples. I would leave the restaurant almost anchored to the sidewalk by the food. Robert would suggest we “walk it off,” and we would: he two or three steps ahead, walking lightly and fast, my mother-in-law and I following a little behind, all three of us silent and shielded from each other by our resentments and the leaden sediment of the long dinner.


  Sometimes now, in wakeful moments in the long nights of my ninetieth year, I go back to read in a small black leather notebook I kept during our time in Frankfurt. There was no one for me to converse with so I occupied myself with putting down my thoughts, what I heard talked about, what I noticed:


  October 18


  Yesterday the rain slanted so oddly that, as it entered the gutters, it made no splash, merely met and joined the waters already there—is this called confluence?—as though flowing downward from another, higher stream.


  November 2


  Robert says that the piano’s wondrous limitations ought to impel the composer to write for full orchestra. In those effects, the strings of the piano have been plucked out and mounted on panels to be bowed. The hammers have been amplified into percussion. Only the winds are not derived from the eviscerated innards of the pianoforte.


  November 9


  Robert is a handsome man. His thick red hair is parted carefully in the center, making him look freshly barbared, mother-tended, neat. He has all the graces of a young, confident, and talented man. His quiet humor is always turned first upon himself. The red of his irises seems a ruddy reflection of a glowing mind, stirred not by persons but by determination to know more. Why, then, does he not seem loving?


  December 7


  VMcl—hers is a maternity which freezes from love and burns with hate, which consumes what it hungers for, not food but the nearby spirits of family and other persons, which dies slowly when deprived of the bed of its son.


  December 18


  Europe seems elderly to me, covered with hoar, learned, sly, selfish, an octogenarian who resents the sight of his American great-grandson who is youthful, vigorous, vital, and full of boundless hope.


  January 9


  Where is natural music, the real music of the world, to be found? In woods, among low banks of ferns, at the spindly tops of birches, in reeds at the edge of ponds, under the lift of ocean waves, and around the edges of its spume. Below one’s feet passing on ancient bricks laid for roads. Between the folds of organdy curtains blowing into sun-rooms in a light wind. Under the eaves of an old house during a storm which dispossesses the swallows.


  January 14


  A story Robert told last evening: in Paris in the conservatory in 1887 there was a pupil named Claude Debussy. His elderly professor, Antoine Marmontel, was stiff and severe, rigid and Prussian. He preferred the smooth, effortless playing of Robert to Claude’s abrupt and choppy performances. Claude was somewhat younger than his fellow pupil. He breathed raucously when he played difficult passages so that his nasal noises intertwined themselves with the harmonies. He panted loudly in order to emphasize strong beats. When he performed at the conservatory he resembled a snorting steam engine, so everyone, including Professor Marmontel, despaired of him, predicting a dim platform future for the clangorous young pianist.


  February 5


  Robert recalls the time when his teacher, Carl Heymann, returned from a successful tournée of Paris, London, Copenhagen. He seemed to his students no longer a teacher now but a performer, an elevated personage, an example of the polish and assurance such a journey and such acclaim give to a man. He seemed mysteriously now to be capable of anything. Robert said he played the classics as though they had been written by men with blood in their veins.


  March 9


  Robert’s red mustache has grown. It droops at its corners. Gravity is pulling it down, it fills the whole area of his face between his nose and lower lip, burying his upper lip, crossing his face with color. Now he brushes his hair upward in the imperial German fashion. But his pink and white skin is of the American type. Professor Joachim Raff calls him “the handsome American.”


  April 1


  The Maclarens are proud of their Scots ancestry. They talk of it as though they had never made the oceanic migration to New England. They still salt their American speech with dialect from Scotland; their true patriotism is to the older country.


  May 14


  The death of Raff, the death of Liszt a few years ago. Robert wonders why he stays in Europe any longer. He has discovered there are no appointments for an American in Europe. Würzburg has turned him down, the conservatory here considers him too young for Heymann’s post. That redoubtable old man has begun to lose his mind and is to be made to retire. Poor Heymann—often he plays the same piece again and again and again, sometimes for an entire day, and always the theme from Spontini’s Olympia Overture. A few days ago he sat seemingly fastened to the piano and the piano bench. He has to be lifted up and led away to his bed each evening.


  I reflect now on what I wrote in those long-distant German years, my interior dialogue, my rehearsal of what I heard Robert say, of what I thought. Sometimes I wrote in an effort to understand Virginia Maclaren’s quiet decline, or to record my desperate, lonely reflections, my talk to myself alone.


  Virginia Maclaren began to grow visibly thinner. The solid cork of her body lost its firmness, her neck, a peg that had held her block-like head erect on her rigid shoulders, became ragged, bent forward, her chin often almost resting upon her chest as she sat in a chair in the evening working at her embroidery hoop. A strange weakness of her spine was diagnosed by doctors in Berlin. I never believed she was physically ill. I thought she wanted her eyes to sink down from the distances they once sought, to the floor. The strength in her neck and in her spirit began to weaken from the day I came to live in Europe. Everything gave way in her: the almost youthful, well-corseted stocky body, the sure posture of her head, her will to stay alive to witness her son’s success.


  Once, coming home early on a rain-drenched afternoon—I had been caught in the sudden downpour and was wet through my cape to my dress so that it clung unbecomingly to my legs—I stopped in the entranceway to remove my sodden shoes and cape, trying to make no noise, as my mother-in-law often rested in the afternoon hours. For some reason I remember my hat that afternoon: the black feathers, dyed egret, I think, that covered it like birds in flight, smelled dank, like crows submerged in a cistern. There was no sound of life anywhere in the long string of rooms in which we lived. I went to my room to change, passing the closed door of the sewing room.


  The door to our room, too, was shut. Odd, I thought, because my New Englander’s concern for the proper airing of bedchambers during the day always compelled me to leave it open. Opening it, I saw my mother-in-law stretched out on the bed, her face buried in Robert’s pillow, her shoulders shaking although no sound could be heard. One of her hands seemed to be under her lower body, which moved convulsively, up and down, up and down over the hand. Her thin, violet-colored morning dress showed me the outline of her moving back, her legs, her shoulders, her knees dug into the softness of the bed. She looked as I imagined Christ might have looked from the back of the cross, still alive and moving, a woman in an agony of grief and sexual passion, crucified upon a coverlet.


  I tried to back away. She heard me, sat up, saw me, and brushed her wet eyes with her sleeve. “And now you spy upon me,” she said, her voice hoarse.


  “Oh, no, I did not know you were here.”


  “I know, I know. There is no place left for me. You heartless Caroline Newby. You have taken it all.” She climbed down from the bed’s great height, down the steps to the floor, looking like a toy, a dwarf beside the treelike posts. Her eyes blank and unseeing, she went past me into the hall. I wanted to follow her, to take her head in my hands and kiss her suffering face and tell her that I had taken nothing, that her son gave almost nothing to me and surely seemed to desire nothing from me. I wanted to tell her what I had learned, that he belonged only to the secret music in his head, or perhaps to his young lady pupils or to his watching friend, but not to me. In the enormous bed in the great bedchamber she had had as much of him as I, or more than I because she had had him at the beginning and, I still believe, had taught him the arts of maternal love and mature passion, had loved him as only a mother, hardly ever a wife or a mistress, can love, with the hands that caressed his infancy, the lips and tongue that tasted the sweat and new odors of his puberty, the avid eyes that knew his contours from their first appearance, watched the curl about the ear turn to sideburns and reach down to become beard.


  I wanted to tell her how deeply I envied the love between her and her son, how I had never learned to love my recently deceased mother in this way, how my mother had never loved me, my mother who, like Virginia Maclaren, had not come to our wedding, to whom, too, I had always been Caroline Newby.


  But the long hall lay between her room and mine. Her heavy door was shut, the words she had spoken still hung like smoke in the air. Her beloved son, who was also my husband: all that stood in the way. I stayed where I was in the bedroom and closed the door. We never spoke directly to each other again.


  How do I put down on this paper my feeling of inadequacy, so profound that it began early in my marriage to Robert and lasted until his death downstairs? I felt there was no way to charm a man so charming himself, or to interest a genius who heard only the higher treble notations of significance, while I stumbled about on the low notes of the bass clef. Or to console his mother, a woman bereft of her lover.


  The night Robert and I first made love (of this subject I do not enjoy writing, yet I have set out to be open, so I must put down what I have felt, or not felt, not alone what I have seen and overheard) in the berth of a stateroom aboard the City of Paris, the act, which I had virginally dreaded, was over quickly. Robert was listless and tired, he told me what he was about to do to me as though he were a physician calming the fears of a child with a description of surgical procedures. I felt nothing under his demonstration but sharp pain and hot blood on my inner thighs. He fell asleep heavily while I tried to dry the blood from myself and the sheets of the berth without waking him. A week later—we made love again. This time it was my suggestion that we do so. I was curious to know if I had healed. I wanted to feel the rush of pleasure I had been led to believe (from the occasional confessions of my Boston friends) was customary.


  I did not. This time, and in the growingly infrequent sexual encounters Robert and I had in the next two years, I felt nothing except mild satisfaction in serving what I considered to be his need. Never did I think of my lack of ardor as a failure in him. Always it was I who seemed deficient and inadequate, without beauty and charm, ignorant of the subtle guiles that awaken and sustain masculine desire. And then, after those two unsatisfying years, we rarely made love again.


  I have often speculated: Why did Robert look upon me so kindly in the Commons that day and decide to marry me, I who looked mouselike, murine, perhaps even birdlike? “You are such a little girl,” my mother had said hopelessly, in that age of proudly buxom women equally endowed in the bustle area. “You remind me of a starved heron,” my friend Elizabeth once said, meaning it to be a purely descriptive phrase, not cruel, I am sure. My hair was, as it is still, without definable color, as though it had very early begun to rehearse for its inevitable whiteness: a thin, weak-brown shade. True, my hands and feet were small, and that was fashionable and called, often, aristocratic, but my reach at the piano keys suffered from this. Robert once said that my hands were not practical.


  Why, then, did he choose to turn Miss Caroline Newby into Mrs. Robert Glencoe Maclaren? Because it was suitable, practical, for a young composer to have a wife? A man who hoped some day to have a chair of music at a university or a post as principal of a conservatory: should he not have a wife?


  Or, I wondered, could it be that Robert was seeking to unlock the maternal prison? With a wife beside him he would be free at last, and yet hardly, at it turned out, tied to me. Once Robert’s natal bonds were cut, he floated free, wary, careful not to form another emotional attachment as exhausting and lengthy. We two were bound to each other by law. But beyond that, we were bound by air, we lived in the common ozone of his indifference, his eternal politeness and charm, his passion to write music, perform it, listen to it, and, as it was to be later in Boston, to walk companion-ably in the parks in the evening with me on his arm and Paderewski, now growing heavy, walking beside him on a slack leash.


  Inadequate as I felt to his needs and to the larger realization that he needed far less of me than I of him, still, often, he wanted me present. I may have served his desire to establish himself as a family man, trustworthy and solid, in the world’s eyes. I suited his arm, I occupied a chair in his sitting room. I learned from his mother to keep an orderly, clean, and attractive house. I had, he often said, a way with servants. I knew food and was rapidly learning about wine. I took up very little room, being birdlike. The Steinway grand, newly arrived from Hamburg, was a larger, more decorative and significant addition to the display of his life than I.


  We had been living in Germany for more than two years when Robert decided it was time to return to America. His musical future was there, he now felt. He said his education was over, smiling as he spoke, saying he hardly felt educated, in his self-deprecating way—and still, think of what the favorite pupil of Liszt had said of him! It was time to leave the world of student trials for the proof, to move beyond his tutors and masters in order to carry out their instructions.


  We made our plans to depart, booked three passages on the Servia and arranged for the shipping of our household and the careful crating of the new piano and the great bed. In the first flush of optimism about his future, Robert thought of buying another piano to be sent to America but was restrained by the cost and by the reminder that William Steinway now had offices and showrooms for his instruments in New York.


  But at the very last, Virginia Maclaren would not come with us. She would not leave Germany. Robert tried to reason with her. I said, “You are so far from people, from your family.” She shrugged, saying they did not need her. “My husband is dead, my sons are grown.” I spoke of her friends. “I have friends no longer,” she said, “here or there.”


  “Robert,” I said, playing what I thought to be the strongest card. To that she said nothing, searching the floor with her eyes, looking up at Robert only briefly. He seemed to have grown taller as she shrank. “You would not wish to live so far from us, would you, Mama?” he asked. I remember clearly the strange tense he used: indefinite, conditional.


  Again she raised her eyes from the floor to look into the distance. “Yes, I do. As far as it is possible to be. I no longer wish to live near anyone. Not even you, my beloved Rob. I wish to be alone, to live alone, without reminders of the past.”


  “But the shipping. The packing. We’ve arranged to have all this furniture sent back.”


  Her eyes strained into the distance of the hallway that led to her sewing room. She gestured with a sweep of her arm that took in the whole series of rooms. “I want none of this, to live or die among. I will acquire new objects of my own. Don’t be concerned about that.”


  Even though I heard what I took to be theatrical coloration in her sentences, it was a dreadful time for me. But Robert seemed unaffected. He said nothing more, considering the matter peaceably, satisfactorily, settled. He helped his mother find a flat on Neuleystrasse which was already furnished. He supervised all the packing of her personal belongings.


  From all the furnishings she had brought with her from America, and the others she had gathered in Paris, in Stuttgart, in Frankfurt in the years she and Robert had lived together in those cities, she took with her only a small needlepoint-covered pouf on which she had rested her feet in the sewing room. Its area was the size of a lady’s handkerchief, its pattern that of two mourning doves, their heads tucked into each other’s breasts, their feet a pattern of entwined twiglike toes.


  On the last day before our sailing, Robert took his mother’s arm and guided her toward the door, carrying her coat and parasol, for the short walk to her new home. I could not bear to watch. It was like being present at a human sacrifice or forced to witness a hanging. She stopped, reaching to peck at my chin, because Robert said as she walked silently to the door, “Aren’t you going to bid Caroline bon voyage?” Her kiss was as dry as dust, her lips too parched, I thought, to feel my burning skin. I was consumed with embarrassment and pity. I know she hardly saw me as she bade me farewell. I was not present when she said good-bye to her son.


  We came home in June of ’96. I can see us still, standing at the rail in the wind, watching the tugboats pull at the Servia, edging it with their great hawsers toward the pier. With one hand Robert held the high felt crown of his hat. With his other he worried at a sore on his lip, trying in his nervousness to work off the scab with his nail.


  A cool wind cut across New York harbor. I remember thinking it was a new-world air, brasher and fresher than the ancient heavy air of Frankfurt we had just left. We watched the miniature waves of the Hudson River lap the white sides of the ship. Robert put his hands down on the rail and bent over to listen, I suspected, to the suspirations of the water. I knew he was listening for a pattern, a melody, even a refrain. I heard none, only the irregular gasps and smacks of tame harbor water.


  The ship made its slow bend to the right, seeming to lean into the wind, nudged into its docking position by four insistent tugboats on its left side. The wind died as the maneuver cut the ship off from the river. Almost at once it became very warm, with the hot breath of the shore and the land.


  I knew Robert was absorbed and nervous, not from the intricate motions of bringing a great ship to berth, but by the uncertainty of his future, by his already forming nostalgia for the securities of his life abroad. For him the present never existed, which was perhaps why I never seemed to exist for him. I watched him pat his hat again, saw that the work of his nail on his lip had produced a small trickle of blood. “Good Lord, Robert. Your lip is bleeding. You’ve been picking at it again.”


  He licked his lip, smiling a little as though he were pleased at the taste. Perhaps he was making a small physical addition to the pain he was feeling, to the fear of coming home to America, to Boston, compounding dread with blood. “Will it take us long to come through customs, do you think, Robert?”


  “I don’t know. Burns took me through last time. Even so, it was two hours before I could start for the hotel.”


  I tried to think how I could make the passage from the ship to the hotel easy for him, in place of his brother, whom we had not informed of our arrival. Robert was unable to manage such journeys, often following crowds in the direction they flowed, forgetful of his own. Sometimes I wondered if he thought everyone was going to his destination.


  The gangplanks were lowered. They resembled three parallel tongues reaching toward the shore. We followed the crowd to one of them. Once down and on the pier, I felt the first assault of the depression that was to afflict me all that first year back in Boston. Robert had come home to promise, I to more of my married life as it had been lived in Germany: a maker of late suppers, a duster of piano keys and the lowered lid in the off hours when they were not in use, a solitary visitor to galleries and concert halls in the afternoons.


  Still, the moment of stepping ashore at the foot of New York’s towers was exciting. There was the chance that much might change now that Virginia and the conservatory were left behind. Robert might turn his eyes toward me, see me, might erase my sense of insufficiency with his love and notice. Now that we were home in our own land, he might open a little of his handsome European surface to my deep American love for him.


  A few steps from the end of the gangplank we were met by a strange young man who seemed to have been waiting for us. He introduced himself to us as a reporter from the Boston Transcript, come to New York, he said, to interview the returning native son back from his European success. He wore a straw hat with a wide red-and-white band, and a white-and-blue-striped jacket that had suffered in the June heat of New York. There were semicircles of dampness under his arms. His forehead was wet. I saw Robert draw back from him a little.


  “Have you lived in Germany very long?”


  “For some years,” Robert said, in the clipped Germanic diction he had acquired abroad. He sounded precise and curt, as though the interview had already gone on too long.


  “Study there, did you?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Performed on the piana too, did you?”


  Robert looked at me helplessly. The newfound patriotism of his return seemed to be slipping away in the presence of this reporter’s callow American ignorance. I gestured toward the trunks and grips, now piled neatly under a cardboard sign that said M. “Perhaps we should get into our line for the customs inspector,” I said.


  “Just a few more questions here, sir. Knew some of the greats, did you, over there in Paree?”


  “I was in Paris only a year. Debussy was a fellow student there. We both studied under Savard.”


  The reporter, I saw, wrote down DEBOOSIE carefully in his notebook and then asked, “Where did you go then? Vee-enna?”


  “To Frankfurt, Germany, where I studied with Carl Heymann and Joachim Raff.”


  I spoke up quickly to fill what threatened to be a long silence while the young man struggled with the proper names. “Mr. Maclaren’s compositions were highly praised and encouraged by William Mason, a protégé of Franz Liszt,” I said, to prevent Robert’s leaving rudely.


  The straw-hatted young man wrote on his pad LIST and something else I could not read. “And now what are your plans, sir?”


  “To compose and play, and perhaps to teach, in Boston.”


  “Well, good luck to you, sir. And to you, ma’am. Excuse my dumbness. I’m—this is not my regular beat. Know nothing about music myself. City side of the desk is my place. Just happened to be in New York, so they asked me to come by.”


  “Quite all right.” We walked away, toward the letter M and our luggage.


  An astonishing metamorphosis of this conversation appeared in the Transcript, signed by what I took to be the young man’s name, E. P. Duckworth. It was full of rhetoric and an invention of which I had not thought him capable after hearing him speak. The news report said that “the composer and his wife, Caroline, had lived abroad for some years, he studying and composing a great deal of music of which the composer Franz Liszt had been very admiring. A friend of Robert Maclaren’s, interviewed in Frankfurt, said of the couple that ‘their union, perfect in sympathy and closeness of comradeship, was nothing short of ideal.’” He continued (I am quoting now from the newspaper account, which I still have in a scrapbook and which I will lay here in this account): “Their life in Frankfurt was characterized by an ideal serenity and detachment. It was a time of rich productiveness for Maclaren, who is now only twenty-four, and it is to be expected that his return to his homeland will be marked by further steps toward the great promise of his talent. His lodgings will be in Boston, where he and Mrs. Maclaren will reside on Mount Vernon Street. There he will accept private pupils. His First Piano Suite will be performed in November in Chickering Hall.”


  A felicitous editor, I imagine, had turned Robert’s bluntness, a reporter’s ignorance, and Weeks’s friendly blindness into tribute. I do not wish to seem critical or ungrateful when I say that this magical process, this kind of transmutation, was to occur again and again in Robert’s biography. Admirers of his charm and his music created the myth of him that has remained to this day. The descriptive mode used for writing about him has always been euphemism—until the very end, and after his death, when critics, conductors, and students began to be critical of what they called his extreme romanticism. They were to comment upon the small scope of his work, the sentimental impressionism (I am using their terms, not mine) of his later compositions. But not yet: at this time about which I am writing, only panegyrics were written about him. The Transcript’s article was the beginning.


  The house we rented in Mount Vernon Street on Beacon Hill was narrow and three-storied. It looked out at back on a small, lovely shaded garden, and had a very large room suitable for a music room, two small sitting rooms, one for each of us, and two bedrooms. We reclaimed Paderewski from the friends who had boarded and overfed him in Robert’s long absence. He had lost his lean look and become lazy and slow in his movements. He loved to lie in the garden and to be taken for short walks around the gardens on Commonwealth Avenue. Delighted to have him back, Robert took him out for airings every morning, and then returned him to his banishment in the garden when he went upstairs. Robert could not bear to work with any motion or breathing in the room. Paderewski disliked being put out, but he learned to be patient, to lie under the plane tree until Robert, finished with a long day of composing and lessons, would come for him again in the early evening. They walked together while I talked to our supper guests, if we had them, or supervised the food if we were to be alone. Only on weekends was the routine broken, when Robert went out to perform with the Symphony, or with the Kneissel Quartette, or to play at Chickering Hall in Boston.


  Or, on Sunday evenings, we very often went to concerts, to hear Robert’s work played, for it was beginning to have a vogue and could be heard quite often there and in other cities. I remember when Lear and Cordelia was played for the first time by the Symphony Orchestra. Artur Nikisch was to conduct it. He came by to call for us that evening. We took a hansom cab together to the Music Hall, it must have been, since I don’t think the orchestra had as yet moved into its new Symphony Hall. Nikisch, Robert, and I had met in Leipzig; Robert and he had become good friends. This evening was the first time in a long time, almost since the farewell party, that I had seen Robert so animated. It was not because the Boston Symphony was going to play his work but because someone from the past—a friend from his beloved Germany—was there in his Beacon Hill sitting room.


  I doubt if either Robert or Nikisch knew I was present. We entered the old Music Hall through the back door, I somewhat behind the two of them, and they in a transport of delight in being together again. Robert had his arm around Nikisch’s shoulder. It was much like a reunion of fellow army officers who had once been stationed on the same foreign post, or college classmates come together after a long absence.


  I went to my seat, and Robert joined me there. When Nikisch came to the podium I noticed how much alike he and Robert looked, with the similarity that seemed to characterize most men of their age and European training and class. Except for his beard (Robert never adopted the European habit), Nikisch had the same short, middle-parted hair, the same thick, curving mustache, the same absorbed look. They belonged to a close fraternity of artists—of men—which I had learned about in Frankfurt and from which, because I was a woman and a very minor musician, I felt eternally excluded. There were women musicians we had known in Europe—Teresa Carreño, who played Robert’s Second Piano Suite in Wiesbaden, and a Miss Adele Margolis in London who performed two movements from his first suite. Robert wrote grateful notes to the two pianists, but he made no efforts to meet them: in the fraternity there was room only at a distance for women.


  I had always thought that a perfect union (so the Transcript happily termed it) was the result of spiritual and intuitive harmonies, an intellectual fidelity, so to speak. If this were achieved, one could then enter into the highest harmony, which was physical love. In this day it is thought to be the other way around, but I have never believed that. Robert and I had almost no physical love, and never, it seemed to me, had it come at the culmination of the other unities, always as a sudden thought, a remembrance of conjugal duty. For neither of us do I think it was a great pleasure, certainly never for me. Indeed, I was not to know the joy of that pleasure of which so many speak and write until much later and in another way. …


  Robert occasionally performed his duty as meticulously as he walked his dog, parted his hair, trimmed his mustache. But at the end of a long day, I knew his energy was very low, his interest elsewhere, his physical prowess used up. We lay in the great bed, which we had transported safely and crammed into an upper chamber of our thin New England town house. We rarely touched; he slept stretched out straight on his side, unwilling to lose his rest by contact, as solitary in his sleep as he was in his waking hours, a man who lived almost entirely within himself. Every month when I had my female visitor, as we used to call it, he would move to the couch in his studio, offended, I think, by the unmistakable odor, which the strips of rag I wore could not disguise. His nights and days were designed to shield himself and his art.


  Or so I then thought.


  I have mentioned the farewell party given Robert by his fellow students and his pupils before he left the Hoch Conservatory, two evenings before, as I recall. None of the women students came, perhaps because of the lateness of the hour. It was at nine o’clock. I was the only lady among twelve or thirteen solemnly suited men standing about the room, wineglasses in their hands, talking together, Robert in the center, laughing often. I was introduced to a number of persons I had not met before. Professor Heymann came over to speak to me when I seemed to be pushed to the very edge of the animated groups. He took my arm and moved me over to speak to a pale-faced young man who was also standing alone. I remembered him at once as the young man I had seen in the shadows of Robert’s lesson that day. “Mrs. Maclaren, may I present Churchill Weeks,” the professor said. “A very good pianist. This is Robert’s wife, Caroline.”


  Churchill Weeks stared at me. His brows were so heavy over his deep-set eyes it was difficult to see them clearly. His face seemed almost sickly in that studio light. He took my hand, raised it a little, and bent stiffly over it, in the German way, without kissing it. “I am honored, Frau Maclaren. Your husband is my very dear friend. I shall miss him very much.”


  I was astonished: tears streamed down his face. I was startled, for I had not seen his eyes, I did not know he was crying. That was all he said for a long moment, and then he went on, “You must pardon my display of feeling. I am an American—my home is in Milwaukee—and it is hard to stay on here—alone.” He turned and left the room.


  Walking back toward the Praunheimer Strasse, I asked Robert about Churchill Weeks. “Is he always—so emotional?” Robert seemed reluctant to talk about him. “He’s—a musician, a composer. Very sensitive.”


  “Have you been friends long?”


  “We have known each other since we came to Frankfurt at almost the same time.”


  “More than two years, then?”


  “Yes, it must have been. Somehow it does not seem that long.”


  “Why did I never meet him before? Why did you never bring him home?”


  Robert made no reply. We walked for some time in silence, the usual climate of our walks. Silence was more characteristic of him when we were together than the sound of his voice, low and pleasant as I remember it being to friends. After a while he said, “I enjoyed the party. It was good of them all to have it for me. They’re very kind friends.”


  I managed to bury the memory of Churchill Weeks’s pale, wet face until the letters began to arrive, not long after we had settled into Mount Vernon Street. One morning the postman handed me three thin letters in blue envelopes as I walked out to do the day’s shopping. Robert was cloistered in his studio upstairs where he had breakfasted alone in order to begin work early. All the letters were from abroad, and in the left-hand corners read: Weeks/Jahnstrasse 76/Frankfurt/Deutschland. I went back into the house and climbed the stairs to deliver the letters. I first knocked on Robert’s door and then went in. He was standing beside the piano, his head bent over a manuscript page of music, both hands resting on the lid. He had not heard me enter.


  I did not want to interrupt, knowing how intently he was listening to the sounds in his head as he often did, even in company, and always when he was alone with me. I went out, closing the door quietly behind me, and left the letters for him on the reception table near the downstairs entry. On the way to his walk later, with Paderewski, he will find them, I thought.


  That night we were to sup late. Robert was still in his studio, engrossed in his new Woodland Songs, which he had told me he hoped Carl Faelton would play in his recital in New York next season. Robert came to supper and ate in silence, wiped his mustache carefully with his napkin, folded it, and then for the first time turned his eyes on me, with that weary look he always had at the end of a long day of work, close to the end of his patience with himself and with me, for some unknown reason. “I found my mail very late this afternoon. Does it not usually come earlier?”


  “Yes, about nine-thirty, usually.”


  “Why didn’t you bring it up to me?”


  “I did, Robert. You were working. I didn’t wish to disturb you.”


  “You might have offered me a choice,” he said in a small, angry voice.


  I was aghast. No household crisis or sudden personal disability, nothing, had ever before been sufficient cause for Robert to be interrupted. But Weeks’s letters …


  I must now write frankly, perhaps more frankly than I am sure the Foundation wishes me to. For the fact was, those letters from Churchill Weeks were love letters. I must be pardoned for the venial sin I committed: I read them. It happened this way. A few days later another thin blue envelope from Germany arrived. This time I carried it at once to the music room. Robert took it, smiled his quick, charming smile, thanked me, and turned away to read it. I remember thinking how his smile had shrunk, from the wide grin I first noticed at our meeting in the park until now: it had become abbreviated, a token, a quick gesture like a handshake, the remains of a smile. Then it was gone and one was left, I was left, that is, frozen rather than warmed by it.


  That afternoon Robert went to a rehearsal. I watched him from an upper window as he turned the corner into the avenue and then I went quickly into the music room. With me I took a duster as pretense. The room was meticulously neat—Robert could not work unless it was—but the surfaces were somewhat dusty and I began to stir the dust about. Under a pile of music paper near the back of the piano I saw a light blue color. And while only Paderewski watched my shameful act, I read Weeks’s letters.


  What shall I say of them? They were written in an agony of love such as I had never in my life been witness to. Weeks told Robert of the pain his departure had caused him, of the illness he had suffered for two months afterward, of his slow recovery during which his only thought was to see Robert again, to hold his beloved head in his hands once again, to take strength from his strength. Was it at all possible that Robert was planning a summer return to the Continent, since he, Weeks, would not be free to come to Boston? In a cribbed, uneven script that seemed visible evidence of his distraught state, he asked:


  When shall we two be together again, my beloved friend? For the old talk, the old making of music together, four hands at the same keyboard, four hands and two mouths and our whole beings engaged in the same loving act.


  These words, as I have here put them down, were etched into my memory and are still there. Often now I do not remember what day it is, or what dinner was served to me last night, but the words of Churchill’s letter I have never forgotten. Other parts of the letters were sprinkled with Scots phrases, for Weeks claimed his ancestry was like Robert’s and seemed to affect the Scots language as part of his own. He called Robert an auld farran, he blamed himself for being a bluntie, sometimes a blunker. He felt alone and melancholy—leefulane and ourie—he sent his lock o’ loo to his fellow pingler. Some I did not know and had to look up in the large Webster; I had never heard Robert, the proud descendant of Scots, use one of them. It must have been their private language of love, kept for those burning letters.


  I returned the letters to the place I had found them, feeling deep guilt for having allowed myself to be driven to such an act. Of course I know nothing of Robert’s answers to those cris du coeur; were they, too, sprinkled with loving dialect? But Robert wrote, I know. Once I saw a letter, addressed to Weeks, before Robert carried it himself to the postbox on the corner during one of his walks with Paderewski. In the late evenings I would see him writing, I seated across the room knitting or reading (never writing: to whom would I have written? surely not to my mother-in-law, who would not have responded, I felt sure), Robert holding his writing desk on his lap.


  As he wrote he would rub his lower lip thoughtfully. The sore I had first noticed tended to heal and then to appear again because, I always thought, in his nervousness and unease, he would rub his lip, returning the little eruption to life.


  What was I to do with this discovery, except to recognize what I thought at the time might be one explanation: there was a deep, unfathomable alliance among men of talent which involved them wholly, making it impossible for women to enter their consciousness except in a curiously negative way. Remove our services, our presence as helpmeets, and our absence is remarked upon. Our physical support restored, we sink back to the outer limits of their awareness.


  But admission to the alliance? I have never seen it granted, except as a chivalric courtesy uttered for the moment—Shall we join the ladies?—after ample brandy and smoking and the serious talk was exhausted. The next half hour would be spared us for polite small talk, women’s subjects.


  Perhaps, I tried to tell myself, the letters were an extension of all this, with the added exaggerations and emotional excess natural to creative persons who thought and wrote in the romantic tradition. In one of Weeks’s letters there were quotations from Heine and Goethe. My imagination supplied mottoes from Tennyson and Victor Hugo in the replies Robert must have sent to his friend. Once I came upon Robert standing with his foot on the grill in front of the fireplace, his face reddened by the flames, reading Tennyson’s poems, saying a line or two aloud, to himself.


  Our life went along evenly. The only change was Robert’s increasing success and recognition. Those were good years to be in Boston, to be a young American composer. We began to read, in the musical columns of the newspapers and in the journals, praise for Robert’s compositions, which were played with increasing frequency by pianists in New York, in Philadelphia, in San Francisco. The Symphony Orchestra in Boston, now under a new conductor named Emil Paur, played his work often. Poor Nikisch had gone back to Hungary after three years in Boston, a disappointed man who told us one evening at dinner that he had tried without success to come to terms with the men of the orchestra. But they had resented his demands for rehearsals over and above the ones they felt reasonable. Nikisch had invited Robert often as a soloist; Paur did, too, even increasing the number of appearances he offered him in a year.


  Robert traveled to other cities on the invitation of conductors, one of whom, Anton Seidl, I think it was, told the Evening Post that he considered Maclaren the first great American composer. Robert returned from that trip glowing at the phrase, almost a prophet in his own time and country, he quoted Seidl as having said, with his tight shy smile to Elizabeth Pettigrew, who had been visiting with me while he was gone those weeks. Later, Philip Hale was to say almost the same thing in the magazine Music.


  Elizabeth congratulated him. She had always admired him. Now, from the distance of her spinsterhood, I was able to tell, she regarded him with awe. She had a way of rising whenever he entered the sitting room, as though he were of a priestly caste. I think she found it very difficult to sit in his presence. But I don’t think he noticed, or noticed her at all, thinking of her, I felt sure, as an occupant of my spare time who did not, fortunately, impinge upon his.


  The unaccustomed glow in his face after that tour turned into a fever almost immediately upon his return. At first he denied its presence. Finally he was too sick to insist upon its absence and took to his bed, lying inert and hot, refusing to allow me to call a physician. “It’s the body’s way,” he said. For three days he slept, long and feverishly. I brought him meals and sat on the edge of the great bed while he tried and failed to eat. He said his throat was too sore.


  “Shall I read to you, Robert?”


  “I think not, Caroline. I don’t mind the silence. Sometimes it’s a pleasure to hear nothing but what comes into my head from the temperature, can you believe it?”


  I tried to be playful. “Would you care to hear some early Maclaren, like Petits Morceaux pour Piano?” In the dressing room off the bedroom was an upright piano on which I used to play a little now and then, quietly, so as not to disturb Robert.


  “Thank you, but I think not.”


  “Some Liszt, perhaps?”


  “No, no, thank you. It will sound odd, but I think I have begun to avoid listening to music, except my own when I must, so that I won’t be in danger of using it when I begin to write.”


  I remember his weakness during that time but, more, his new, acquiescent agreeableness. We seemed close to each other, because illness brings the nurse and the patient into an anxious union and because, as it does many men, his illness frightened him. He seemed willing to be nursed and tended to. But not doctored. The rash that covered his body worried me—could it be scarlet fever? But after a while it receded. I was converted to his view that home care and bed rest were adequate doctors. In two weeks the fever and the rash disappeared. Even the little red shiny herpes on his lower lip healed finally and never returned.


  Our closeness in that September: I cannot forget it. Robert would allow no visitors, wanted to hear no music. We talked together, as always, very little. But I felt pleasure in being able to spend my days in his company, crocheting, I recall, the large afghan for the couch in his music room, stopping now and then to fetch tea or soup for him, or watching his face as he slept. I slept on the little couch in the guest room so that I would not disturb his nights. When the afghan was half finished he recovered enough to walk about the room, and into the dressing room, where he would play small pieces, sometimes only fragments, on the piano, first humming gently, and then following the sound of his voice with music on the piano from the store in his head he had apparently collected during the fever.


  At the end of the third week he dressed slowly and went downstairs. I could hear the fresh snap of long sheets of staff paper as he turned them impatiently, the runs of trial notes on the piano. For a few days he allowed Paderewski to lie in the room with him during the morning as he worked, an admittance that delighted the loving old dog, who worshiped him in somewhat the same way Elizabeth did. But the slap of his tail and his occasional strolls about the room between naps began to irritate Robert. He was expelled to the garden and never again, in the time of his life that remained, was he granted that privilege.


  I took heart from that interlude. It made me hopeful that we could find paths to each other that might wipe out my loneliness. The year that followed was near the end of our time in Boston. One day in October—a beautiful fall full of cool sunlight and the little gusts of air that made life on the old Hill and along the paths of the Public Gardens so pleasant—Churchill Weeks knocked on our door at teatime.


  Settled in the sitting room, munching on cookies and drinking cup after cup of tea, he told us of his plans. He had come home to begin his American career as Robert had done before him. You will remember that in those days European training was thought to be essential for an American musician. He said he was on his way to Milwaukee, where his parents lived. We spent the time of dinner and the early evening hearing tales of life at the Hoch Conservatory, of the students Robert and he had taught, of their teachers, some now dead, others about to retire.


  I was content to sit on the edge of those hours of talk that night, providing the coffee and schnapps they both liked, listening to the talk that moved so easily between the two old friends. I was content because I had realized at their first moment of meeting that time and distance had transformed Weeks’s feelings: the strength and passion of his professed love for Robert, in the letters, had weakened or died out entirely. They sat at a distance from each other, having seemed to choose chairs to effect this, and their voices were loud and forced, as though they were giving instructions to a class or lecturing to a club.


  Weeks was attentive to me, ascertaining my comfort in the small chair I had chosen, twice offering to surrender his upholstered armchair to me. I began to like him, to forget about the anguish his person, even at a distance of three thousand miles, had caused me. I asked him if he would care to stay the night and he accepted gracefully, with no hesitation. “It is very good of you to think of it.”


  “Not at all. You’re an old friend. We’re both pleased to see you again.”


  But Robert said nothing. He seemed nervous, rubbing on his lower lip in his old way. After his illness of September his energies were low in the evenings. He excused himself to go early to bed. Weeks seemed disappointed but showed no surprise at his departure. “He looks very tired. It must have been a severe illness.”


  “It was. And as usual he refused to have anything done for him, anything professional, that is. He waited it out, as he likes to say. But he’s much recovered now.”


  “I see, yes. And you’re looking very well.”


  “Thank you. And you.” It was true. His pale skin had been colored by his ocean voyage, he looked sturdy, healthy, and, somehow, American. The Berlin cut of his coat could not disguise his country look.


  “I am about to be married,” he said. “I wanted to tell you both, but Robert went up before I was able to.”


  I took a deep breath and relaxed in my hard chair, almost unable to say anything to this news. “You can tell him in the morning. I’m so pleased for you. To someone from the conservatory?”


  “No. The daughter of my mother’s close friend. The three of them visited me in Germany last year. We’ve been in correspondence ever since. The wedding is to be at Christmas in Milwaukee. Do you think you and Robert could come?”


  “Surely,” I said, very quickly, and then checked myself. “That is, yes, of course we would both love to, but I must consult Robert about his schedule.”


  “I’ll send you an invitation in plenty of time to arrange for it.”


  I showed Weeks his room. On my way to ours I felt light-headed, almost giddy, uplifted by his news. Now I believed it all to be a sick fancy. The letters did not exist or they were merely literary exercises, romantic jokes exchanged by the two men. Robert was asleep when I came to bed. I lay awake for some time thinking of how time, by means of its simple accumulation, had wiped out the apprehensiveness that had lasted so long. Weeks left the next morning before Robert was awake.


  Robert worked very hard in the next month, to catch up, he said. Because money was still a problem for us, he took on a third pupil, a boy of eleven named Paul Brewster whose self-taught prowess was almost miraculous, said Robert. Now three pupils occupied his afternoons, always the best hours of his day. He kept his mornings, in which he was usually very slow to start, for composition, and in those hours he worked with such concentration that he abandoned his walk with the collie, taking him out only in the late afternoon. Paderewski had grown very old since our return from Europe; his still stately gait was now very slow and deliberate. This satisfied Robert, who was weary from working for nine hours before the walk. I would sometimes come upon the two old companions ambling along the paths of the park, Robert dazed and self-absorbed, Paderewski looking back at him every now and then.


  We made our plans to take a Pullman room on the Twentieth Century train to Chicago and then on to Milwaukee for Churchill Weeks’s wedding. I had persuaded Robert he ought to go. But in the end we did not do so. In early December Robert had a letter from his mother. It was a stiff, formal, strange letter:


  I wish to tell you, Rob, that I feel very close to the end of my days. I am now almost always bedridden with what my physician has called a disease of the heart. My feet and ankles swell badly at times so that I am unable to walk at all. I would not concern you with this but my physician has issued a warning to me, advising me to communicate with my relations in America so that I will not be alone in a last illness which, he says, may well be imminent. I am not writing as he suggested, for I wish no company now, having had none in the last years. But it seems wise to convey to you the warning he has given me so that you will have had notice.


  Your mother, Virginia Maclaren


  Much disturbed, Robert booked passage for himself on the first ship sailing to Wilhelmshaven, the Kaiser Wilhelmder Grosse, I think it was. We were not in a position to afford two passages, he said. I agreed: Virginia Maclaren needed Robert unaccompanied by his wife. Two days before he was to sail, a cable came for Robert from the coroner of the city of Frankfurt informing him of his mother’s death. Sometime later a long letter arrived from an attorney-at-law describing the contents of Virginia Maclaren’s will. Her husband having predeceased her, she left her small estate from him to her sons Burns and Logan. To her youngest son, Robert, and wife, Caroline, were to be given her personal effects and her clothing. To the Hoch Conservatory, with her gratitude for the fine training it had given to her son, the composer Robert Glencoe Maclaren, she gave all her books and the manuscripts in her possession of his early works, including the one most dear to her, Opus 3, Barcarolle pour pianoforte, dedicated A ma chère maman.


  Boston was growing too much for Robert. He talked often of finding a quiet place in the country in which to live and work. I still loved the city, having renewed acquaintance with some of my school friends, visiting the Museum of Fine Arts with them and with Elizabeth, lunching often in the downtown shops. I went each week to the Boston Public Library, where there were afternoon lectures on the most recent books. Sunday mornings Elizabeth and I went to the Unitarian church together.


  But Robert was restless because of the demands upon his time. He became increasingly short with his pupils, especially with young Paul Brewster, who was advancing so fast that it seemed to me to be in direct disproportion to Robert’s patience with him. Robert always referred to him as Master Brewster, suggesting by the designation that he was far too young for opinions, of an age only to listen and then do as he was told.


  I must tell you more about him. Paul had been coming to Robert for some months when we decided to find a place in the country. Working as hard as he did, Robert had lost weight. In the first three months of that year he had gone on tour, performing, lecturing, conducting his work and the music of his admired European masters, Liszt, Mozart, Beethoven. He came home exhausted from these trips. On lesson days he would lie on his couch through most of the morning, write almost nothing, storing up his meager supply of energy against the arrival of the precocious Master Brewster.


  Paul Brewster at eleven still dressed as a young boy, in dark knickers, a silk shirt, a black silk tie. Twice each week, accompanied by his mother, he came to our door. When I opened the door to their ring, his mother would dip into a small curtsy, as I had not seen it done since the peasant women in Germany, greet me in a language I did not understand, and then disappear.


  Robert told me she was Hungarian. Paul was her only child. In her eyes she and her son were sentenced to exile, living in the United States until the time came for Mr. Brewster’s firm to send him back to Budapest, where they had met and where Paul was born. To her, Boston was a tomb, a cell, a cage, she had told Robert, who understood enough Hungarian for those words. Having arranged for Paul’s lessons, and unburdening herself of these few details of autobiography, she made no other explanations. Her sole function became the delivery of the small genius, her son, to our house, and his retrieval an hour later.


  In that year, because of Paul’s avidity and skill, Robert sometimes instructed him far longer than his allotted hour. The boy seemed to consume the music he was given. His small, thin, tense, accomplished fingers were capable of performing extraordinary feats for one so young, his memory was perfect, his understanding of what he was doing almost that of a mature musician. I worried, not about him, for I hardly encountered him at all and knew all this only through Robert’s weary reports of him at our late suppers, but about Robert, whose fatigue grew with the boy’s virtuosity. No longer did he stand to give his lessons but had moved a wicker chair from another room into the music room, a chair that reminded me, when first I saw it there, of Mrs. Seton’s.


  Many afternoons, through the closed door of the music room, I heard Robert’s sharp, angry voice, reproaching Paul for a mistake, I surmised, since I was not able to hear the words. His voice would maintain the same tone after the repetition of the long passage, which to my ear was played brilliantly. Robert would find some small matter to carp about, the boy would play the music again with verve, with greater accuracy, although, not having discerned the initial error, I cannot be sure of this. Again Robert’s voice would cut across the last notes. Often I went downstairs and out into the garden so that I did not have to listen to Paul replaying the same passage, the same rejected perfection followed by the same unreasonable anger.


  After all this time I no longer can remember how prepared I was for what happened. But I did wonder: Would the boy complain to his mother so that she would take him away from Robert’s lessons? Would Robert completely lose control of himself at the boy’s undeniable talent and send his pupil away?


  It was not to be either of these suppositions. In the spring of that year, and just after Robert had returned home exhausted from his tour, Paul arrived alone for his lesson. He had been caught in a sudden rainstorm. His eyes red, his nose running, he stood, coughing, on the landing. His coat dripped water, his thin face was apologetic, his shoes full of water. The boy seemed afraid to go to Robert in this state, and yet there was little I could do for him except to insist he remove his shoes. I gave him a pair of Robert’s old slippers, many sizes too large. Coughing and shuffling in the slippers, he knocked on the music room door and went in.


  I took the sodden shoes down to the kitchen to try to dry them. So I missed the explosion. Paul had been ill with a cold, he had apparently told Robert: “I did not practice yesterday. I hope you will understand that …”


  The ceiling above me shook. Something heavy had been—thrown? dropped?—to the floor. I heard a crash, and then a desperate, thin, child’s voice cry: “Stop!” I went up the stairs as quickly as I could, hiking up my skirts to facilitate the climb. The door was ajar. In a fury such as I had never thought him capable of, Robert, in his shirt sleeves, stood in the center of the room, holding the fire poker above his head. Paul was crouched on the window seat, his face drawn and white, his mouth open in a mad, terrorized grimace. All his small, even, sharp teeth showed. “Robert, what is it? What are you doing? Stop that. Put it down.” Commands and entreaties poured out of me in one long line of sound.


  Robert looked at me, dazed. Then he sat down, almost as if he had collapsed, onto the piano bench, dropping the poker at his feet. He put his head into his hands. I started over to him, but I was too slow. The boy had jumped toward Robert from his crouched position on the window seat, like a small spring released into the air. Before I could stop him he had crossed the room, stooped down, opened his mouth, and dug his teeth into the flesh of Robert’s upper arm.


  Robert sprang to his feet. “My God! Let go!”


  Paul Brewster appeared for a few seconds to hang by his teeth from Robert’s raised arm, the cloth of Robert’s shirt bunched into his mouth. Robert went on screaming, the high, thin sound flowing from his mouth like sickness. His other hand slapped at the boy, trying to make him let go. I held Paul’s mad head in my hands and tried to pry open his teeth, which were like small pointed stones. His mouth was lined with foam. I felt it wet my hands.


  Finally, it seemed an incredibly long time, but finally he let go when Robert’s blood filled his mouth. He coughed, gagged, turned his head away, and vomited into the cave of the piano. Robert sat down heavily on the sofa, holding his bloody wound. I knelt down beside him. Robert had stopped screaming. The only sound in the room was Paul, spitting and retching. “Don’t move, Robert. I’ll send the maid for the doctor. You must have a doctor.”


  Behind me I could hear Paul staggering toward the door. He mumbled something but I could not make out what it was. I had no desire to stop him, I wanted him out of the house. At that moment I never wanted to see the beastly little boy again.


  That day and night hang like bats in my memory, black and unmoving. Robert stretched out, inert on his sofa. The doctor I sent for came at once, inspected the wound, looked troubled. Robert’s whole upper arm was now a furious blue-black color, with red teeth marks outlining the edges of the gash.


  “May I have a look at the dog that did this?”


  “It was not a dog.”


  “Not a dog?”


  “No,” I said. “A boy.”


  “Good Lord!” The doctor examined the wound again. He gave Robert several white papers of powder to take with warm water at intervals through the next days, washed the area again with alcohol, and shook his head. “There may be infection. One never can know. We will watch it. Rest,” he said sternly to Robert. “I’ll be back in the early morning.”


  Rest! Robert was so shocked that I could not persuade him even to leave his sofa for his bed that evening. His eyes closed, his wounded arm resting on a pillow at his side, he lay without stirring, refusing dinner, refusing to move at all to another room. He had been assaulted in every corner of his being, I believe, his whole system was affected, the insult was to his spirit as well as to his arm. For he told me the next day that all of his body ached, his head, his back, his knees and ankles. He was very thirsty, he said, his tongue felt burned, his throat cut and raw, but swallowing cool water hurt. The second night he moved painfully to our bed. He would not allow me to lower the lamps or to close the shutters and drapes. He seemed to be afraid he might be attacked again in the dark. Did he think the mad boy still crouched in a corner of the room? And the wonder of it! He wanted me to sit beside him while he slept.


  His sleep was stony. He never moved, he breathed so lightly that once I bent over to see if he was still alive. By morning I was exhausted. Robert still slept his torpid, motionless sleep. I sent the maid to Elizabeth to ask her to come to relieve me, after the doctor had been there and assured me there was no fever and no infection: “It’s healing very well,” he said. “I’ll look in at him again this evening.” Because I did not wish to disturb Robert, I went to sleep in my sitting room, feeling somewhat of an exile, on my mother’s bentwood sofa, covered with the afghan I had just completed.


  The days that followed: Elizabeth and I and the doctor, together and separately watching over Robert, entreating him to return to his work if only for an hour or so a day, to see a pupil for a short lesson, to come to the dining room for dinner, to take a walk with the dog. And he, refusing, lying collapsed, white, as if wrapped in bonds of unforgivingness, hardly speaking, his sickness not of the wound (which healed quickly) but of the mind, the whole organism. He lost weight, his nightshirt hung upon him, his energy, almost his will to live, seemed gone.


  The doctor came every morning to dress the wound. At the end of a week he whispered to me that he was no longer needed, that I could do what he was doing for a few more days and then the bandage would no longer be necessary. “No reason for me to come again, unless there is a change, and then you can send for me.”


  I hoped the doctor’s permanent departure would persuade Robert of his recovery, but I remember that his invalidism went on long after that. He refused to leave his bed. I had his music room completely rearranged, the ceiling painted, the paper redone, and the piano taken apart on the premises, without moving it, and cleaned by two men from the Steinway plant. I kept him informed of each stage in the transformation and the cleaning, but it did no good. At last he confessed to me, it was not the room, but the boy, the boy. Whenever he thought of returning to the room he saw Master Brewster crouched there, waiting to spring at him. He could not bring himself to go back into that room. I realized then that we had to find other lodgings.


  Elizabeth and I visited agents in the area and spoke to them about a farmhouse to rent for the summer. I was given lists of houses to visit in New Hampshire, in northern Massachusetts, and in the upper part of New York State. We hired a touring car for the day and visited the places closest to us, without success. Some of the houses offered were in bad disrepair, others too expensive, and still others inaccessible for a couple without a motorcar. Only at the end of our search did we venture to New York.


  The day we found Highland Farm, as it was later to be called, is still vivid to me. Elizabeth and I set out in the early morning to take an omnibus to the train depot, Robert being cared for by our maid in the few days I planned to be away. A block from our lodgings we almost collided with Mrs. Brewster. She looked discomposed. In her poor English, which I barely understood, she explained that she had been on her way to call on Robert and me, to tell us how mortified she was at what had happened between her son and Maestro Maclaren. From her random, rambling words, some of which were in Hungarian, I gathered that Paul had told her only that there had been a bad argument, so serious that he could not return for lessons. “Terrible. Terrible, I am so sorry for it. He too, he will not now touch the piano. He gives it up now, he tells me, never again to study. Can you believe?”


  Her eyes filled with tears; she clutched at my arm for understanding. I nodded, and at last brought myself to ask, “How is Paul? Has he recovered from his cold?”


  “His cold? Yes, from that, but from his other sickness, no. That will never go.”


  “His other sickness?”


  “The fits, the grand mal, the seizures. Since he was a small baby, and always now, the doctor says.”


  Shaken, I bade her good-bye and said I hoped she would find another teacher for her talented son. I mentioned that his shoes were still in my kitchen, but she did not seem to hear. On the train to Saratoga Springs I thought of the two musicians, the thin, epileptic boy and the weary, sick maestro who fought with each other, locked together in a mortal madness born of the passion and the weariness of making music.


  Part Two


  THE FARM


  THERE WAS no transition. From the first day, Robert loved the house I had leased. He settled into his quarters at one end of the rambling farmhouse and began at once to work. Some of his best music was to be written here. The house stood at the edge of a large farm property, seventy acres of lovely woods and meadows. The original fields, which had once been cultivated, now were almost returned to high weedy places where insects and bees lived and where new birches and maples were beginning a wild reclamation. Our privacy was absolute, the quiet, after Boston, so loud that at first we both had to grow used to it.


  Everywhere there were fine walks into our own woods. Yet we were not isolated, for the village of Saratoga Springs lay at the foot of our property. Often we would walk into it in the evenings, stopping at the fountain to sip the ugly-tasting, sulfurous, healthy waters. At the center of the village were two large, quite splendid hotels and many small shops which filled to overflowing with visitors in the summer. In August another wave of visitors occupied the great houses on the outskirts. Then the streets were filled with motorcars and horse-drawn carriages as these late arrivals, the fashionable families from Newport and New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore, Charleston and Boston, visited and dined with each other, went to the races, gambled, took the baths, and drank the curative waters.


  We had moved to the Farm in May. Our first summer was a delight. We enjoyed the bustle and confusion in the streets after the silence of our Farm, the cosmopolitan air the little village took on instantly with the warm weather. Mingled with well-dressed and sporting persons were strange, black-suited, long-haired, ringleted Jews from the East Side of New York who lived for the summer in the boarding houses near the baths. They came, we were told, to drink the sulfur waters they regarded as a valuable diuretic for washing away the winter’s accumulated interior impurities.


  In August the racetrack became the center of the village. Everyone, except the Jews, whom I never saw near the track, traveled up Union Avenue for the afternoon sessions. From our veranda (we never went to the races) we could hear the roar of people in the stands as they cheered the takeoff of the horses. And afterward, the paths near us were crowded with persons on foot, on bicycles, on horses, in their new open motorcars, coming away from the race grounds, returning to their hotels, their rented houses, their elaborate homes. It was a colorful, exciting, and somehow open and free place to be after the formal confines of Frankfurt and then Boston.


  When the summer was over, we asked the agent to renew our lease for the next full year. In October, Robert wondered if we could afford to buy the property, if indeed it were available for purchase. I made inquiries and found to my delight that it was. “But all this property, Robert. How will we care for it?” I had been remembering the neglected state of our tiny backyard square of grass and shrubs on Mount Vernon Street.


  “More to the point,” he said, “how will we pay for it all?” His concern for money was theoretical, general. It was I who kept the bank records, the family accounts, saved what I could, recorded the payments for his compositions from orchestras and choral groups, paid the month’s bills. He was right to be concerned, however, because now, alas, there were no pupils whose fees might have helped the year’s income.


  I visited the Saratoga Springs Savings Bank and found its president eager to lend the well-known composer and his wife money to acquire property near his village. Everything we had saved went toward the purchase of Highland Farm. I resolved, as Robert and I signed the ownership deed, that I would find a way to buy the property outright for Robert’s protection and security, to pay off the huge mortgage somehow.


  After one long winter at the farm, I came to realize that I had romanticized the village from its summer pleasures. Its vitality and interest departed with the summer visitors. Most of the shops closed, and the park band, the bathers, racing enthusiasts, and solemn, pale Jews departed for the cities, taking the life of the village with them. The paths and roads were deserted. Highland Farm was engulfed in oppressive, almost ominous quiet. The silence of the red woods and the yellowing fields was extended into our own almost soundless house.


  I found myself alone, more alone, it seemed, than I had ever before been in my life, in a strange place, a large, quiet house, with Robert estranged from everyone by his music. He had resumed his usual schedule. Rarely did I see him before evening, except to take him his late-morning coffee and roll, and his tea in the afternoon. Then, as it had been in Boston, he sat with me at dinner still in the grip of the music he had written during the day, a silent audience to it, his head on one side in its customary listening position. He ate everything served to him, automatically, without seeing or tasting it, I think. Often I would chat desperately to fill the void. He listened politely but rarely responded. He was not rude, I would not wish anyone to think that, he was merely not present.


  Guests came from Boston, from New York, even from the Continent, to call upon Robert. I always invited them to stay to dinner, often to stay the night, for the trains to New York and Boston were hard to reach in the evenings. We still did not own a motorcar: Robert felt that we would spend too much time motoring guests if we acquired one. At company dinner, Robert would rally briefly, speak of the world of music as it filtered through to us in the papers, and of his own work. But always, near the end of the meal, his small store of goodwill exhausted, he would sink back into apathy.


  It was too late for me to regret the move to the Farm. We had the house and the large acreage. Robert seemed content. I resolved to try to build upon the long silences by going back to my own music. Fortunately, I thought, the house was large, I could practice at one end without disturbing him.


  I can now clearly recall the pure, heady pleasure of that return to serious study. An incentive presented itself, by accident. I discovered one day, when I stopped at the town library to borrow my week’s reading, that the librarian had, briefly, sung with an oratorio society in New York. “I am Miss Milly Martino,” she said, for that was how she always referred to herself. She learned I was Robert Maclaren’s wife, and then she said, “I know so well who your husband is.” She told me about her meager musical training, she apologized for it: “I studied voice with a lady in Glens Falls,” she said, “a lady who sang at one time in the chorus of La Scala Opera. I left there to go to New York for a while, and then came to work in Saratoga Springs. Since then I have worked alone, at the piano—I do not play very well—with whatever music I can find in the library collection. There is not much.”


  I see Miss Milly Martino as I write, although it is more than half a century since those winter evenings we played and sang together. She was a strangely shaped, buxom little person, made of two great balls of flesh, one upon the other, almost like the snowmen children used to love to erect in the front yards. Her warm, soft-fleshed, well-corseted form I was to see reincarnated, I imagined, many years later in the person of the great soprano Rosa Ponselle, whom I met only once. Miss Milly Martino was much like Ponselle in her rounded contours, her heavy arms and legs, her full red lips and black bright eyes, her shiny black hair. Often I think how close her voice might have come to Ponselle’s: ripe, controlled, supple, lovely. Her back, too, was so fleshy it made her look almost humped, a sadly prescient shape, for in later years she had to retire from her post as town librarian because of a disease she had which was later named for its discoverer, Parkinson.


  But not yet. I worked hard at the piano after I met Miss Milly. My fingers slowly began to regain their old dexterity, and my love of the piano as a sensual, satisfying instrument, soft and pliable to the touch, returned. Suddenly there seemed not enough time to accomplish all I wanted to do. I walked down into the village to tell Miss Milly Martino I thought we might try an evening together. “It must be at your house,” she said. “I unfortunately have no piano now.”


  “Of course. At our house. Tonight?”


  “Delightful. I shall be there at eight.”


  “A singer from town is coming here tonight. I will try to accompany her,” I told Robert at dinner. “Fine. Fine,” he said, absently. I don’t think he heard what I’d said, for his custom was always to respond to the announcement of a plan with words like that: “Good, good. Fine, fine.”


  We worked well together, Miss Milly Martino and I. Her soprano was expressive and superbly controlled. Pressed, it could achieve extraordinary power and heights. It seemed to grow, expand, and rise without losing the delicate grain and texture of her middle range. She said she loved above all else to sing Mozart, so that first evening we began with Così fan tutte, Dorabella’s recitative and aria. My confidence in being able to accompany her increased when I realized her grasp of the subtleties of the music, the firmness with which she attacked the little runs and slips of “Ah, scostati! paventa il tristo effetto.” Since moments during my final year with Mrs. Seton I do not remember feeling such delight at being able to achieve with my fingers what my mind told me should be done, at falling back, acknowledging by my diminuendo, by the quiet tones, her right to soar out and over them, as though her voice had triumphed over my accompaniment as well as its own origins and limitations.


  At nine o’clock Miss Milly gathered together the music we had been doing. “I must start back before it gets too late. It is quite some distance from here.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “On Phila Street. You go down the hill, and then two squares over from Union Avenue. I board with the Seeleys.”


  “You have a beautiful voice. I so much enjoyed what we did tonight.”


  “And I. You play very well.”


  I walked with her to the door, urging on Paderewski, who had reluctantly agreed to come along, with my knee. The ailing old dog hated to be told to leave the house or the hearth. His trips to the outdoors to perform his bodily needs were always at my prompting. Indeed, at times I remember lifting him over the sill of the front door to help him out.


  Miss Milly Martino admired the dog. She asked how old he was, and I told her not so old, really, but he seemed to have gone into middle age when Robert left him behind to return to Europe, and then moved into premature senility upon his return. She thanked me for allowing her to borrow the Mozart score. We arranged to have another time together on Wednesday of the next week. I waited at the open door, watching her start off down the Farm road, the road the town was later to name and register as Maclaren Road, and then I pulled Paderewski back into the house. I held his thick hair at his neck; he was so big, I so small, that my arm almost rested on his back. I was happy, with a new music-filled happiness, and the feeling of pleasure at having found a congenial, talented friend to share it with.


  I remember another thought on that evening in November in the year that marked the start of a new century: it was possible to commune with the slow-breathing, warm, soft-haired body of an animal like Paderewski, even to feel his response to one’s own contentment. I have had dogs since but none who so perfectly accepted my state of mind as compatible to his, perhaps because his age had made him patient and slow. I wanted the pleasure of that evening to remain, to dally in my head as he lay beside me. I was still able to feel the physical thrill that always rises in me as I listen to the perfect placement of a soprano voice.


  When I closed the door behind me, I found Robert in his velvet house coat standing in the hallway, his fists clenched at his sides, his usually pale face red with fury.


  “Never again, do you hear?”


  “What is it, Robert?”


  “The noise. That … that screeching. I could not think. I could hardly hear my own playing. There is to be no more of that in this house, Caroline.”


  He seemed overwrought, on the verge of tears. I took his hand. “Come to bed, Robert. It’s late. I had no idea we were so—loud. Next time we’ll be quieter. I thought you had finished your work long since.”


  The next Wednesday was cold and rainy. The fall had turned abruptly to winter, the ground was white and treacherous with the first freezing rain. Much of that day I worried that Miss Milly Martino would not make it across her two squares to Union Avenue and then up the hill to our road.


  But she came, the score under her arm wrapped in a piece of oilskin and with it another score from the library, so that we would each be able to read, she said. Her broad felt hat and her coat dripped with rain, her men’s overshoes were buckled tightly to her heavy feet. She seemed to be delighted to be back at the Farm. As she took off her wet clothing she told me she had practiced all week and thought she “had” the scene we had started “by heart.”


  On our way through the house to my sitting room I said, “Tonight we must try to keep our sounds low. Sometimes my husband works late and he is easily disturbed by any sound when he is composing.”


  “Of course, of course.” I remember that her high sweet voice almost squeaked with awe. “I’ve never met him or even seen him. But once I played some of the short pieces of the Woodland Songs. Everyone in the village thinks it is a great honor to have him living near by.”


  We settled ourselves. I began to play the first bars of the aria “Smanie implacabili” … softly. Miss Millie started her “che m’agitate entro quest’ anima” in a light, subdued tone. Then, apparently transported by the aria she loved, by the lovely absurdity of Dorabella planning to go mad for the rest of her life, she struck the high G flat, showing the Eumenides how to scream with all the force of her absorption with the music. My admonition was forgotten. Accurately, elevated, she carried the aria along in that intensity, the music demanding another G flat and then a third. She was note-perfect: her flights between were triumphant, she sang with her whole voice, gaining in power and lyricism, showing me by the movement of her sparkling black eyes how much she had learned during her week of practice.


  Robert flung open my door so hard it hit the sideboard with a crackling sound and swung back almost into his face. He waved it away. His voice was shrill.


  “Out. Out. Get out. No more of that … noise. Out.” His finger pointed at Miss Milly Martino’s shoulder, then prodded it as she tried to move across the room out of his way to where her overshoes stood. I was afraid he was going to strike her, but still I could not move. I sat frozen on the bench. Never do I remember feeling so angry and so impotent. I wanted to shield her from this undeserved indignity, to assure the uncertain, frightened woman who was stumbling into her damp india-rubber galoshes and now struggling to put on her coat, that her voice was beautiful, her high notes pure joy to listen to as well as her effortless movement from one phrase to the next. But I could say nothing. Her mouth was clamped tight with terror. She scurried about the room, frantically gathering up her things. Immobilized by embarrassment, I could not intervene for her with Robert.


  He stood to the side to let her out of the door. She pushed past him, saying nothing. Seated still, I felt as though I were leaving with her, accompanying the heavy, rubbery, clumping sounds as she padded the long length of the halls to the front door, fumbling with the lock—I don’t think there was any light in the front hall in those days. Then the snap, the sharp clasp of the door closing behind her, the little click of the lock: I heard it all from the piano bench.


  Robert had gone when I returned from my motionless trip to the door with Miss Milly Martino. He had turned down the gas lamp over the piano. I listened again, now to his slippered feet crossing the hall to the stairs that went to our room. I remember I sat for some time by that darkened piano, crying from frustration and chagrin. I closed the cover to the keys, thinking how stern and rigid those ivory keys appeared which in my girlhood had seemed soft, endearing, pliable.


  The expulsion of Miss Milly Martino was never spoken of by me or by Robert. Of course she never returned: I believe she was badly hurt by Robert’s treatment. I wanted to invite her to come again while he was away on tour, but somehow I never did. Sometimes I would encounter her behind the oak counter at the library when I called for my week’s reading matter. But we never referred to that evening, not even on the afternoon two weeks later when I gathered my courage to return the library copy of Così fan tutte she had left behind. Both of us, I suspect, were embarrassed by our memories of that terrible evening and preferred to stay safely on the subject of the weather, the latest indignities to library copies by schoolchildren, and summer visitors, whom she always called riffraff.


  A few years later I saw that she tried to disguise the growing palsy of her hand by holding her right wrist with her left hand as she stamped the date on a library card. But often she could not manage to insert the card into its tight little pocket at the back of the book. The townspeople, who had grown fond of the quiet, cheerful, fat little woman, would reach out quickly to perform the task for her. The library’s withdrawal records became illegible. Dates were stamped at perilous slants one on top of the other. Friends of the library took up a collection to help Miss Milly retire. I recall that I requested the Maclaren Foundation to send a contribution.


  But I never heard Miss Milly sing again, and after her retirement I never saw her. In a few years, she went to stay at a boardinghouse for the sick where, a friend, Sarah Watkins, reported to me, she was a sensible, cheerful patient. Even after her faltering head had to be held at the chin by a broad scarf attached to the uprights of the chair in which she always sat, she could be heard, on occasion, singing snatches of what my informant said she took to be opera.


  The first five years of this century: I must tell you about them in summary, because I confess the details have amalgamated in my memory into one continuous year. Robert wrote much, and well, in those years. He was awarded honorary degrees, his music was praised in the columns of Music, the Courier, in the English Musical Times, and in the large city newspapers. He was away often in the spring and the fall, playing and conducting his work with orchestras in New York, in Boston, in Charleston, and as far west as Cleveland. He would return tired out by the long railway trips between cities, for he was unable to sleep in the Pullman cars. Twice he went abroad, but I did not accompany him: the fees offered him for concerts were not sufficient to allow both of us to travel.


  But during the long, hard New York State winters at the Farm we were alone together, except for the dog and the groundsman, Edward Collins, who kept our paths and roads clear, and the maid from the village, Ida, who came to do the household chores. Robert followed his usual routine rigorously, seven days a week. I “kept” the house, as we used to say, and prepared a lunch (Robert ate no breakfast and made his own cup of chocolate at six in the morning when he started his work), which I left at his closed study door. After my own lunch I rested and then walked into the village, to the greengrocer’s or the butcher shop, which remained open in the winter, and sometimes to the bake shop if Ida had not made enough sweet rolls and cakes to satisfy Robert’s passion for such things.


  Yes, the days I was able to fill. I made a friend, by chance, the wife of a retired Hamilton College professor. She was about thirty, I think, fashionable, alert, and charming to look at. She loved to talk. I must confess I had grown hungry for talk. In our long conversations in her house in the afternoons over tea, I felt a comfortable connection to the trivial, friendly world I had thought I had lost during my life with Robert. I enjoyed listening to Sarah Watkins, for that was the name of the second wife of Professor Gordon Lyman Watkins. I felt ill at ease only when I became aware of my own lack of contribution to the talk.


  Sarah would rattle on in her light-headed way, often humorous and sometimes wry and regretful, about her days—and her nights—with the Professor, as she usually referred to him. My days and nights, indeed, years, were composed of solitude and stillness. I had little I could add to her absorbing narratives. Awake, Robert and I lived at opposite ends of a large house, so that the sounds of my housekeeping, my “puttering,” as Robert called it, would not carry into his study. He could not bear to hear talk before he began his day of composing. He said it sent him off in the wrong direction, colliding with and dispelling the usable silence of the early morning. In that silence, he said, he found the beginnings of melodies.


  Sarah’s confidences were about her husband’s habits and practices, his failings and wrongs to her. She had no discretion; she never seemed to feel she owed him any loyalty, and perhaps I was wrong in so openly relishing her revelations about him. But I was lonely. I needed her chatter and her friendship, so I listened, feeling that her strange stories filled the void of my life.


  As I came to think of him (seldom was he present in the afternoon room when I was there; usually he was in the shed at his woodworking bench), he was a fool, a figure of fun who, I imagined, fumblingly tried to love his younger wife and to live with her peacefully despite his elderly habits. He hoped to content her with mild caresses, with the bristling, wet brush of his heavy gray mustache on her cheek. Holding her teacup in one hand, she would lean across to me, making circles in the air with her slender fingers:


  “The Professor likes me to come to bed in my chemise. He plays endlessly with the ribbons, he rubs them and fondles them. He touches my … my … bosom through the cloth. Never underneath, isn’t that odd? His hands are roughened now from all the woodworking he does. His nails are so long they curl over the edges of his fingers. I can feel them through the cloth.”


  I would listen, wondering why she brought these details of the private bed into the sunny room, while I …


  “The Professor likes to stroke me with his tongue. He uses it in the dark as we lie together, in all the chambers of my ears, and in other places which I cannot mention.”


  I would wait, adding nothing, having nothing to add. Then, perhaps feeling that she had gone too far, revealed too much, she would change the subject and tell me about his hobby, which was carving birdhouses for the gardens and the lawn.


  “I understand about the birdhouses with small openings for wrens and little cups for hummingbirds. And the roofed, gabled residences he makes for orioles and cardinals. And the special apartments which he says mourning doves and even owls prefer. But now I think he’s gone quite queer: he’s made an enormous wheel, the size of a wagon wheel. He made our gardener mount it flat on the roof, for storks. Storks!” she would scream in her light, charming voice. “‘Pelicans, too, and flamingos will be made to feel welcome there,’ he tells me, ‘and anhingas.’


  “He lectures me about birds. ‘Do you know,’ he tells me, ‘that some birds migrate a thousand miles and others only a few hundred feet? So,’ he says, ‘we must be prepared for the long-distance traveler, like the stork, as well as our friends from Watertown, Lake Champlain, and Bellview Street in Saratoga Springs.’”


  All the trees around the Watkins’ house, every gable and portico and porch, were hung with accommodations for birds. Professor Watkins, who taught classics before his retirement, had turned his entire attention to a concern for such housing. He told Sarah that often he lay awake thinking of the homeless bird, forced to sleep standing up on its fragile, twiglike legs for lack of a proper resting place. He mourned the apparent homelessness of the grouse: “Think of the grouse, with its heavy feathered feet. It must need a specially soft floor for its domicile.” And so he built an elegant, ground-level cabin, lined with plush to spare the grouse further pain.


  Professor Watkins’ hands had hardened and split at the finger tips. His palms were crossed with healed cuts and rubbed places. The same capable hands that provided for the hotelling of birds turned feeble and foolish when they approached the lightly clad body of Sarah in their conjugal bed.


  I write of this not because of Sarah. What, after all, is Sarah (and her curious husband who gave his whole time to the happiness of birds) to the point of my narrative? I write of this because it was to gossip, to such confessional afternoons, that I turned to escape the soundlessness of Highland Farm. Intimately involved in this way with the curiosities of Sarah’s life with her husband, I could, for the afternoon, with tea and little cakes on the table before us, escape the blank pages, the empty saga, of my own existence.


  Sarah did not always chatter on so, indifferent to her listener. Many times, I am sure, she must have asked how Robert behaved toward me. She waited for admissions from me about my satisfactions, shall we say, the “transports of delight” as they were termed in the fiction of my day. But I could not bring myself to describe the void, the great bed in which Robert and I lay like strangers, his exhausted back to me, his skin seeming to shrink from any contact with me. My life touched his only through the food I prepared and we ate together in the evening, through the accounts and records I kept of his earnings and our expenses, in the hundreds of letters from his admirers and musical friends to which I responded at his direction.


  It might be thought—indeed, I have seen it written somewhere—that the woman who is unawakened to the pleasures of the body, for which she has only uninstructed hopes, feels no physical need or lack. She is said to live in peace with her ignorance and her unfulfillment because she does not know what fulfillment is; nuns in convents are said to be endowed with such good fortune. I know this not to be so. Even Sarah’s indelicate little disclosures to me about the Professor’s small, feckless, ineffectual doings in their bed awakened warm rushes of feeling in me. There were regions in my body, bird-thin to the eye, arid and meager, that seemed to come alive when I heard about the Professor’s fumbling with Sarah’s ribbons. Just as, reading of the passionate embraces of men and women in the lending library’s novels, of heroines’ heaving bosoms as they felt the arms of their lovers around their shoulders, the touch of their fingers, I would respond hotly. My heart would pound. In my thighs, in my chest, at the small of my back there would be sensations I could not explain: warm, exciting, secretly wet.


  Why do I write this foolishness? Why do I break now the reserve of three-quarters of a century, except perhaps to insert into the recounting of the history of that five-year span a few of the unspoken and unrecorded details of the heart and the spirit? It is hardly enough to know that a woman was born and lived and married and, in time, died. It seems somehow important to record, beyond the vital statistics, what she yearned for and was refused, what she imagined and did not realize.


  And while I am writing of Sarah, and her one-sided confidences in those static, holding years: how many truths of the secret lives of women are lost to history in the still, social afternoon air that hovers between two women as they reveal the small singlenesses of their sex, the behavior of their husbands as lords, as lovers? Quickly said, revealed in a breath, in low tones, even whispers, such special truths are quickly buried and forgotten. And yet they hold more valuable human reality for the searcher after truth than the dates of history and the narratives of the lives and deaths of kings.


  I may have told Sarah that I longed for children when she told me she did, but none had come. But I’m certain I never revealed that, since the time of his first serious illness in Saratoga, Robert had no capacity for the conjugal act. We had believed that illness to be a kind of pox, because of the terrible rash. When the scaly patches formed on his back and legs, I finally persuaded him to have the doctor inspect it.


  Robert saw him alone in his offices: it was not the pox. The Saratoga Springs physician, Dr. Holmes, did not really know what it could be, Robert reported to me after the examination, but he prescribed a smoothed lump of sulfate of copper to be applied to the afflicted areas. I rubbed them carefully (painfully for poor Robert), but it did no good. Some of the areas became ulcerated and oozed a rank yellow pus. The doctor instructed me to apply a yeast poultice. On the worst places I placed, again at his instruction, a pack of crystals of acetate of soda. Robert would cry out in pain at these applications.


  “What is it?” I asked the doctor on the one occasion I was in the examining room with Robert, who had grown weak and nervous under the ailment and could hardly walk alone.


  I noticed he looked at Robert speculatively. Robert shut his eyes, and then the doctor said, “It is very hard to say.” But the strange rash receded, taking with it his old, occasional desire for me and some of his thick, dark-red hair, which came out on his pillow and his shoulders in broom-like segments. It seemed to me he showed more concern for his loss of hair than for his connubial failure.


  None of this did I tell Sarah. Even to myself I have not rehearsed these elements of my marital life, until now. Because to the musical world Robert was a much beloved figure. But this public man, this famous man, was important also to me, who needed private love so much. His indifference and discontent with me seemed at the time of no great moment beside his fame. He was renowned, a talented musician, “a composer of genius,” many critics had already written. My contributory existence and auxiliary services, like my small, thin physique, were of no account in his light. History must be full of such alliances between famous men and their satellite, serving wives. Their true persons and their inner lives are rarely known or described in the painful and almost faithless detail I have given here.


  And Sarah would go on and on with her logorrheic talk: “He spent this morning making special food for his warblers (although, he said, peregrines were said to be fond of it, too), roasting bread crumbs in the baking oven, and then mixing in the seeds of pumpkins. When I tried to enter the kitchen he told me I would confuse his recipe, so I left him alone. I’m sure he prefers his birds to me. I think he would like to live in a house under the eaves with them if only he could construct one large enough to hold them all.


  “One died early this morning. Apparently its neck was broken as it flew head-on into the multiple apartment dwelling that hangs from the back roof. It lay on its side on the floor of the veranda. It was a finch, I think (I don’t know the birds well, and I was afraid to ask Gordon). Its purple head was turned entirely backward as though (Gordon said) it had been examining its past in its last moments: a classical bird. Its beak was red with its own blood. The Professor wept and sat still on the veranda all morning looking at it and would not pick it up to dispose of it, and its blood sank into the wood. I sent the maid to him and he told her, politely, mournfully, to go away. I think he’s quite mad.


  “Did I tell you that last summer he discovered there were pigeons living in our attic above the maids’ quarters? The maids said they would not stay if they were not removed. But the Professor lectured them, told them the pigeons had come there to find a shelter against the neglect and cruel treatment by the villagers, who find them dirty and offensive and try to poison them. Once I found him on the stairs climbing to the attic carrying a loaf of freshly baked bread and one of my down pillows. He said, ‘They are nesting.’


  “They are still there, although in the winter they seem quieter. One maid left in August, saying birds over her head frightened her. The other two, I think, have grown used to the rush of wings and the scratchings of feet and beaks on the boards above their heads.


  “Flight. That is all he now talks to me about. Mad! Only organisms capable of flight are entirely alive, he believes. Walking creatures, weighted to the earth, are half dead, their feet turned and moving one after the other down into the full, dry dirt of the grave. ‘Flight,’ he says, ‘is life, the climate and reminder of eternity, of ascent, not deathly descent, of triumph over the Fall. Not until men fly,’ he says, ‘will they be immortal. Some insects and birds are without mortal restraints. I have studied them, day and night. I know.’


  “Nastily, I asked him about the dead finch, despising him and his madness and wanting, I suppose, to hurt him, to strike at his crazy creed.


  “He never listens to me, he never hears me. He doesn’t answer.”


  I go on too long about Sarah. But her stories about the Professor (who died peacefully in his sleep, I remember, at the age of eighty-six, long after Sarah had drowned in Lake George, thrown from a boat during a storm, they said) occupied and entertained me in those years. She introduced me to the life of the town, and through her I made friends with a few wealthy summer residents who came for the races: Anne Rhinelander, Cecily Lorillard, the Leland sisters, Emily Chisolm. They were later to form the core of the Maclaren Foundation, from which the Community grew. I have always been grateful to poor Sarah for that, and pitied her for her ripe, charming middle age wasted upon an aging, obsessed husband. I have always held to the private belief that she drowned herself, went downward into the cold blue water of Lake George to escape the Professor, or to provide him with further proof of his aeronautical metaphysics. But of course I do not know.


  On the thirtieth day of August, 1904, Paderewski died. I will never be able to eradicate the memory of that day.


  He was twelve years old, but for him it was extreme old age. He seemed to have come to it long before his appointed canine span. His sight had almost gone under the weight of cataracts in both eyes, we were told. His last months were noisy. His body was subject to attacks of ague. During them his trunk would shake, and his tail, independently agitated, would thump hard against the bare floor where he always lay because he hated the heat and texture of our oriental rugs. Most of the day he slept, breathing heavily, each long, hard breath ending with a penetrating snort, often so loud that it could be heard in the rooms at the other side of the house.


  His nights were sleepless. We were never able to discover what disease it was that aged him so early and drove him so inexorably into senility and sickness. Sometimes in his deep internal distress, he would hoist himself painfully onto his thin legs and withered paws and move about the dark house, walking almost blindly, stumbling into chiffoniers and chairs, sideboards, and piano legs.


  What was he searching for in those black rooms among the lifeless dark furniture, down at the edges of the tasseled heavy drapes? Was it Robert, the young, brisk, charming man with loving hands and bright smile, the soft, cocked way of listening, the gentle, amorous voice? I do go on here unpardonably, but I, too, remember Robert in this way. He had long ago exiled the aged dog to my quarters because his heavy, long-haired pelt gave off an odor not unlike mold and was offensive to him. Paderewski’s pounding tail and snores during the day were disturbing to his work.


  I have said it was late August, a very hot summer noon. The air was heavy, oppressive, with the promise of rain. My rooms, so close to the eaves over the south end of the house, were warm; it was hard to breathe the thick, still air. I thought I would walk out into the woods that stretched behind the house. Deep within them were cool, pine-walled, and needle-carpeted pockets, almost small rooms, where I used to sit in the months of the heat to read.


  Paderewski was asleep, as usual, on the stone floor before the hearth. I remember starting out, and then returning for a shawl to sit upon. I don’t remember, but yes, I must have done so: I left the side door ajar. Robert was certain that I had. He told me I had become forgetful, and perhaps he was right. It was from being alone so much, I came to believe, and having no markers, no hitching posts, in the long silences for my memory to fasten upon. But I do remember I was gone two hours during the hottest part of the noon and after. When I returned to my room, Paderewski was not in his sleeping place.


  I searched the downstairs, knowing he could not have climbed the stairs. Desperate to find him, I disturbed Robert in the only place I had not been, the music room. Robert was resting on his couch at that hour, his eyes closed. But he was not asleep.


  “Of course he is not here,” he said, sounding irritated. I knew he hated to be disturbed during the day. He once told me he listened in his head, during his afternoon rest, to what he had written that morning. But he was upset enough at Paderewski’s disappearance to come outside in his shirt sleeves to help me search.


  We walked around the house, calling his name. Never, until that day, had that tributary name seemed so unsuitable for a dog. To be calling for a renowned, middle-aged pianist in the steaming Saratoga woods: I felt foolish. But he was nowhere near the house. We started to walk down the long, dusty Farm road—the road that was later to be given Robert’s surname by an edict of the town council. But I think I may have already written this.


  We rounded the bend in the road from which it is possible to see the avenue beyond. Coming toward us were two men, carrying on a board between them what we could tell at once was the bloodied fur and crushed head of Paderewski. They were evidently summer visitors. Their straw boaters, white duck trousers, and striped linen jackets marked them apart from the native men who rarely dressed this way in midafternoon. Robert ran ahead to them.


  “What happened?”


  “Is this your dog?” one man asked.


  “Yes. Yes.”


  The man—we were later to learn his name was Henry Huddleston Rogers—his face troubled and solemn, said, “It was entirely my fault. Entirely. I did not see him standing in the road until the horses were almost upon him. I shouted. I tried to rein them in, but it was too late. I am entirely to blame. What can I say?”


  Robert seemed stunned, yet ready to agree with the poor contrite fellow, I thought. I intervened: “No. Don’t think that. He never leaves the house. He must have wakened and been confused by a dream, or something like that. He’s never done this before. Usually I’ve had to half carry him out.” I knew I was rattling on foolishly.


  “Oh, be still, Caroline.”


  Robert pushed me aside. He lifted the dead dog from the board into his arms, staggering under the weight. Somehow he managed to turn and walk back to the house, bearing Paderewski in his arms.


  The man who had not spoken tipped his hat to me and started back down the road to the avenue, carrying the bloodstained board.


  Mr. Rogers said, “This is terrible. I wish I could do something.”


  In the distance we could hear the roar of the crowd. Down the hill at the track the first race of the afternoon must have started.


  “I’m Mrs. Maclaren.”


  “The composer’s wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, I’m so terribly sorry for this. That must have been the … your husband. This is terrible. Will you tell him again how sorry I am?”


  “I will. But don’t blame yourself. The dog was old and almost blind.” I put my hand out. “Good-bye, Mr. …”


  “Rogers.”


  “Mr. Rogers. Good-bye.”


  I almost ran back. Robert had taken the massive burden into the house: the front door was open and there was a light smear of blood on the middle panel where he must have brushed against it. I found them in the music room. Robert had put the dog down on the top of the closed piano, where he lay, already stiffened, his blind eyes opened to a new dark, his once-handsome coat suffused and beaded with blood and dust. Around him the piano cover, at that time, I remember, a fringed shawl I had brought back from Frankfurt, lay in contrasting splendor to the mangled Paderewski. Already he seemed to have shrunken, a mass of confused hair, paws, ears. Only his fine long narrow aristocratic muzzle remained intact.


  Robert insisted on keeping him there for one whole day. I was reminded of Professor Watkins and his finch. Uncharitably, I thought of how anachronistic his attention to the dead dog was: for several years he had not allowed the animal in that room. Robert did not work the rest of that day but walked about the room, his hands behind his back, circling the piano, his eyes often on the now redolent carcass. I mourned Paderewski alone in my room, remembering all the haptic pleasures of that silken fur, the firm softness of his long, sleek, sensitive head and ears and nose.


  Robert was more silent than ever at dinner that evening, and I suppose I, too, was absorbed in my own grief. I was full of it, ready to break down at the thought of losing the companion of my solitude, my walks and rests, in all those years since Germany.


  On the second day Robert called our groundsman, Edward Collins, to remove the dog. Edward had dug a grave on a grassy little hill at the far end of the property. He brought a wooden box he had made to convey the body in. Robert would not watch the removal and conveyance. He refused to see Paderewski buried. I followed the farm wagon to the grave and stood at the side of the small, deep trench as Edward put the box into it, covered it with dirt and placed squares of sod over the raw spot.


  “Will we want a marker for it, ma’am?”


  “I’ll ask Mr. Maclaren tonight what he wishes done.”


  “Very good.”


  But somehow Robert and I never mentioned Paderewski to each other again. Ida told me she had been unable to remove the bloodstains from Robert’s shirt even after three washings, so I gave the shirt to Edward, who seemed very glad to have it. Robert did not ask after it. The piano shawl had to be disposed of.


  The grave was never marked. I walked often to the place after that. From it there was a lovely view of the Adirondacks to the west, and the wooded hills of Highland Farm on the other side. I thought Robert had forgotten the place—he rarely walked that way alone that I was aware of, and surely never with me. But he must have remembered it. For later, in a cubbyhole in his desk, Anna Baehr found a small piece of staff paper on which he had written:
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  We did. Robert lies there now. We did not disturb the small box Edward uncovered when he dug Robert’s grave. The granite marker, elaborate and imposing, was put in place by the Maclaren Foundation in the years when it had the money to do that sort of thing. It is imposing, with Robert’s name and dates, and my name and birth date. Only the final date is missing. Soon it, too, will be chiseled into the stone. Then we shall both lie beside our dog.


  The letter said:


  The trustees and the President of Columbia University are pleased to inform you that the University wishes to bestow upon you the honorary degree of Doctor of Humane Letters at the Commencement on June 5, 1905,


  and went on to give the details of the time and the arrangements that would be made for the comfort of those to be honored.


  Robert showed it to me at dinner one evening and wondered if he ought to go. “Of course you must go. It is a great honor. You will enjoy yourself, and it’s been so long since we have been to the city.”


  “But, Caroline, so long a trip? How will we travel? How much time will we have to spend in New York?” He was full of anxiety, his voice so low I could hardly hear him.


  “A week, perhaps. Oh, Robert, you will enjoy it, I’m sure. We can hear some music and visit the galleries. Some of your former pupils live there, and your friends, friends from Hoch and Boston. Churchill teaches at Columbia. We can see him. Oh, Robert, let’s go.”


  I watched him struggle to decide. He seemed worn out and very tired: The dog’s death has diminished him, I thought. His work, all the copying it required, seemed to take him longer and longer, he stopped earlier than he used to. More and more often when I came to call him to dinner I would find him stretched out on his couch, exhausted. Lately, he said, he would lie down to rest at three. When I came at six, he was still there, inert and half-asleep.


  How old and frail he looked to me now! His hair was more gray than russet, and very sparse. After that strange illness it had never returned to its full, thick, youthful growth. No trace of the old, charming smile remained, for he never smiled now. Looking at him, I was reminded of Paderewski, for Robert was like him: prematurely old at thirty-three, spent and lusterless, a used-up man.


  Our preparations for the trip took almost a week, the packing of the grips, the arrangements made for a landau to convey us to the railroad depot in Saratoga Springs, the purchase of our tickets. For Robert it would have been a wearying series of chores, so I spared him everything but his actual presence at the departure. For me it was a great delight.


  The season was just beginning. The arriving trains were full of stylish-looking visitors. Outside the depot the roads were crowded with omnibuses, dogcarts, and phaetons waiting to take travelers to the Grand Union and the United States hotels. I remember that the bells in the depot cupola rang as a train approached or departed. Robert disliked the racket and cringed against the terrible noise, but I enjoyed it all: the bells, the sounds of cars and horses, the shouts of Negro porters, train whistles, all making a fine cacophony of active, alive sounds.


  We took a Pullman room. But Robert hardly slept. I stayed awake with him while he went over and over his short acceptance speech. He was trying to commit the ten or so sentences to memory, but he seemed unable to do it. I felt an uneasy surprise at this, at Robert who, a few years ago, could conduct the Brahms Fourth and the Beethoven Seventh symphonies together in one evening’s program without the scores.


  In those agonizingly long hours, traveling through the dark state along the Hudson River, past the dim, sleeping river towns (for Robert would not permit me to draw the shades over the windows: he said he felt very confined in the small room allotted to us), I realized for the first time how much he had failed. In our house at the Farm surrounded by familiar objects and secluded by the custom and routine of our quiet lives, I had not noticed, or perhaps I had not looked closely. My own days and nights were of an unchanging sameness which I must have extended to his. Now in this unfamiliar, moving place I could see how far down he had gone. Can I be blamed for my blindness? When he was sick he would not tell me until it was unavoidable, as though there was a shame in admitting to bodily weakness. And even then, he resisted having a physician called to see him. He must have hidden his symptoms and his debility to have grown so old, so quickly, so soon.


  I had written ahead. In the morning, among the crowds of persons milling around the Grand Central Station, we found Churchill Weeks and his wife, Catherine. They were at the barrier to meet us, to arrange with the porters for our baggage, to take us to our hotel, which on that occasion was the Chelsea. Catherine, whom we knew only slightly, said nothing. It seemed to me she found our arrival a trial, as though she were not accustomed to such heavy responsibilities. She was a thin, neurasthenic, almost flat woman whose body seemed concave at the front. Her brown hair was pulled tightly back from her thin face and fastened at the nape of her neck in the style of those days. She had the look of someone waiting always for something unpleasant to happen, always expecting a repellent flavor as she looked at her food. When she spoke to her husband her voice was sharp and impatient as though his very presence were an annoyance to her. Try as I might for Churchill’s sake and Robert’s, I could not like her.


  In our rooms at the hotel Churchill said, “We’ll leave you now. You must be tired from the long journey. Is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable before we go?”


  “We are expected to lunch with the faculty at twelve sharp, Churchill,” said Catherine, in her rough, edgy mid-western voice.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all, thank you,” said Robert. “You are very good.” He spoke as though he had not heard the asperity in Catherine’s voice, and perhaps he had not. His own voice was distant and weary. He smiled at Churchill his half-smile, his eyes lighting up as he looked at his friend. “We will rest and perhaps take a walk and wait for you to come.”


  Churchill had looked at Catherine as though he were preparing to strike her, but when Robert spoke, he smiled at him. For one moment, I thought, the old ineffable love seemed to hover in the air between them. Neither sharp Catherine nor birdlike Caroline was present to them.


  Catherine stared stonily at her husband. I thought, What a strange marriage this is, without even the pretense of civility before others. Or perhaps I was oversensitive to the import of the looks they exchanged and to the overtones of her words, because my own marriage had no resonances except for the echoes of wordlessness. It must have been that.


  They left us. Robert lay down on the bed and slept almost at once. I lay beside him, careful not to disturb him by my motion, listening to his almost silent breathing and hearing beyond the hotel windows (we were on the second floor, we never stayed above the second floor, because Robert was afraid of fire and so feared to sleep in a room on a higher floor) the continuous roiling sound of traffic on the street below, and the shouting, and the clanging of wagons and motorcars. I felt exhilarated to be in a city.


  At six o’clock the Weekses returned, but Robert had decided he would prefer not to venture out for the promised dinner. So Churchill arranged with the hotel to bring to our room a lavish set of covered dishes on a moving table, a service I had never before seen provided for guests in America. I enjoyed it all hugely, as did Churchill, who talked a great deal to Robert of the pleasures of living in New York, of teaching piano and harmony and composition in a university where an academic department devoted to the study of music had just been established. Robert smiled, nodded assent, but spoke very little. I listened. Catherine, as I recall, said nothing.


  The morning of Commencement Day was beautiful, cool, and clear. We traveled by trolley car along Broadway to Morningside Heights and walked through the great gates to the new Seth Low Library to meet the president, Mr. Nicholas Murray Butler. Weeks was there with other faculty members from the department of music. I was given a ticket to the chairs set up at the foot of the library steps. When I found my place, there was Catherine Weeks. I sat beside her. She asked after Robert’s condition and seemed to wish to explore the subject of his apparent ill health (it is uncharitable of me, but I felt she was the kind of sour woman who enjoyed the spectacle of other people’s misfortunes). But before I was required to say very much, the music—trumpets and horns—started. We rose to our feet to attend the glittering procession of garbed professors and students. Walking near the head was Robert, looking pallid and gaunt in his black academic mortarboard with a gold tassel falling before his eyes. He wore a handsome blue robe decorated with the crowns of King’s College, for so this university had been named at its inception, I read in the engraved program handed to me when I entered. Robert’s forehead was wet with perspiration; I was sorry he had insisted on dressing in his old but still fine German suit. He was going to be very warm up there, I thought.


  I sat through the opening of the ceremony feeling very hot, too, for the sun was beating down on us at that hour. I felt uneasy for Robert. Always before, as I had waited in audiences for him to perform or conduct, I was confident, knowing well his perfect control, his quiet command of all his powers. But after the night in the railway car my confidence was shaken. How would he do?


  At last—it seemed to me a very long wait in that hot sun—President Butler rose to read the awards of honorary degrees. I was delighted that Robert’s was read first. The citation was glowing and effusive. “Robert Glencoe Maclaren is one of America’s great composers. He has turned his excellent European training to the service of American music, American themes and subject matter. America’s Orpheus, he has been called by one critic, and his future,” read President Butler from a parchment scroll, “promises to be as distinguished as have been the short years of his already eminent career. He is a man whose thirty-three years of life are studded with world-recognized accomplishments.”


  I watched Robert, seated in the front row on the platform, as the president read. He was looking straight ahead into the audience, listening perhaps, but somehow I felt he did not hear what the president was reading. The president stopped, there was applause. Mr. Butler looked over at Robert, expecting him to rise and come forward. The audience applauded loudly, but Robert did not rise. I saw a professor seated behind him lean over to shake his arm and whisper something. Robert seemed to awaken, looked back at the red-gowned man behind him, nodded his head slightly, and stood up. Then, to my horror, he turned and walked away from where President Butler stood, making his way carefully toward the steps at the opposite end of the platform.


  A murmur went through the audience. I could feel myself covered by a red flood of embarrassment and heat. What could I do? Nothing but sit on my camp chair and watch my poor confused husband wander in the wrong direction, away from his honor, in front of hundreds of graduates and parents, professors, and the president of the university.


  President Butler was quick-witted. A vigorous man in his early forties, he had only recently taken over his eminent position. At that terrible moment he seemed capable of dealing efficiently with anything, even so eccentric a situation as this. He strode briskly the length of the platform, while everyone else sat, frozen. He reached Robert and took his arm just as he was about to descend the steps and leave the platform. He pulled him back, turned him around, and, with wonderful tact that made what he was doing seem normal ceremonial procedure, pushed him gently ahead, in the right direction, inching him toward the podium.


  Robert then seemed to remember what it was he had to do. He reached into the inner pocket of his hot woolen suit and brought out the sheet of paper on which I had printed for him in large block letters the words of his speech. While the president discreetly sat down behind him, Robert began to read in his low, musical voice.


  I relaxed a little, although by now my dress was suffused with perspiration and my handkerchief could no longer contain the moisture from my forehead and hands. No, I thought, it will be all right. Beside me, Catherine shifted in her seat. In my apprehensive state I took her movement to be a tart comment of some kind on what had just taken place on the platform.


  Robert came to the last line. He read it slowly, distinctly. A low swell of applause began to grow on the platform and in the audience, but it died abruptly when Robert’s voice went on. Dear God! I realized he had begun at the opening sentence and was reading the whole first paragraph again! I was overcome with horror, hearing the low murmur around me. I wanted to rush up to the platform and rescue him, stop the solemn proceedings and take Robert home to the Farm where he would be safe from the world’s knowledge.


  But again the clever president assessed the situation quickly. He half rose from his seat as Robert once again came to his final sentence of gratitude, and when it was horrifyingly clear that he was about to begin a third reading, President Butler was at his elbow, taking his hand firmly in his two hands and shaking it, saying something to him very low that I could not hear. Robert stopped reading and turned to the president in confusion, seeming not to recognize him. But he was silent, at last. The audience was now enthusiastically applauding my poor oblivious husband, as the president led him back to his seat while appearing merely to be politely escorting him. How grateful I was, sitting below in a bath of fright and heat, for the president’s intelligence and his quick thinking.


  The rest of the afternoon I remember quite clearly, for much of it I was now able to enjoy. Luncheon was served in wicker baskets to us and to the graduates and their parents and friends. Numbers of persons shook Robert’s hand and asked him if he remembered them. To each he nodded, said “Yes,” and smiled his weak, gentle half-smile. But I could tell he remembered none of them. He held my arm, or Churchill’s, during the hour that followed the luncheon, acknowledging the faculty members who spoke to him of their admiration for his music. He nodded, giving them each a wordless, childlike smile, sweet and vacant.


  No mention was made by anyone of the debacle on the platform. It seemed to have been accepted and forgotten, reegarded as the eccentric, absentminded behavior of a genius. Only I knew better.


  The Weekses had arranged tickets for us for a music-hall entertainment that evening. The variety show was a theatrical experience Robert had loved since a boy. Often he had spoken to Churchill when they were studying in Germany, and later to me, of a variety star he had seen in Boston, Della Fox, a wonderfully beautiful, plump, girlish singer, as he described her to me. By fortunate chance it happened that she had decided to return to the vaudeville stage, which was now very popular, during the weekend we were to be in New York. Churchill was kindness itself. He had obtained four tickets for Della Fox’s third appearance, on Sunday evening, the evening of the Columbia Commencement, after her scheduled opening on Friday.


  Robert was excited, awakened from the trancelike state he had been in during the ceremony by the prospect of seeing and hearing Della Fox again. We sat in midafternoon under the great elms on the campus, cooler now, with Churchill and Catherine. Robert was better. He talked more than he had since we left the Farm.


  “I simply cannot wait. I remember, it must have been when I came back on a visit almost twenty years ago—could it have been that long ago, Church?”


  “I think so, Rob. The newspaper account said she had been retired for almost twenty years.”


  “Twenty years! She was my idol, my dream, my ideal woman when I was, what was I? Fourteen? I must have been. She sang in a small but pure soprano. The Police Gazette called her ‘la petite Fox.’ Do you remember ever seeing her, Church?”


  Catherine stared at her husband. He blushed, and then admitted gallantly, I thought, to Robert, that yes, he remembered hearing about Della Fox.


  Robert went on: “I removed her picture from the Gazette. And my mother found it in my room and destroyed it. But I see Della Fox in my mind’s eye so clearly. She is small and blond, very blond, with small blond curls. She dressed differently from the other musical stars of those days. They wore spangles, and pinched-in stays and tights. But Della wore a white satin man’s suit—trousers and vest and jacket and cravat, even a white yachting cap with a small visor that sat jauntily on her curls. Her eyes were deep, sparkling blue, and she was delicate, very delicate, yet—yet full-bodied, do you know? Do you know what I’m trying to say, Church?”


  Churchill smiled at him, ignoring what I took to be his wife’s evident displeasure at Robert’s nostalgic flights, for she was looking sternly, unsmiling, at her husband.


  “She is magnificent, Rob, I’m sure. I cannot wait to see her.”


  Robert continued: “And I remember, as clearly as if it were yesterday, the song she always sang as she lounged against a table, with her leg thrown over it so the audience could see her ankle. Something like … shady brook? Yes—‘Shady brook, babbling brook, and now serenely mellow,’” he sang in his fine, low tenor.


  Churchill joined in. The two men sang the verses of the foolish little song to the end. People seated near us on the grass applauded and laughed, and the two men looked dismayed at having been so carried away. Churchill gracefully acknowledged the gentle applause by tipping his straw hat. Robert, flushed, looked away, but I could tell he was pleased. It had been so long since he had come out of himself, enjoyed himself in that way.


  Then Churchill said, “One caution, Rob. I read in the Sun last evening that Della Fox’s first two performances had to be canceled because she was ill. I’m hoping that won’t be the case tonight, but we won’t know until we get downtown to the theater and see if the bills are posted out front. But there are six other acts if she doesn’t appear.”


  Robert was still transported into his past and did not seem to hear Churchill’s warning. “She smoked, onstage! I can see her now, leaning back, reaching into her white jacket pocket for her little silver case, opening it, putting a cigarette into her mouth and lighting it. She breathed out a ring of smoke and looked at us all in the audience with those deep blue eyes, as though she dared us to disapprove. Never have I seen so—so seductive an act. She was charming, performing what was forbidden in full view.


  “I see her still, standing there, her leg swung across the edge of the table—another charmingly illicit act—all that delicious femininity encased in that white suit, blowing smoke rings at the audience and singing. Della Fox …”


  We all laughed at Robert—all but Catherine, who stared at the table during his elegiac reminiscence. In that moment he looked almost young and eager. I could imagine him reaching out with his hot boy’s hand toward a mythic goddess of incredible allure. It was so good to see him like this again. I was impatient for the evening’s entertainment.


  We dined with the Weekses in their apartment on Fifty-seventh Street, a long, dull meal with too many hot rolls and heavy brown gravy for the beef. We finished with pie made, it seemed, of leaden apples. (How is one able to remember the details of unmemorable meals such as this one? It must have been the happenings of the evening that fastened these trivial matters forever in my mind.) At dinner Robert was quiet but pleasant. He watched Churchill carve the roast most capably and pour the Médoc, admiring, I could tell, his skill with the knife and the cork. At one point, I remember, he hummed “Shady Brook,” and we all listened, and then laughed.


  There was much talk of the old days, in Paris and in Frankfurt. Only once was there a break in the pleasant tenor of the supper. When Churchill mentioned their beloved teacher Joachim Raff, rehearsing the details of his sudden death, Robert’s eyes filled with tears that ran down his cheeks. Catherine looked away while Robert searched his pockets for a handkerchief. When he could not find it, Churchill passed his. We all waited for Robert to regain control.


  Churchill said it was time. We walked down Broadway to the Lyceum Theatre. For me it was exciting to see the city in the evening light, spread, unbelievably, upward, and glistening in the clear air. I held Robert’s arm and felt almost gay and young again, wishing we could preserve the exhilaration of that evening, wishing we could recapture the pleasures of the early days when we walked together on the Common, with Paderewski encircling us with his leash and drawing us together. …


  The marquee that jutted out over the sidewalk was lighted. A small crowd of persons gathered under it. Churchill smiled with pleasure when he saw the bills posted on both sides of the door:
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  Under the corner of the bill on the right side of the entrance was a picture of Della Fox in her famous white suit, looking much as Robert had described her: a small, plump, pink and white, full-breasted young woman, jaunty and fresh-faced.


  Our seats were close to the front of the orchestra, in recognition, I guessed, of what Churchill had remembered of Robert’s boyish passion. I wondered if we were not too close. We seemed to be seated almost directly above three shabby-looking musicians in the orchestra pit, now trying out their instruments in a peculiar cacophony.


  “No. We’ll see well here,” said Robert. He was in a state of high excitement. All his morning’s weariness and disorientation had vanished. Like a child, he seemed hardly able to wait for the curtain to rise. He applauded when the musicians, now somewhat more together, began the notes of “Shady Brook.” The rest of the audience was quiet. Unself-consciously, Robert clapped alone.


  After a long introduction, which consisted of a medley, I assumed, of Della Fox’s “hits,” the theater was darkened and a spotlight opened upon the left side of the stage. The curtain went up on a set vaguely designed to resemble the interior of a dilapidated cabaret. The spotlight hovered uncertainly around the wings, the music repeated its themes, the pause, in which nothing happened, seemed to stretch interminably. And then she entered.


  I can recount what I saw that evening, for my memory of it is still very clear. The white suit, the white cap, yes, they were still there. But stuffed into them, straining every seam and thread, was a monstrously fat little woman. Her great girth made her seem abnormally short. Once onstage, she hesitated uncertainly, dazed by the bright light. Then she wandered toward the center of the stage, her small feet appearing too slight to bear all that gross weight. She smiled at the audience, a foolish, idiot-child smile with her red bowed lips minute in her huge powdered face, and patted the white button at the top of her cap as though to be sure it was still there. Then she waved to the musicians in the pit that she was ready to begin. That gesture, grand and silly, gave away her state: she was profoundly, completely drunk.


  After two false starts, during which either Della Fox or the little orchestra was out of step, she began to sing. Her voice was tiny. She sounded as though it were being squeezed out of her mammoth chest, issuing from between her bubble-like cheeks. She forgot the words, sang “la la de la de la” in their place, grimaced, fluttered her little fat fingers in the dim air in front of her, and then tottered over to the cabaret table at the right of the stage.


  Now the famous act, I thought. But it was not to be. Della Fox made a gallant effort to raise one great leg, packed tight into the trouser, over the corner of the table, but failed. Instead, still singing in her little high-pitched tuneless voice, a measure behind the pianist in the pit, she crossed her ankles and fumbled for the famous cigarette. The silver box gleamed in the spotlight. Trying gamely to open it, she dropped it and it struck the steps a distance from her. The little dance she did, half-bent from the waist, made it clear that she would not be able to pick it up.


  I glanced across at Catherine Weeks. For the first time all day she was smiling. Robert’s eyes were closed.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Churchill whispered, leaning across both of them. We walked up the aisle. I could hear the boos, the whistles, laughter, and shouts of insults from the gallery. People were already ahead of us in the aisle, on their way to the box office, I was sure, to have their admittance money returned to them.


  Robert stopped outside to look at the picture of Della Fox on the poster, at the tiny dimpled creature whose young innocent eyes sparkled even in the old, poor photograph. In her shining man’s suit, smoke curling about her piquant face, she was indeed, as she had been all those years in Robert’s memory, a lovely creature.


  “We should have known. I should have known,” said Robert. “How could it have been otherwise? All those years.”


  Churchill, looking as though he were responsible for the whole fiasco, felt he had to lighten Robert’s spirits. “Well, Rob, look at us. We’re not what we were, either, if you examine us closely.”


  Robert put his hand on Churchill’s still black hair and ruffled it a little. “Perhaps so,” he said in the absent way he had of talking of the past, “but I think you look very well, Church.” He hesitated, and I wondered if he might be thinking of his lapse of the morning. “I’m more like poor Della Fox. Old. Forgetful. Decayed. All too soon.” He paused. Then he took my arm in his accustomed way when he was tired, and said in a whisper that I’m certain only I heard, “Lost.”


  That was almost the last, perhaps even the last, of the good times, for him. In our few remaining days in New York we heard the Aeolian String Quartette at Carnegie Hall play one of Robert’s early quartets, the third, Opus 12, I think it must have been. We walked about in Central Park, we dined at Rumpelmayer’s with Adolph Burmeister and his wife. Adolph and Robert had been in Frankfurt together. Now Adolph played in the string section of the New York Symphony Society.


  From that dinner we came back early to the hotel because Robert complained of an odd unpleasantness: “I could not eat my dinner because it is hard to move my tongue,” he said. “It feels heavy, wooden.” I believed this to be an excuse for the dull silence he had maintained with the Burmeisters at dinner, but I said nothing. We left New York the next morning, two days before we had intended. It was Robert’s last visit to the city, his last trip any distance from the Farm, and, it turned out, the start of the last year of his life.


  The trip home in the railway car was longer and more tedious than the one down. Robert was very silent, persisting in his claim to a sore, cumbersome tongue. I read a little, sampled the chocolates from Maillard’s Candy Store that Churchill had given us upon our departure, and slept well in the berth above Robert. In the early morning I tried to distract him by reading to him from the Sun newspaper I had brought with me from the city. It was on the theatrical page of this newspaper that I learned that Della Fox had made no further appearances at the Lyceum after the one we had witnessed. She had been taken to Bellevue Hospital, the same night we saw her sorry performance, suffering from the delirium tremens of acute alcoholism. I did not convey this information to Robert, preferring to read the comments on a musical affair at Carnegie Hall on the same page. But nothing could take his mind away from his troubling, strange new affliction.


  “My tongue burns,” he insisted on that morning of our arrival at the Saratoga Springs depot. We came back at last to the Farm, tired out from travel, dusty and disheartened. I remember the heat of that summer, I remember the persons who called and were turned away because, I told them, Robert was working, or tired, or temporarily indisposed. I was able to visit with Sarah Watkins only occasionally when I could get away from the care of the house, the garden, and Robert.


  If now I will seem to dwell too much on the unpleasant details of that last year, you must forgive me: but they continue to live in my mind, vivid as fire. Now more than ever I see that they seem to be an integral part of the story I have determined to tell.


  I do not remember exactly when it was that I knew Robert and Dr. Holmes were not acquainting me with the nature of Robert’s illness. I confess to feminine foolishness or, perhaps, human blindness. But I think that, more than these, it was ignorance. For his increasingly horrifying symptoms meant nothing to me until the Christmas Anna Baehr came to help me nurse him, when his care had grown too heavy for me. She was to inform me; until then I knew only that strange and pitiable things were happening to him.


  In late September, Robert agreed at last to go into the village to see Dr. Holmes. The racing season was over, and the lines of vehicles: the touring cars and phaetons, omnibuses and barouches that had conveyed visitors back and forth from the hotels to the track and to the Club-house for gambling had all vanished, and with them the pickpockets and touts, the politicians from New York City, and the theater actors and actresses who played in Saratoga. I always enjoyed reading all the details of that high life in the local paper. The Saratoga Union reported that the village was almost back to its normal population; only a few of the fashionable and wealthy families lingered on for some weeks of the baths and for the cure of the waters.


  It was widely believed in those days that the hot dissipations of the summer, the “pace that kills,” as the Union put it, could be cleansed from the system by sufficient doses of the mineral waters of the Congress Spring. In the late mornings, well-dressed men and women walked in leisurely fashion from their hotels toward Congress Park to drink agate cups full of heavy, sulfurous water. Often the men were portly and red-faced: one knew that rich food and fine French wines from the United States Hotel and the Grand Union Hotel dining rooms, the late suppers at the Club-house, had been taken heavily into their distended stomachs five times each day. Even at the racing clubhouse they ate and drank as they watched the races. In those years their wives never accompanied them to the races or to the gambling casino—such attendance was thought risqué and fast—but still, the ladies, too, seemed to grow heavy in the season. They resorted to the same purgative treatment as their husbands in the Saratoga springs before they moved on to Wiesbaden or Vichy in the fall.


  The morning we drove to the village to see Dr. Holmes we were stopped by a little procession of strollers on their way to the Congress waters to take the cure. Our hired motorcar waited for them to pass before turning into Broadway. But then I saw the carriage behind the walkers, driven by the famous woman.


  “Look, Robert. Do you know who that is?”


  “Who? Where?” he asked. Then he said, “No. Who is it?”


  The woman driving her carriage alone was what we used to call a spectacle. Almost larger than life, she was crossing the broad avenue slowly, a great peacock of a woman in a white carriage, a lavender parasol in one hand, the other holding white doeskin reins to her all-white horse. Her hips, ample and stately, completely occupied the whole seat of the carriage, as though it took that breadth to bear the broad, snow-white, almost fully displayed bosom above them. She was dressed (swathed was the word we used to hear for this) entirely in lavender. Her huge, large-brimmed silk hat was lavender, too, except for the brilliantly red roses on its brim, and she smiled from side to side of her carriage, the smile of a confident, famous, massive, but still lovely face.


  “That’s Lillian Russell, the actress, Robert. She’s grown fat, but isn’t she still beautiful, in her way? She looks—majestic.”


  Robert looked at her and did not reply. Perhaps he was thinking of Della Fox, wondering if obesity was the fate of all boyhood visions, of all great beauties. “Let’s move on,” he said to the driver.


  “We can’t pass. The driver can’t pass. Everyone ahead has stopped to see her.”


  Lillian Russell’s carriage was trimmed with solid silver. On her lap, erect and small, lean and haughty, sat her Japanese spaniel, his diamond collar, the Saratoga Union reported, having cost eighteen hundred dollars. It was altogether a wonderful sight to see. I have never forgotten it. The Union reporter wrote that Lillian Russell had grown grossly fat from gluttony. She was said to eat three whole chickens at dinner, to drink three bottles of French wine during an evening, and to finish with six cream desserts. But I forgot that as I looked at her, lordly and elegant, her enormous stays lifting her great bosom far into the space before her, shading the little dog in her lap. She passed the corner where we sat still waiting and came to the corner of the Grand Union piazza. Every man seated there, resting after the strenuous season, I suppose, rose to his feet as she passed, removing his hat, as though to acknowledge the progress of a queen or a goddess.


  She had passed the Grand Union Hotel and was driving up Broadway when our driver was able to move our vehicle. I was still full of the vision:


  “Robert, do you know, she refuses to stay at the Grand Union Hotel. I read that in the newspaper. Despite all its elegance.”


  “Why?” he asked thickly. His tongue was again troubling him, and I could tell he inquired only out of politeness.


  “I think it’s because of that sign.”


  On the registry desk of the Grand Union Hotel a notice read:
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  “She has that spaniel she is so devoted to. So, of course she stays at the Crumb House instead.”


  Dr. Holmes examined Robert. Then he came into the waiting room with him. “I want him to be seen by a colleague of mine, a doctor in New York. Dr. Keyes, Edward Lawrence Keyes, at the Bellevue Hospital in New York.”


  “I will not go there,” said Robert to neither of us, into the air of the waiting room. “I will not go back to that city.”


  “You must, Mr. Maclaren. You must be seen. I am not certain of the new treatment for your—ailment. Keyes is a specialist, an expert. He is writing a book on—such matters. You must go to see him.”


  Robert refused. Soon after, it must have been a month or so later, fortune came our way. Dr. Keyes, visiting friends in Saratoga Springs for the famous fall display of color in the leaves, called upon us. There had been no change in the condition of Robert’s mouth and tongue. If anything, it had grown worse. The one view I had of them made my heart pound with fear. He could eat almost nothing, he said, everything stuck to his tongue and in his throat. Now it was impossible to keep his desperate state hidden any longer. “Look, Caroline.”


  He opened his mouth. I looked. Clinging to the normal dark-red lining of the roof of his mouth were white mucous patches, ugly and dead-looking. His tongue was coated on all sides with thick, viscid saliva. Before he closed his mouth again quickly, sensing my horror at the hideous sight, I caught a foul, acrid odor and turned away without thinking, to escape the unpleasantness of it. I felt nauseated.


  “Dear God, Robert. What is it?”


  He shook his head. His eyes looked wild and terrified. Rarely in the days that followed did he speak, for his difficulty in moving his swollen, covered tongue and the pain in his cheeks and mouth made him avoid the slightest effort. Once again, on the evening before Dr. Keyes’s arrival at the Farm (Dr. Holmes had sent word with the mail carrier of the imminent visit), I caught sight of the terrible thing he kept shut away in the diseased cavity of his mouth. At dinner, eating the warm milk toast I had prepared for him, he tried to cough and choked. I started to go to him, thinking to help him by pounding his back, but he gestured me away. Then (Lord, how clear that moment is still to me!) he thrust his fingers into his mouth and pulled out a rancid, ropy mass of thick, oily, copper-colored saliva. It clung to his fingers, he could not shake it off, he groaned helplessly. I rushed to him with my dinner napkin, wrapping his foul-smelling hand in it. It was the beginning of my witness to his long and terrible dying.


  The next morning Dr. Keyes was with him in his bedroom for almost an hour. I waited downstairs at his request. When he came down he asked me to be seated. He took the settee at the side of the hearth.


  “Mrs. Maclaren, I must be open with you. Your husband is gravely ill. There is treatment, of course. We can assuage his symptoms, we can make him more comfortable in this—affliction. But, I must be direct with you, we cannot cure him. It is, sadly, too late. He should have been treated when this first appeared, perhaps ten or more years ago. I do not know that exactly—he will not say. But even then we could not have been sure. We knew very little about the treatment then. Now our method works often, not always. At all events, it is too late to apply it to him now. It would do no good.”


  “What is it, Doctor? What does he have? Does it have a name?”


  I thought Dr. Keyes looked uneasily at me. “It has a number of names. Some have called it a blood disease, a disorder of the red corpuscles. Others see it as a disturbance of the nervous system, a brain disease. But whatever it is named, it starts and then recedes, appears and then rests a long while before it finally reappears with terrible virulence, as you now see it in Mr. Maclaren.”


  “I understand. Can you tell me if other … what else will happen?”


  “That, too, varies with the patient. The liver may be involved—there may be the jaundice that comes of that. His tongue may ulcerate, then harden, and finally become almost useless. That will cause a great deal of salivation, almost constant drooling which he will not be able to control. You must—uh, prepare in some way for that, with towels and large napkins, perhaps even a capacious bib of some kind. There may be bad swelling and splitting of the lips from all the water, but we can help that with mercurial ointment.”


  “Yes. Is there more?”


  “His gums are now spongy, almost like a soft cheese. There are large patches of fungus on them, what we call noma: they are very infected. So we may expect his teeth to—be lost quite soon. Even now there is much bleeding from the gums. The blood tends to be caught in that thick saliva you may have seen. His throat is similarly afflicted now, and it will be worse. It will swell and cause him much trouble swallowing. He may try constantly to cough, or to vomit, with no results. This condition we can lessen: we cannot stop it entirely.”


  “Dear Lord! How can this be? How long …?”


  “The worst part will be over in a few months, I think. After that there will be inevitable weakness in all the limbs—and, I must tell you, for most loved ones find this hardest to bear, diminution of the mental faculties. He will be bedridden, but must be helped into a chair each day for a short time to prevent liquid from forming in the lungs. He will require feeding and his bodily functions will have to be cared for, for he will lose control of them. Often he will be irritable and sometimes irrational in his demands and complaints. You must be patient.”


  I stared at him, I’m sure, all the time he was reciting these terrible expectations. “Can nothing be done? Something, there must be something to do for this—nerve or blood disease, whatever it is. …”


  “I do not believe so, Mrs. Maclaren. But of course there are other doctors you might wish to consult. There is a Dr. William Gottheil in Boston who has written impressively on this subject. You could—”


  “No, no, that is not what I meant. I trust your experience, your knowledge, Dr. Keyes. But to know, so surely, that it is incurable …”


  “I wish it were otherwise, with all my heart. But it is not. I can only say that …”


  “Robert will die?”


  “Well, yes.” He stood up. He turned a wry smile toward me, but I understood from what followed that it was directed more at himself: “A fatal termination, we say. But he will die, and soon. Yes.”


  I find it hard to remember if I responded aloud to this frightful finality. I do recall the curious mixture of my feelings: profound pity for my poor sick husband who had still so much more suffering to endure, and pity for myself at the prospect of having to witness his torment. But grief? The stricken and furious grief of the wife about to be a widow? I felt none of that, for wife I was only in a sense, and woman I had not yet learned to be.


  I saw him to the door. His chauffeur waited outside in his motorcar. Dr. Keyes turned to me and took my hand in his.


  “My dear madam. This is a very hard thing for you to bear. I am keenly aware of that. But I will instruct Dr. Holmes, who is very capable, in all the procedures I am familiar with and he will be able to care for Mr. Maclaren well. Upstairs I have left on his table some prescriptions for treatment of the mouth—tincture of benzoin, another compound for his throat. Dr. Holmes will know what to do, whatever happens, you may be sure.”


  “Thank you. I will call upon him, of course.”


  “One final matter. If it is at all possible, I suggest you employ a nurse to assist you, very soon. It will be increasingly arduous for you to move him alone—you are a very slight lady. And you will need to be relieved from the constant care, especially—ah, at the termination, when you will need professional assistance in many ways.”


  “Thank you. I will give serious consideration to that. Thank you again.”


  So Anna Baehr came to Highland Farm. Dr. Holmes knew of her when I inquired a few weeks later. He told me this young woman had nursed a dying old lady in Fort Edward, very capably and kindly, he told me, and if I desired he would see if she was still unemployed after the lady’s death.


  It happened that she was. I prepared a room for her near the pantry and kitchen. She arrived on Christmas Eve in the afternoon. We had never met—Dr. Holmes had made all the necessary arrangements. So I was unprepared for her youth. Somehow, her name sounded so Germanic, I pictured her as impassive, strong, stolid, somehow. But the girl who arrived at the Farm was twenty-five, she told me (I would have guessed twenty), and had been in nursing service in New York, in Albany and in Fort Edward, a small village north of us.


  During the long evenings we spent together that winter of Robert’s dying, while he slept, she told me a little about her life. I learned it only very slowly, for she was not communicative about herself. But I put it down here, all together, as I came to hear it over the years.


  Anna Baehr’s voice was delicate, low, and charming; her diction had the formal awkwardness of someone whose first language had been German. She told me her father was a doctor who emigrated to this country with his wife and two daughters; Anna was eight and Rosa eleven when they settled in New York City. He died soon after, while caring for the sick of the East Side during an epidemic of smallpox. His widow, leaving her young daughters with a friend, a Berliner who had settled in New York’s Yorkville section, took his body back to Germany and never returned.


  Anna told me, “Rosa and I never understood it. She wrote to Frau Mundlein, she sent money, but she never came back to this country. We waited, thinking, any day, but she never came. Even when Rosa sickened with diphtheria and then died. My mother wrote to me. She sent money to Frau Mundlein to pay for masses to be said, for proper burial in a Catholic cemetery in Queens after a low requiem mass.


  “But she did not come.


  “Five years ago, after I had been graduated from nursing school, I went to see her. I sailed on a ship, earning my passage by acting as ship’s nurse. I found her living in a house just off the Kurfürstendamm under another name. She had been married again and had been afraid to write to me about it. Her husband was in the government. It was strange indeed: she never told him she had two daughters in America. She was afraid he would not marry her if he knew. For everything it was the same: she was afraid.


  “Even when I came to Berlin she told me to meet her outside the house in a café. She did not want me to come to her house for fear her husband would come home unexpectedly. So I never met him. But after she and I had two meetings in that strange way I sailed back on the return passage of the same ship I had come on. She continues to write to me, but I do not answer. She is not afraid of letters, but I do not wish to be related to a mother through the mails.”


  The skin of Anna’s face was tight and scrubbed, almost translucent. Her long hair, light and thin, shone with the luster of much washing. She wore it around her head in a pouf like a halo, the ends tucked away at the top of her head in a small bun. In the pictures I have of her that arrangement of hair now looks odd, but it was everywhere the fashion in those days.


  The only strange thing about her looks was the color of her eyes. The irises were so pale they sometimes faded almost away into the white part. At other times, when she was distressed or ill or angry, they took on the color of slate. Her figure was full and ripe-looking, much like the young women I remembered seeing on the streets of Frankfurt who had full bosoms, slim waists, and then the opulence repeated in the hips. Next to her glowing youth, I felt old and withered. And so I was, in some ways. My body had never come to bloom. It was still pressed into the flat lines of my girlhood as though maturity, the rounded voluptuous flesh of a woman’s fullness, was always to be denied to my sparrow’s body.


  By the New Year, Anna Baehr had settled in and assumed most of Robert’s strenuous care. His sickness proceeded in all the terrible ways Dr. Keyes had predicted for it, as inexorable as a teacher following closely the syllabus for her subject. Anna had to make many trips by foot into the village to obtain the ointments and acids, the granules and powders for Robert’s decaying mouth, the mercury in compound tincture of bark tonic for the lesions that had broken out at the edges of his eyes and at the back of his ears. She was always willing to take those long walks: she loved the out-of-doors and the exercise.


  At her suggestion we had Edward dismantle the great bed, carry it piece by piece down the stairs, and reassemble it in the largest downstairs room, the drawing room. It became Robert’s bedroom. Anna and I sat with him there or, when he slept, in the small morning room near the music room, which was now shut off to preserve the fireplace heat for Robert. She moved her bed into the breakfast room so that she could be close to him at night, and I slept on the sofa in my little sitting room on the other side of the drawing room.


  All the old orderliness of the Farm, the musical calm and routines arranged to protect the composer’s need for quiet and solitude, disappeared. Highland Farm had become a hospital with a single patient and four persons—Anna, Edward, Ida, the maid who came every day from the village, and I to care for him. All the rooms that had fires for heat were made into bedchambers. The whole downstairs became one vast dormitory.


  There was no place to receive anyone, and no time. Callers hoping to see the noted American composer, as they put it, were turned away. Only Dr. Holmes stopped regularly at our house on his visits to his patients outside the village. Robert’s extensive correspondence with persons all over the music world ceased entirely. The letter carrier rarely came now. We laid in stores against the expected heavy snows of February and March, the horse and sled being used for such trips to the village. Already the roads had become difficult, almost impassable. Edward brought ice, water, and wood to the house every morning and evening, and shoveled paths as best he could.


  Most people now alive have never known the frightening isolation of those upstate New York winters. The snow piled against the ground-floor windows and the doors, and froze there, making caves of the rooms downstairs. I remember how delighted we were on those rare occasions when the warmth of the inside fires caused small spaces to melt outside the blocked windows. Then we could glimpse the dim, thin light of wintry February mornings. All day and in the evenings, fires were lit: even so, there were very cold pockets and corners in the house. We used the upstairs as little as possible. Lamps had to be lit in the early morning and they burned all day.


  In those frozen days Anna and I were, as I have said, cave dwellers, the cold outside kept at a distance by our fires and our lamps, and by the ceaseless activity of caring for Robert. Our sense of enclosure and imprisonment was part of the very air of the house.


  Without Anna I could not have managed, without her gentle, strong hands (the skin on them, as on her face, was pulled tight and shone with scrubbing) around Robert, putting him into his chair in the late mornings, changing his gowns, cleansing him many times a day with the prescribed powders obtained at the pharmacy: he could no longer bear water on his skin. The sores were everywhere, on his feet and hands, on the bridge of his nose so deep the bone was exposed, on his forehead and at the nape of his neck, on his palms and the red, diseased soles of his feet. Anna patiently applied the ointments everywhere, rubbing so gently that he did not flinch at the application of her fingers. Sometimes this procedure took almost an hour in the morning and again at night.


  Anna sewed a thin, long shirt of gauze cloth for Robert to wear under his nightgown. This absorbed much of the odorous mercurial oxide and made the daily launderings of his bedclothes easier for Ida. And because the inunction had to be done to Robert’s most private areas, Anna devised a flannel garment to serve as underwear, a large diaper-like structure. I see him still in those garments when I remember that winter: gaunt, weak, pale, his ulcerated head almost without hair, his gauze shirt hanging upon his bony shoulders, sitting in his armchair. He looked like a toothless, ancient Byzantine saint one sometimes sees in icons awaiting martyrdom. Edward and I would lift him a little from his chair, while Anna slipped the flannel diaper under him. Then she would start the arduous application to his furious sores—in his parts. He cried while this was being done and tried to push her away, but she held his hand and went on with her task. By noon his treatment was finished. Anna would renew his bed—with this I could be of help to her—and then we would call Edward and return him to it.


  Anna and I had our luncheon, which Ida prepared, in the kitchen. At three, after I had rested and Anna had lain down to read, she said, in her New Testament or her herbals (for she had chosen the place on the Farm in which she planned to plant a garden when the spring came), the relentless process started over again: the mouth-cleaning and tongue-scraping, the cleaning up, the unctions.


  I remember only a few breaks in the routine. Once I thought Robert’s long tristful hours of staring ahead of him as he sat in his chair, or lay open-eyed in his bed without seeming to see, might be made more pleasant with music. I opened the door to my bed-sitting-room and began to play, I think it was a small section from Schumann’s Country Suite, a gentle, quiet work I thought might ease his nerves.


  I had just started when I heard a sound. I stopped and went into his room. His head was sunk on his chest and he was crying. “Is it the music? Don’t you want to hear the music, Robert?”


  He shook his head no. Another time I played, very quietly, a little from his own music, the piano transcription of the “Maiden’s Song” from the Indian Suite #2. I have always loved the graceful, melodic curves of that piece, the way in which the tenderness of the squaw toward her dying brave is expressed in the long, slow, ascending tones, followed by the despairing fall, the descent of an octave in gradual degrees into the total grief of the low notes.


  But the sound of the song unnerved him, made him cry again. Voices in other rooms had the same effect: his eyes filled with tears when he could hear them. Only silence soothed him. We took to wearing carpet slippers in the house, even Edward, to spare Robert the sounds of our footfalls.


  So we existed through the months of that long winter, the heavy silence inside (except for the small, so-welcome pockets of easy talk between Anna and me), the covered-over and frozen spaces outside intensifying it. Robert’s illness took its ugly, painful course, until the blessed time in the early spring when most of the terrible symptoms disappeared. But, like a country from which a plague has been lifted, he was left wasted, a shell. As his body cleared of its open sores and ulcerations, his eyes emptied and his body stiffened, becoming almost paralyzed, so that his bones seemed locked together, frozen stiff. His mouth was a black cavity, all his teeth having come out.


  He no longer knew me, I am sure. He could not tell who it was, I or Anna, who fed and bathed and changed him. The vision of him as he was then is still with me: seated in his chair, his knees and shoulders covered with blankets, and on his lap the book he always wanted there, a large picture-book copy of Mother Goose. He would stare at the pictures for a long time, and then blink his eyelids rapidly or gesture with his fingers to let us know he wanted the page turned. Coming to the end, we would start turning the pages backward. The pages of the book became frayed and torn with our constant turning, but he never wanted another.


  I saved that book. It must be downstairs someplace, perhaps in the drawing room where many of his books are still. I remember that the book often got wet, for the excessive salivation continued. Pints of saliva poured over his bottom lip, requiring constant wiping by one of us. Sometimes we were careless or too late, and Robert had drooled upon the book he so loved.


  Postponed often by late freezes and icy March rains and snows, the full spring came finally to us. The windows were washed of their winter ice-grime and opened, ashes were taken from the fireplaces. Outside, bedding hung on lines to be aired of its sour winter odors in the spring sun. Everyone, Anna, Ida, Edward, and I, took heart at the warmth, at the sight of rich brown earth and the suggestion of buds on trees and bushes.


  Everyone but Robert. He sat in his chair knowing nothing, suffering nothing of which we were aware (Dr. Holmes said he was experiencing no pain), unable to celebrate with us the end of the wearisome winter. For him the freeze went on: he was always cold, always shivering as he sat wrapped in shawls and blankets. Inert, silent, almost paralyzed, he became the still, inevitable hub of our household, the unmoving center of all activity, his welfare the point of or communal existence, like the statue of a deity, a Buddha.


  But he was not there. The endless gowns and robes, blankets and shawls, shirts and towels that caught his excretions (by spring he could no longer contain his urine or his feces) and his saliva attested to his presence, but he was not there.


  During the early spring evenings, Robert in bed in the next room, Anna and I alone in the little bed-sitting-room of mine, we played lotto. Anna taught me the game. When we tired of it, I taught her to play chess and dominoes and checkers. We usually played in silence. By that time in the evening we were both too weary for talk. I was occupied by the rules of the game and by the thought of Robert asleep in the next room. I didn’t know what it was Anna was thinking, her almost colorless eyes fastened on the pieces and counters, until the evening she pushed the game away as we finished a round and said, “Where do you think, Mrs. Maclaren, he came into contact with it?”


  So absorbed in the game had I been that I did not at once understand her.


  “Contact with what, Anna?”


  “His disease. This—luetic disease.”


  What was this word, luetic? I assumed it came from her medical training, a technical adjective.


  “I don’t think anyone knows. How does one contract blood disease or diseases of the nerves like this? Dr. Keyes did not tell me anything about that.”


  Anna’s eyes, I noticed, seemed to darken as she turned them, now suddenly slate-colored and fierce, upon me. “Do you then not know what it is, how it comes?”


  “No, except for what I have said, what I have been told, about the blood, the nerves. No. I don’t know what else there is. What do you mean?”


  Anna breathed deeply, and then with her expelled breath she said, “Syphilis. Syphilis is what I mean. Mr. Maclaren is dying of syphilis in its final, tertiary stage. Dr. Keyes is a very famous syphilologist. That is why Dr. Holmes sent him to see Mr. Maclaren. Surely you knew.”


  I was aghast. Did I know? Did I suspect and refuse to let myself know? It is all so long ago now it is hard to separate what I knew or was later told, what I looked away from in my fear or was unaware of in my discreet, feminine ignorance. It has always been my way: did I closet the truth to delude myself or others? … But now I knew. Anna was incredulous of my innocence. She went on: “There is another thing I wish to say, now that I have said so much already. It is not only a terrible disease for him, but it can be communicated when two people—come together. Often it is—given to the other person.”


  My heart pounded. My hands were wet with sudden terror. “Do you think—are you saying I might have caught—his syphilis?”


  “Of course, I do not know. Only a doctor can tell you that. You must be tested, examined by a doctor to find out. Sometimes the first signs are so slight you do not notice them. A small, hard sore on the side of the lip or even—I knew a man in the hospital where I trained who had a little sore at the edge of his finger, almost under the nail. That was all, the only sign.”


  I thought of Robert. How could he not have known earlier about himself? In time to be helped?


  Anna and I had begun, unconsciously, I am sure, in those evenings and even in Robert’s presence during the days, to use the masculine pronoun for him, not his name, and to refer to him in the past tense. He was the subject of all our sentences and the object of our silent, mutual concern. Our alliance began, it seems to me, not with us but with him, his needs, his past, his terrible present.


  “He may have known and not said anything to anyone, not even to a doctor. You cannot tell. Or he may have requested his doctors not to speak of it.”


  That was how it all came out, after a game of lotto. Now I knew. There were questions still in my mind: Where did he contract it? When? From whom? Why had he not sought treatment? Did he know? Anna told me of the two stages that preceded this final one which his shame or ignorance or secrecy must have disguised and ignored. The pox, I thought. …


  I wanted to know so much. But there could be no questions from me, and no answers from him. He was no longer there. The talented son of ambitious Virginia Maclaren, the pride of Professor Raff, the beloved American composer, the respected conductor of symphonies, and the performer of great works as well as his own distinguished compositions, my husband: brought to this by bacteria, a spirochete (as Anna told me it was called), a minuscule germ of disease put into his blood by a sick person with whom he had—lain.


  It was hard for me to believe: so much, brought at the last to so little. Paralyzed and demented, there he sat through the spring and summer, always smiling gently, his eyes fixed vacantly on the picture of a cow jumping over a moon.


  Part Three


  AFTERLIFE


  ANNA WAS a devout Catholic. Many winter mornings it was impossible for her to get to Mass in the village. She accepted with equanimity what she must have regarded as a deprivation. But when the spring thaw arrived she started out at five every morning for the hour’s walk to the church in the village. She bundled against the cold, wore heavy overshoes, and wrapped her head, peasant-like, in a woolen shawl. She always managed to return before Robert woke and I had barely awakened. Her cheeks glowing from the cold wind, her eyes bright, she told me, in that low, charming voice that always caught my attention, that the reception of the eucharist renewed her spirits. I remember smiling at her rhetoric and thinking, It is as much the walk, the wind, the out-of-doors that she so loves.


  At once, after returning from her three hours outside, Anna bounded about her room, airing the bedding, and then made her bed, straightening everything in the small space allotted to her. By the time I was dressed and had come into the kitchen she had changed into her gray shirtwaist dress covered with a white bib apron, the “uniform,” she called it, which she always wore for work, and was breakfasting with Ida.


  Sometimes I joined them, more often I ate alone in my sitting room, feeling the need to continue the foolish distance between me and those in my employ. But Anna’s open, vital presence started every day for me: she was the one healthy, fresh thing in that wretched house of sickness. Her liveliness enlivened me and made bearable the relentless daily routines.


  In the evenings, the arduous procedures for Robert being over, and he in his bed for the night, we sat in my little room, adjacent to his bed-drawing-room. When the games we played began to pall we often read. Now the fires were smaller. It was April and a little warmer in the house, so our evenings together lengthened appropriately: in the little room it might be described as being cozy.


  Anna’s reading was in the New Testament or Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, or sometimes in her Gardener’s Complete Herbal. I recall I was reading Middlemarch. Now and again we would interrupt each other’s companionable silences to read something aloud. I loved her apologetic insinuations into my attention, the sound of her soft voice with its light echoes of her beginnings in the formalities of the German tongue. I learned she was particularly fond of old wives’ wisdom about the weather, about growing things. “In the Decay of the Moon,” she read aloud, “a Cloudy morning bodes a fair Afternoon.”


  I always laughed at these ancient superstitions, but she was very firm, very serious about them. “You will see. Frau Mundlein who raised me taught me these things. When our garden flourishes in the summer, they will be proven. You will see.”


  I in turn pursued the history of Dorothea Brooke, reading aloud to Anna the wonderful passage on her visit to Rome:


  Our moods are apt to bring with them images which succeed each other like the magic-lantern pictures of a doze; and in certain states of dull forlornness Dorothea all her life continued to see the vastness of St. Peter’s, the huge bronze canopy, the excited intention in the attitudes and garments of the prophets and evangelists in the mosaic above, and the red drapery which was being hung for Christmas spreading itself everywhere like a disease of the retina.


  It grew later, the lamps burned low. It was almost ten o’clock. Anna countered my rolling literary sentences with her stepmother’s wisdom about the best state in which to plant turnip seeds. “How?” I asked.


  “You should be unclothed.”


  “Unclothed? Why ever so?”


  I thought she smiled, her brief, quickly erased, charming smile, but I could not be sure.


  “It is quite sensible. If it is warm enough to be without any clothes it is then warm enough for the seed to be sown. I have heard it said that in one English county farmers sit naked upon the ground to plant their barley. This must be the same kind of test, don’t you think?”


  Naked. It was a word I had seldom heard spoken aloud in those days, let alone acted upon. Even my own body I rarely saw without clothes, for I was accustomed to dropping my nightgown over my loosened stays and chemise before removing them, from habit, I suppose, because my mother had shown me how the act was properly performed.


  But when my gentle friend Anna said naked, I had a startling, unaccustomed vision: of her, stripped of her gray shirtwaist dress, her pointed black leather high shoes, her gray stockings—everything. In a manner I do not believe I ever thought possible for one woman to want of another, I wanted to see her so, naked, to see her breasts I could only sense from their deceptively bound contours under her dress. For in those days women were beginning to bind themselves as flat as possible if they were especially full in that area. Immediately I suppressed this desire, put it away from me, telling myself my emotion was curiosity. It had been so long since I had been close to live flesh. Like a child, I thought, I miss being held, warmed, comforted, and touched by the softness of another. This need, for a woman, I could in no way comprehend. Yet it was there, in that curious moment.


  But always, the living-dead existence of Robert ruled every hour of my life. I felt the weight of emptiness at the center of my being that nothing and no one had filled—since when? When had the small spark of passion left to me from my girlhood, the reaching out, which I suppose is what passion is, died in me who had hoped so ardently for so much in life? I had placed my emotional faith in music, in love, in the handsome young composer who walked with me in Boston Common. When did it all disappear? When had love died in my marriage and the long loneliness begun? In Virginia Maclaren’s cold, dark-paneled rooms in Frankfurt? In that practice room in the Hoch Conservatory of Music? In my surreptitious reading of Churchill Weeks’s love letters from Germany? Somewhere. Because it was dead, or absent, or dormant, until the moment Anna Baehr said naked one evening and stirred in my heart a vision, a strange, ineffable hope.


  After Edward plowed the garden for her, Anna did her planting. It was all accomplished according to her eclectic learning. At one end of the plot was an old stone wall. Against it she planted fruit trees, which she said might be espaliered some day when they were larger. Around the base of each newly planted tree she wound strands of horsehair, obtained from the track stables down the road from us. She lectured to me: “Out of season is when one must obtain them. The hairs are in great demand by upholsterers for sofas and chairs.”


  I was dubious about the efficacy of horsehair. My doubts met with Anna’s usual, serious conviction: “Believe me. It will keep earwigs, slugs, and snails from the trees, because as they go up the stems from the ground they must pass over the points on the sharp hair. They will be mortally wounded.” I shuddered at the prospect of a border covered with sick and dying insects. Anna smiled. “You will not notice. Quickly their carcasses become part of the useful soil.”


  In late April she waited, she said, for the waxing moon in order to plant the vegetable seeds. “Why?” I wanted to know. She was somewhat vague about her reasons but con vinced it had to be so, that in the periods of a new moon there is likely to be more rain. So, oddly enough, it happened. It rained every other day until the first sprouts appeared. She seemed pleased and smiled indulgently at my surprise.


  One morning while we were changing Robert’s great bed I noticed that the small bun she had always worn at the top of her head was gone, the ends of her long hair being held in place with large combs.


  “Have you been cutting your hair?”


  “Well, yes. I needed it. This week I will be planting beans.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. If you place human hair in the trench you have dug for the seeds it makes the bean stalks strong and tall.”


  These were the natural oddities, the lore I came to accept as truth. I learned from Anna that ordinary refuse was to be cherished and used. She saved banana skins to be placed beneath the surface of the soil around our lilacs, which then, I must report, later flourished and bore flowers as never before in any year. Our tea leaves nourished the three climbing rose bushes at the side of the house. And stranger still: Robert’s now unworn and outworn leather boots she would not allow me to put into the dustbin. I was permitted to throw away only the rubber soles and heels. “These you can have back. I will bury the uppers in the far end of the garden. When they rot they will enrich the soil.”


  The garden flourished as Robert declined. By summer all the flesh was gone from his bones. Now he was inert and almost always asleep, and caring for him was somewhat easier. Except to remain beside him when occasionally he awakened, and the thrice-daily changing of his bed linen, there was little we could do for him. He could not eat. He lay still, like a stone, in the center of that great bed, a burden for Edward to lift so that Anna and I could roll clean sheets under him. Even his opened eyes seemed fixed, staring, paralyzed in their sockets. His scanty hair had turned completely white. “Only his heart,” said Dr. Holmes, who now came almost daily, “keeps him alive. It cannot be long now.”


  On August 31, 1906, in the cool of the late afternoon, while Anna weeded in her garden and I dozed in my chair beside him, he died. He made no sound, there was no rattle of protest in his throat, no gesture of his hand seeking help. He died in his sleep, the newspaper reports said. But his sleep had been almost a year long: he had died long before. On that afternoon in August his heart stopped.


  Anna discovered it when she came in from the garden, smelling of the tomato vines she had been tying up with scraps of our silk stockings. She woke me gently, pointing to the still form.


  “He is—gone. You must send for Dr. Holmes. To certify.”


  She knelt down at the side of the bed, crossed herself, and dropped her head in her hands. For the first time in my life I too knelt. I tried to pray for Robert, to say the childhood words to God that my mother had taught me: hallowed be Thy name … Thy will be done … and forgive us … and lead us not into temptation. … But nothing more than this rote would come, for (I feel I must now be honest) I could feel nothing as I looked at the still, white face of my poor husband but pity for his lost life, for his meager remains. And when I began to feel something, I realized it was pleasure at the closeness, the sun-warmed heat of Anna’s soft skin, her arm against mine as we knelt together, the joy at being, for the first time in so long, adjacent to a glowing life.


  I watched her as her lips moved. She had taken from her pocket a string of wooden beads. At that moment I wanted very much to be able to join in her worship, to find the proper words to say with her, to be united in her devotions. … It was impossible for me. The deep emotional freeze in which I had lived for so long, the ice age of my heart, would take a long time to melt, even beside the glowing flesh and warm heart of Anna Baehr.


  From where I kneeled I could see, out of the long window of the drawing room, the edge of one of the climbing rose bushes. I thought irreverently, I remember, how efficacious the tea leaves had been. The bush was bursting with flowers which crowded each other against the panes of the french door.


  The funeral was simple, but still rather grand because of the persons who came, so many eminent people from the world of music. Many walked up from the village, and others came long distances by motor and by train from New York, from Albany, and from as far away as Philadelphia and Washington. My old friend Elizabeth Pettigrew, now married, whom I hadn’t seen in many years although we often corresponded with each other, traveled from Boston.


  Robert was laid out in the music room, dressed in his old performance jacket with brown velvet lapels which he had not worn in a long time. The funeral service was conducted in our drawing room, now restored to its former appearance, by the Reverend Edmund Whitehall, an Episcopal minister from Saratoga Springs, who had not known my husband at all. Robert was strongly opposed to all churches, even refused commissions to write liturgical music, and would not have been happy with these high-church arrangements. But Father Whitehall had offered his services out of his long admiration, he claimed, for Robert’s music, so I accepted his church’s established service.


  We had to send for dozens of camp chairs from the Grand Union Hotel to seat all the persons who came. The whole downstairs of the house was filled. Those at the greatest distance from the drawing room must have found it hard to hear the eulogy Father Whitehall delivered, but it was as well.


  He had concocted it from newspaper clippings and a biographical article in the Musical Courier. I remember only a little of it—it went on very long—but I recall he reminded us of Rollo Walter Brown’s phrase for Robert, “a listener to the winds.” He said that Robert had composed the greatest piano sonatas since Beethoven, that others had called him the equal to Grieg, and that, like Grieg, he was a miniaturist of great scope. He quoted to us Robert’s remark: “I never listen to other people’s music for fear of being influenced by it.” This the Reverend took to be a sign of Robert’s great originality. He expanded upon it at some length.


  Anna and I sat on chairs close to Robert’s bier. We had been designated, together with Robert’s brothers, Burns and Logan, the chief mourners. We both wore black dresses, and the brothers had wide black armbands sewn to their gray suits. What, who were they mourning? I wondered. They had not seen or communicated with Robert in years.


  Everyone told me they admired the way I bore my grief. “My dear Mrs. Maclaren,” said the Reverend, “you are holding up so well.” I felt saddened, but it was buried. It was there, down beyond the display of tears. I mourned my wasted life in Robert’s service, I grieved for his long absence from my conscious life, and mine, I think, from his. Only the curious unbidden thought of Miss Milly Martino at one point near the end of the service brought tears to my eyes. For what reason? I could not tell.


  Perhaps thinking I was about to break down, Anna put her hand over mine. I grasped it tight and held it during the Reverend’s long prayers, his last flights of fancy as he painted the dead composer in the image of a Parnassian god. I held her hand, thinking of the frightened, sick, troubled man in whose poisoned bloodstream spirochetes had raced like demented ants.


  On foot we followed the casket, which was mounted, as Paderewski’s had been, on the board of the farm wagon, to the spot Robert had designated. Anna had found his instructions for burial in his desk—have I written this already? Edward climbed down, stiff and sad-faced, self-important in his best clothes, and helped the three undertaker’s men lower the casket into the grave. My mind was not in control that day. I was at the mercy of sudden irreverencies. At one moment, for no reason, I wondered if anyone had thought to line the grave with human hair in order to promote luxuriant immortality.


  I took Anna’s arm for protection against my fancies. We walked back down the road with Ida and Catherine Weeks, somewhat ahead of the others so we could see to the luncheon. It was all over: his short life, his long dying, the end of so much that began in promise, came to short fame, and ended in premature decay, long before death. As we entered the house, for the first time without Robert as its central inhabitant, I felt desolate, lost, in the way he must have meant when he said “Lost” to me, that time after Della Fox. Without him, the hub of my empty life, what would become of me? of the Farm?


  First to leave were the relatives, and then Elizabeth, who had to return to her husband. As soon as the luncheon was over, the Maclaren brothers bowed stiffly, said a few polite words to me—after all, I could expect no more; we had not seen each other since my wedding—and took their leave. But the Weekses stayed on with us for a few days. Churchill was quite tired out by his long summer of teaching just concluded, by the trip to Saratoga Springs, and by his profound grief: he cried throughout the service, clinging to Catherine’s arm. He touched Robert’s hand just before the coffin was closed and murmured, “Good laddie.” For two days afterward he stayed in bed, Anna and Ida preparing him special invalid foods. I took him his meals on a tray while Catherine visited the baths. We were all still in practice for invalidism. It seemed quite natural to be caring for someone.


  “There are wonderful, healthful baths there,” Catherine told us upon her return one late afternoon. “I think Churchill would benefit from them. The waters are warm and full of minerals—sulfur, I think, which the attendant at the Ladies’ Bath says is beneficial for skin irritations.”


  “Does Mr. Weeks suffer from a dermatitis?” Anna asked politely in her professional voice.


  “My, yes. Just recently he has recovered from a very severe rash, everywhere, but mainly on his back. And the treatment was terrible, almost worse than the rash. But the doctor insisted on it.”


  “Treatment?” I asked, finding myself listening to Catherine for the first time. Often in the past I was able only to make an effort to appear to be listening to her cheerless, ill-tempered conversation. Now she seemed to be taking pleasure in the details of Churchill’s affliction.


  “Yes, he went daily for almost a month to the doctor’s office. Often I came with him and waited while he had his treatment. Once I went in with him. I watched while he sat bare to the waist astride a special chair, his breast pressed against its back. An attendant squeezed a blue ointment from a large capsule onto his back and rubbed hard with his two hands, for almost half an hour. So hard that at times the pustules would break and spew out a yellow pus all over his hands. Church was not permitted to wash the terrible ointment off. He put over it a gauze shirt to wear under his clothes. Next morning he had to return to have a mercurial bath in a tin-lined tub, and then a hard alcohol rubbing, and then the treatment all over again.


  “It was a terrible ordeal for him. It went on for weeks, every day, even Saturday and Sunday. Now of course he is somewhat better, so I am wondering if these baths might not benefit him. I should ask Dr. Keyes.”


  “They would not,” said Anna curtly. “He should not go to the baths here. He may communicate his illness to others. I knew of a patient who abandoned such treatment because it was so unpleasant in order to travel to the Hot Springs in Arkansas, but it did him no good. It was very wrong of him to interrupt the treatment.”


  Catherine seemed impatient at Anna’s interruption of her triumphant (or so it seemed to me) recital of Churchill’s symptoms and treatment. She told us no more, and next day they departed. Church seemed very quiet and depressed, by Robert’s death, I supposed. His two days in bed had left him weak and shaky on his feet. He said he dreaded the prospect of another difficult year of teaching.


  The house was quiet, almost eerily calm that evening as Anna and I sat in the drawing room, once again restored to its old appearance. We played lotto for the first time in many weeks. My mind, however, was not on the game, being full of questions: “What do you think, Anna, about …”


  “About Mr. Weeks’s rash?”


  “Yes.”


  “Only a doctor would know properly.” She was short, not wanting to talk, I thought, perhaps because she liked to win at these games and was distracted by my interruptions. “I cannot really say.”


  “But, the mercury … I remember some years ago, a similar rash that Robert … Could it be?”


  “It could be another thing. One can never tell from a story.”


  “But Dr. Keyes. You said he was a physician only for …”


  “Well, yes. Dr. Keyes. That, of course, is something.”


  Alone in my room, on the following evening, I wrote a letter. I did not sit with Anna, as usual, because I was writing to her and because of the disturbing nature of what I had decided to ask her:


  My dearest Anna:


  When you took my hand during the service for Robert, I knew. I do not understand how I knew, or what it is I now want. I think it is this: to combine what remains of my life with yours, if you are willing, to spend our time together in the understanding, the peace, the easy conversation, the companionship we have already shared to some extent. My feelings for you are confusing to me. I do not understand what it is I am feeling, or even what it is precisely that I desire. I had thought my life would be almost over when Robert died. Now I see it was over long before, in one sense. For suddenly I have had a vision of an afterlife for me, for us, where we will nourish and sustain and, yes, love each other, in a new way. We are bound together now in sympathy for each other. Will you stay with me?


  Thine, Carrie


  I never gave her this letter. I kept it among my papers, and I put it here, in this record, to allow it to speak for itself. Immediately afterward I wrote a second one:


  Dear Anna:


  This is a large house, and there is much to do in it. You have made such a fine garden, you have been so good to Robert and me, that I have thought to ask you now: would you be willing to stay on, not as nurse or housekeeper, but as companion and friend to me?


  Caroline Maclaren


  Anna stayed. She didn’t respond to me in words but simply went on with her constant helping, her activity in the house and in the garden, her gentle listening, and her comfortable talk. Her lissome, fine-boned, full-fleshed body hidden under the heavy dress and apron, she spent much time in the kitchen preserving the excess from the abundant garden harvest.


  The time came to clear away the dead garden matter and to cover the area with leaves and bracken. In October Anna prepared the bushes for the onslaught of winter ice by wrapping them in coverlets of hemp cordage. Early each evening she would leave the house carrying two heavy watering pots: “It is necessary to spray cold water on the perennials and the bushes when there is a chance of frost. So that heat will be created by evaporation. This prevents frost-freezing.”


  My days and evenings were spent responding to the hundreds of letters of sympathy sent to me. Among the first letters to arrive was one from Henry Huddleston Rogers on stationery that informed me he was vice-president of the Standard Oil Company. He had been in touch with Robert ever since the accident with Paderewski. He wrote now that he wished to do something in Robert’s memory: “What would you suggest?” Many other letters came that posed the same question.


  I began to give serious thought to some kind of memorial for Robert. There was very little I could do alone, the taxes and the mortgage remaining on the Farm being almost more than I could pay at the moment out of my meager widow’s money in the bank. Late that fall, I asked my faithful friend Lester Lenox of the bank in Saratoga who had helped us when we wished to buy the Farm to come for afternoon tea. I also invited a lawyer I knew in the village, Alfred de Wolfe, my longtime acquaintance Anne Rhinelander (who was good enough to come up from New York for the occasion) and Emily Chisolm, who traveled with her from New York, and of course my old friend Sarah Watkins.


  I had written to Churchill, thinking that he, too, would wish to be part of the decision about a memorial. In return I had a short note from Catherine: “Churchill is ailing again. He is confined to his bed, has a high fever, and is at times incoherent. Tomorrow there is to be a consultation among our doctors to determine the treatment.” She could not tell me the exact nature of his illness, as yet, but she had been informed by one physician that it was a variety of blood disorder, severe but curable.


  We six, and Anna, met in the drawing room. I showed them the letters I had just finished responding to, pointing out how many had expressed a desire to do something. “What do you think should be done?” I asked.


  Many possibilities were suggested: the award of a medal in Robert’s name each year to a composer of great promise, a national competition for a scholarship to a European conservatory, the endowment of a chair of music at a university. It was Lester, as I recall, who first offered the idea of a foundation to establish a summer community for musicians and composers.


  “I have given this idea much thought,” he said. “It would be fitting, very fitting indeed, to honor his memory in this way. Also, while we are raising the funds to prepare accommodations for the young composers who would come to the Farm, it may be possible, at the same time, to find funds to pay off the remaining mortgage on the Farm. So Mrs. Maclaren’s security, too, would be assured. And the memorial will be established for the young and promising. Of course, the village of Saratoga Springs will benefit from it as well.”


  Mr. de Wolfe was enthusiastic: “By all means. I am so tired of our town being spoken of always as a gambling place or a racing center—or worse. A community for musicians on the outskirts would be a great improvement.”


  There was general agreement about the advisability of the plan. So it came to be. Those present became officers and members of the Maclaren Foundation, to be so listed in the charter. All but Anna, who said she would help in any ways she could, but she did not wish to be “listed.” Entirely fearless in the presence of slugs, snails, spiders, earwigs, and aphids, and in her encounters with snows and rough winds, she had no self-assurance or courage in a gathering such as this. I think Mr. de Wolfe and some of the others may have been relieved at her retiring nature, not knowing quite what to make of her presence, of my insistence that she be part of the plan. To them she was a nurse, a companion, now inexplicably raised to equality with her mistress and employer. But not to me.


  This is the time to place in this account an explanation of what Anna Baehr was to me. If it is distasteful to the Foundation officers who will read this, it can always be deleted. Nowadays a relationship such as Anna and I had may be openly declared. Women who love as we loved are called freely by the name of the isle inhabited by the Greek poetess. They walk hand in hand, I am told, in daylight through the streets of the city and proclaim their sexual preferences in public.


  In my time—that is to say, in my middle years, in the afterlife I was fortunate enough to be granted by a compassionate and broad-minded Deity—such choices were hidden under the discretion of conventional appearances. We made no public announcement of what was, after all, a private intention. Nor was there any need for ostentation. The world would not have sanctioned it nor, or that matter, believed it of me.


  Nor would an open admission have made one whit of difference to what was. We were two women of disparate class, living together in a farmhouse on the outskirts of a small village. We were disguised by my condition: marriage and widowhood, and by what came to be regarded as my mission, my work, assisted by Anna, on behalf of the memory of my husband and her patient, Robert Glencoe Maclaren.


  If there was irony in this it was not seen by anyone but me. It must never have occurred to anyone that my intense determination to establish a memorial to him was in inverse proportion to the love that had been lost between us. Often I puzzled over this. Then I came to see that I had devoted myself to his public image, his music, not to his person as I knew it. I came to understand my activity.


  But this strays from what I wanted to say about my profound love for Anna Baehr. During that first winter we were alone together in the house. Ida had to be let go because I could not afford to keep her, and Edward came only irregularly to do the outside chores. Anna and I did everything together. I wooed her quietly (yes, wooed is the word, there is no other accurate one), hoping to find in her something of the passion I felt, not knowing if I might frighten her, as indeed I myself was frightened, by my advances.


  Our compatibility was very great; we talked often and of everything, together. But I soon knew that was not enough for me. I must be frank in this, and it is difficult. My fantasy, my vision of Anna and me together ended in the great bed. I wanted to sleep with Anna in my arms, to be held in her arms in Virginia Maclaren’s bed, the bed in which Virginia Maclaren had slept with her son, the bed of her son’s long death, the one I now so insufficiently occupied alone. I wanted to renew those old, soft linen sheets—with what? I was not sure what I would do, what we could do. I wished only for Anna’s closeness, her warmth, her womanly presence and fullness, the touch of her soft skin against my small, thin, cold bones, in the center of my enormous bed.


  My suit went no further than the tenderness of my first tentative steps: my fingers on the nape of her neck when she came in from her tiring physical labor in the garden and complained of a little stiffness. The gratifying feeling of her muscles relaxing, her shy smile of gratitude when I had finished. My kiss on her cheek as we said good night and went to our rooms. And after a while, her return of my kiss, her warm lips on mine.


  Then all at once, I needed to go no further, there were to be no other trials. One night as we kissed good night she moved close to me, reached to my bony shoulders with her strong hands, and pressed me to her. I felt no surprise, no awkwardness. There was no spoken prelude to that night, and no verbal aftermath. It was understood: we no longer went to our separate beds.


  To tell you what we had together that night, and during all the nights and the days that filled the next twelve years: how difficult it is to find words to hold it all, to capture the quality of close, understanding comradeship, to place inexpressible love into public phrases. I find I think most readily in images. But then I realize how one-sided are these images of mine. I could not tell at the time, do not still know, if Anna would have used the same ones, or any at all. She was not given to figurative language.


  I think of the first, soft spring rain: she was moisture to my dried roots. I think of the way a certain configuration of notes played on the flute, alone, above the muted sounds of a symphony orchestra, can bring tears to one’s eyes. Anna was those things for me. I had known “life” before that night, known what it was to be alive and to be aware of the horrors, too often, happening around me. I knew that life had substance without possessing any of it myself. I realized my own body not as a subject but as an object. Because of Anna I began to know it intimately, because she had touched me, given me knowledge of myself, with her loving hands.


  Anna was a quiet woman. Words, especially abstract words like love and happiness, came hard to her. She never explained her feelings, rarely even mentioned them. Only her hands betrayed the humanity that burned in her. I knew what she felt when she touched me in places of my body to which I had always been indifferent, had known about only theoretically.


  I remember one very cold night when we sat as close as possible to the fireplace. The fire burned high and hard, but it still did not seem to warm the rest of the sitting room. Anna said it might be better on the floor. So we gathered our skirts about our legs and lowered ourselves to the hearth, making cushions under us of our petticoats and skirts.


  Suddenly I was very warm. I felt the heat invading my neck, my ears and armpits, almost piercing my skin. Anna must have felt as warm as I. She reached behind her neck and opened the little buttons that formed a long line down her back. I watched, marveling at her dexterity: usually we did each other’s buttons. I wondered how she would manage those at the broad place of her back. She did. Then she reached to her shoulders and pulled her dress and the chemise beneath it to her waist, baring her full breasts, pale as snow. I wanted to touch them, to feel their extraordinary softness and warmth, but I waited. Her hands lifted her breasts toward me, I bent toward her and put my face down into their center. She took my head and held it there. I breathed the sweet warm odor of her skin, her glowing smoky flesh heated by the proximity of the fire.


  It was enough, it was more than enough to compel us to our room upstairs, to the bed to which we climbed each night. Dousing the fire, we went upstairs. It was odd: for one of us to remove her dress, as Anna had done, was enough for us both. A single act represented two. The sensual pleasure we shared resulted, I have often thought, from the guesses we had made about ourselves and the answers we found in each other. Now I knew another like myself. My suppositions were confirmed.


  I had discovered a strange thing about our love: when I held my breasts, thin and unsubstantial as they were, I was reminded of Anna’s. I was touching her, re-creating the pleasures of contact with her on myself. To my inadequate self I assumed her lovely flesh. It was the very opposite of narcissism—it was metamorphosis.


  I remember another time: in the early spring we were planting together, at the sunny side of the house, a place Anna had decided would be right for a wisteria vine. “It will grow over the edge of the porch in time and make a cool place to sit.” The roots of the little plant were tangled. On our knees we both reached into the shallow hole to disengage them. Our fingers came together around the stem. We looked up and smiled at each other, holding hands in the fragrant soil surrounding the young roots of the wisteria vine. In such silent but telling ways Anna spoke to me. She used gestures, sudden affectionate motions that were both symbolic and at the same time concretely warm: these came easily to her.


  To me, the world we had discovered together at first seemed strangely unreal. My long education in connubial behavior before Anna had been so different. Between us there was no flirtatiousness, as there is so often in the world of men and women. We had no struggle for dominance, we experienced no submissiveness. We were each dominant and each submissive when we needed to be. Sometimes I took her in my arms, sensing her need for comfort. At other times I wished to be held, helped, comforted.


  One wet fall day, I remember, I was taken by a very bad attack of lumbago, as it was then called, while kneeling on the damp ground to plant bulbs. The pain struck so quickly that I could not stand erect. Anna helped me into the house. I hurt so badly, I was a child again. How long it had been since anyone handled my body so carefully, so tenderly. She rubbed ointment into my spine, her gentle, capable hands full of remedy and assurance. I lay in bed, still sore and very tired. She sat beside me on the bed. “You are a born nurse,” I said.


  “Oh no,” she said. “I was not born a nurse. It happened, my decision to be a nurse, after my sister got ill, a long time ago. My mother was gone then, and we were living with Frau Mundlein. She was very kind, kinder to us than I can remember my mother to have been. Sometimes I think she might have been … somewhat closer to us, but she was afraid, she once told me. Our mother might return and take us away and then she would feel a deprivation. She never kissed me or took me into her arms, and she kissed Rosa only once that I remember.


  “Every day Rosa and I watched the post for word from our mother in Germany. One person on our street had a telephone, but Frau Mundlein did not. So we were able to tell ourselves that our mother called us often from across the waters but without an instrument there was no way for receiving her calls. We did not understand she was too far away to use such an instrument. Letters came frequently to Frau Mundlein containing money for our support. Frau Mundlein always read to us the sentence: ‘Tell the girls I shall see them soon.’


  “Rosa was very small for her age, very thin and pale. She was often sick and she recovered very slowly. I was in perfect health and never missed a day of school. Poor Rosa went to school very seldom. Frau Mundlein worked six days every week sewing shirtwaists in a factory near the East River. Often Rosa was alone in the house during the day, nursing her sore throat and the aches in her legs.


  “Because of that I did not realize how sick she was when the diphtheria was in the city. Rosa was feverish and said her throat hurt her. She stayed in bed. When Frau Mundlein came home she made soup and milk toast for Rosa. That was all Rosa was able to swallow. I would get up in the night when she stirred in the bed beside me to get her water. She was always thirsty.


  “But when she got very sick Frau Mundlein sent me to ask the doctor to come. We waited for him. It was two days before he climbed the stairs to our flat. He told Frau Mundlein angrily, ‘There are sick people all over Yorkville.’ He could not see them all when they wanted him.


  “The doctor examined Rosa for a short time (I thought) and then came out of our room and told Frau Mundlein that Rosa had diphtheria. He gave her some white papers of medicine and said, ‘Give her orange juice and weak tea.’ He waited. Frau Mundlein said she would pay him next time. ‘I’ll come again tomorrow,’ he said, but he didn’t come, not until it was too late and Rosa was dead.


  “People were dying of the disease, I knew, and from the time I heard that was what poor Rosa had, I was frightened. It was shameful, I still feel a hot shame, for I was frightened, not for her, but for me. I was afraid to go into our room. I did not want to catch the sickness. So I slept on the sofa in the parlor. I put my head under the blanket when I heard her call in the night. Frau Mundlein got up to get Rosa water.


  “Even when she called, ‘Anna,’ that last morning, my heart beat so fast from fear that I could not answer or go in to see her. I was afraid to look on suffering. I was afraid I would see death as it came, I was afraid of being sick and dying myself, I was afraid of everything. I could not bring myself to be near her.


  “Frau Mundlein stayed home from work the day Rosa’s fever went very high. She told me not to go to school and instead to fetch the doctor. I went gladly. He said, ‘I will come when I can. New York is full of sick people.’ I remember still, to my shame, that I walked very slowly away from his office. I looked in store windows. I sat on a bench in front of a cigar store and studied a painted wooden Indian with his raised arm, his fingers holding a tomahawk. I spent long minutes at the glass counter of the newspaper store on the corner deciding to buy a rope of licorice with the penny I had. I thought of visiting a friend who lived around the corner and then remembered she would be in school.


  “All this time my heart was pounding, my lips were dry, my tight fists were wet. I was mortally afraid. I did not want to go back home to see the dying and to be there when it came.


  “And so I wasn’t. When I got home Frau Mundlein was sitting in the parlor, holding a handkerchief. Her face was red and wet. ‘She is dead,’ she said and cried. And I? I am ashamed to say, I was flooded with relief that I had not seen it. Afterward, yes, I felt sorrow for my sister, my companion and friend. And pity for her, and terrible guilt at my cowardice.


  “The doctor came and wrote out a paper and gave it to Frau Mundlein. Again he waited. Frau Mundlein gave him two dollars. Two men came for Rosa with a stretcher. I stood in the doorway, watching them lift her from our bed. Before they covered her with a sheet, Frau Mundlein leaned over and kissed her on the lips.


  “It is the way I remember Rosa most clearly now: lying on the stretcher, her eyes closed, her small nose pinched in and blue, great black patches on her cheeks and her chin. And Frau Mundlein bending over to kiss her. I have never put the sight of it away, nor the guilty ache I was left with. The memory of me, huddled against the frame of the door, afraid, lingering at the store, always afraid.


  “In high school I took science subjects so I could go on to a nursing school. I would not be afraid again, I thought. I would learn what to do for the sick and acquire courage so that in all my life I would not run away at the prospect of suffering and pain. Even if I could not stop it, I would learn to stay with it, to help, to be with the sufferer, as I had not been able to be with my sister.”


  The work of the Foundation went along very well in the ten years that followed, as the press and the public who have been informed of these matters know. Mrs. Rhinelander conceived of the idea of the Maclaren Clubs, somewhat like the Mendelssohn Clubs, all over the country. I, and others in the Foundation, traveled to all parts of the nation helping to establish these clubs. The plan was this: once a month members of the club would come together for the performance of American music by American musicians, and the proceeds, after expenses and fees, would come to the Community’s scholarship and building funds.


  I traveled much in those years, accompanied always by Anna. On occasion I played some of Robert’s piano music, but more often I spoke to groups of interested men and women about his compositions and his life as a student, a conductor and composer. I became proficient in my omissions, after a while not even considering that I was promulgating an authorized version of his life in which only the surface detail bore any resemblance to reality. I was, however, entirely successful in my apostolate: articles and books, encyclopedia entries, and histories of music and musicians have accepted and made permanent, and still retain, my descriptions. Only here, now, when Robert’s name and music have fallen out of the public memory and are known only to a few dusty scholars, do I fill in the blanks I left in those speeches to raise money in his memory.


  The sums donated to our enterprise astounded me: one and one-half million dollars in the first three years, beginning with a most generous sum from Mr. Rogers, another from Dr. Butler and the members of the Columbia University department of music. All of Robert’s acquaintances, the doctors who treated him, musicians in the orchestras he had conducted, the publishers of his music, even dear Reverend Whitehall, who had become my good friend, all sent postal orders or checks. Young men and women who had studied his piano pieces when they were learning to play, as well as eminent persons all over the musical world: it was most gratifying. With those first years’ contributions we were able to secure the future of the Farm by paying the bank what was owed on the mortgage and to begin to build the six studios in the woods we had planned to house our young resident musicians.


  By the spring of 1911, I think it was, they were ready for occupancy. I wrote to persons I knew in the universities who taught music (not so frequent a thing as it is now) asking for the names of promising young persons who might want to work at the Maclaren Community, as it was formally titled in our chartered papers. One of these letters went to Churchill at Columbia. It was some time before I had an answer, and then it was not from Church but from the chairman of his department. I include the letter in this account for purposes of completeness:


  Dear Mrs. Maclaren:


  I took the perhaps unwarranted liberty of opening your letter to Professor Weeks because his widow, to whom it should rightfully have been forwarded, has returned to her home in Milwaukee, where she has again taken up abode. We are not in possession of her address there.


  The sad facts are these: Professor Weeks died last summer after a long illness. He had left the faculty during the spring semester before, suffering from a long series of afflictions, to the liver, to the skin, and finally, I must tell you, to his mental faculties. Regrettably, we were forced to ask for his resignation. Mrs. Weeks much resented our decision. She appeared before the department committee in June to protest, claiming with some heat that her husband was only temporarily ill and would be well in time for the opening of the fall semester. The doctors, she insisted, had assured them of this.


  It was our feeling, after observing Professor Weeks’s rapidly deteriorating condition during his last term of teaching, that this would be impossible. Indeed, this judgment was, sadly, borne out: he died during the summer that followed from a heart attack, Mrs. Weeks reported to us.


  I hope you will permit me and my colleagues to send our regrets to you, knowing of your late, esteemed husband’s long friendship with Professor Weeks. Finally, I wish to say I am sorry to have been the one to convey this news to you. Apparently, Mrs. Weeks, in her grief, must have neglected to do so, and you must not have seen the short but respectful obituary printed in The New York Times.


  I am yr. most obedient servant


  Lawrence Vandersee


  Chairman, Department of Music


  Columbia University


  I tried to find Catherine’s address in Milwaukee, without success. I wanted to send her condolences. Not finding her, I had no place to mail my note. I have never heard from her and do not know if she is still alive.


  Anna and I devised a routine for our six summer visitors to follow. They arrived in late May and remained, if they found the Community congenial, until early October. At first only male composers came to us. A few of them, oddly, found the life at the Community very hard. They were the gregarious fellows who could not withstand the long hours of enforced solitude. Our rules required that the days from early morning until evening must be reserved for creative work in the studios, alone. Some disliked the communal outhouse, which was cold at night and often inhabited by annoyances like spiders and mosquitoes. A few resented our communal approach to meals and other household chores. One man felt the lack of electric light in the studios was old-fashioned. We had hired a very good cook who came in midafternoon and stayed until dinner was prepared. So the clearing and washing after dinner was done by all of us together, to the dismay of a few of the young men whose talents had protected them thus far from close contact with domestic chores.


  Professor Vandersee had enclosed with his letter a list of three names, graduates in composition now living precariously in New York, whom he recommended highly to me. One of them, a former student of Churchill’s named Eric Anderson, was accepted for the first year.


  Anderson was to prove our most faithful applicant and returnee. He was older than the others, in his late twenties when he started his attendance at the Farm, and had studied abroad as well as at Columbia University. He proved pleasant, willing, and surprisingly without the usual difficult temperament. His quietness was always welcome in the evenings, a little landing of silence in the midst of the general turbulence, the vocal excesses of the other, sometimes very arrogant, young men at our supper table. Anna and I were always glad when he applied to return for a summer and when the admissions committee, made up of established critics and composers, accepted him. Sometimes he played for us all in the evenings. The influence upon him of Robert Maclaren’s music was evident: it was as though he had taken in from the air around him Robert’s love of incorporating natural sounds in his melodies, his fondness for program pieces, his modest tunes and thin, delicate orchestrations. By the time the Great War began in Europe, Eric had become an expected part of our summer household as no other Community member ever was.


  I can see him now, his six-foot-six frame bent over the piano keys, the lamp making his long blond hair, parted neatly in the center and reaching to his shoulders, even lighter, his huge hands wholly occupying the keyboard. He played Liszt with a kind of massive authority. He had his native country’s light blue eyes. There was only one blemish to his blond handsomeness: a red mark, thin and salamander-shaped, which lay over his light skin from his eye to the corner of his mouth. Often he would sit with his hand over the mark, leaning on his elbow as he ate or listened to music. When he played, however, the scar darkened, although he seemed at those times to have forgotten it. The younger men called him the Quiet Swede. They appeared to resent his unusual reticence in the midst of all their racket and boisterous talk.


  At the end of the summer of ’15 we knew the war was close to us. That fall we had fewer applications for the next year. Many of the possible candidates, I suppose, were expecting to be called away to the army. But in May ’16 Eric came with three others and we settled into a quiet summer before the inevitable turmoil of war.


  I never knew quite why—it may have been the remnants of Europe that still lingered in Anna’s speech and manners—but Eric found it possible to talk to Anna and to no one else. One night as she and I were in bed she told me he had said two periods of his life had been spent in sanatoria for the insane: once in Sweden when he was in gymnasium and again in New Haven, Connecticut, while he was studying music in New York. His illness was depression. When it came upon him he could not play or write or eat or move from his bed or his chair. The first time he had to be carried to the hospital and kept there for a year until gradually it wore away. “I am well now. It is six years since … I have been working very well since … that last time.”


  Only in Anna did he confide, as I have said. But even to her he would not say anything about his parents. “He is a solitary man,” Anna told me, “who can not bring himself to talk about himself. He lives alone because he has lost his confidence that anyone else would accept his history or trust his present and future.” But at the Farm his way of listening intently to the others made him accepted, especially, I had noticed, by Anna, who favored him when she served portions in the kitchen at supper. She always provided his lunch basket with extra fruit and the sweets he loved.


  During the first week of October we held our customary party to bid the young men good-bye. The visitors brought the wine and we provided sandwiches and cakes. We always preceded the feast with some hours of performance. Eric was more silent than usual, preferring, when his turn came, not to play. He sat beside Anna on the love seat and twice I saw him bend over to whisper something to her. He ate a great deal—our small sandwiches always seemed to disappear into his outsized hands—and he smiled steadily, receptively, but made no contributions to the general hilarity.


  The other young men were like children about to be given their vacation from school. They drank much wine, joked loudly with each other, and talked about how good it would be to return to New York for the beginning of the opera and concert season. They seemed glad to be finished with the long summer’s work and solitude: but not Eric. As always, he was regretful and sad.


  The party lasted until midnight. At half past ten I said my farewells. They were all to make their way to the village railway depot early the next morning before I expected to arise. Anna remained to close up behind the young men after they returned to their studios.


  I must have fallen asleep quickly and slept for some time. The sound of a door woke me. I looked at the clock that stands in the corner of our room. It was two o’clock. Anna was not there.


  I went to the landing, feeling panicked. She was coming up the stairs in the dark and seemed startled to see me awake. We went back to the bedroom together.


  “Where have you been?” I whispered, although why I do not know. There was no one any longer I might disturb.


  “Talking. Talking to Eric. He said he wanted—very much—to talk.” She undressed quickly, came into the bed and stretched out as though she were very tired. I sat up, now wide awake, waiting for her to speak. Suddenly there was missing the accustomed, loving easiness between us, the way we moved together at the start of sleep to lie close, often in each other’s arms, the sense of creature warmth and security we kindled between our two bodies as we touched, the wonderful way we were always able to converse about anything, everything. The room, the bed, my heart felt cold, a new twist of jealousy, the rattle of fear knocking on the panes of the heart.


  “Anna. Do you, do you—care for Eric? You must tell me at once if you do.” There was a silence. Anna pulled the quilt over her shoulders to her chin. I lay down a short space from her, barely able to see the dark outline of her head on the pillow. Only thin moonlight entered the room.


  “No, Carrie. I don’t care for him—that way. Not in the way I care for you. But he is a troubled, lonely man. He has no friends, he tells me. He needs someone to talk with, to hear about his fears and worries.”


  Immensely relieved, I reached across what had seemed a chasm in the bed between us and touched her hair. It curled tightly about her head. “Does he care for you, Anna?” She turned to me, and I realized the chasm had been of my imaginary making. Once more warmth returned to the bed.


  “I’m afraid, yes. He does, Carrie. He wanted to tell me that before he left tomorrow. He says he has no hope, but he wants me to know, to think about him.”


  “Will you?”


  “What?”


  “Think about him?”


  “Not in that way. I told him I would never leave you. But as a friend must think about another, of course I will. I said I would write to him in the winter. He is terribly afraid of the war, of America entering it, of being hurt or killed. …”


  Her voice drifted off. Almost at once I could hear her steady, deep breathing in sleep. But I remained awake, staring into the darkness, somehow afraid of what could possibly happen. I slept very little that night.


  That fall and winter, letters came regularly to Anna from Eric in New York. She read them all to me. They were frightened, depressed letters from a man alone in a studio on the Bowery in the bowels of New York (he called it that), trying to compose an opera on the theme of Oedipus, with no contacts with friends or fellow musicians. He had convinced himself, he wrote, that he must always stay indoors when it was light outside: “I must not be seen on the streets because my height, my strength, will call attention to me. I know the army has once said no to me because of my mental history, but I believe if they see me now on the street they will enlist me.” He wrote that he went out only at four in the morning, when the wholesale markets in his section of the city were opening. He bought food and then raced back to his hole: “Literally, it is a hole,” he wrote, “a basement from which I can see only the feet and lower legs of passersby.”


  Anna replied to him, composing her letters on the table in the evenings after we had finished our games, our reading aloud, our conversation. She showed me what she had written: “Do not stay indoors so much. It is bad for your spirits.” She said she shared Eric’s horror of the war, being rendered somewhat ambivalent by the call on her sympathies of her German and German-American friends and relatives. “Do not worry. The war in Europe cannot go on too much longer, perhaps we will not have to enter it, and then you will be safe. Are you planning a return to the Community in May? There will be a place for you. I will speak of it to Mrs. Maclaren.”


  Her letters were full of motherly negative commands: “Try not to stay so much within yourself. … Never eat unwashed salad greens or fruit.” Reading her letters, I thought, Now that Robert is gone, Anna is nursing Eric. But I said nothing of this to her. Our relationship was so good, so open, that it admitted only of truth-telling between us. I was not tempted to disturb the tenor of our days. Our love sustained me and, I hoped, her. It was a source of psychic reassurance and, yes, physical pleasure as well. So that the presence of Eric among her letters did not disturb me. She was so loving a woman that there was, within her nutritive spirit, room for more refugees than me alone. Together with Anna, I, too, worried about Eric.


  That year, in April, the United States entered the war. Foundation members met to decide what to do about the Community and decided to open as usual in May despite the grave events. Anna and I volunteered to do our war work in addition to housekeeping for the Community. Evenings we worked in the public library. Miss Milly Martino was no longer there: by then she was retired because of the trouble in her hands and neck. The new librarian, a lady with the strange name of Mrs. Osnas Fitz, opened the reading room for war work in the evenings. Anna and I, with the other ladies from the village, rolled bandages for the Red Cross and knitted, and “finished off” for other knitters, scarves and caps and socks for our troops overseas. It was in this way that it came about that we were away, in the reading room of the library rolling bandages, when the fire started which destroyed the Farm.


  But to go back a little. The last summer of the war, we had four musicians in residence, not our customary six. For the first time one of them was a woman, a most competent young flutist and composer named Dorothy Griffith who had come to the Farm to work on a sonata for her instrument. We assigned her the studio (Weeks, it had recently been named) nearest the house so that she would not have the long, dark walks home in the evening that some of the other studios required of their occupants.


  Eric had returned, and two other young men were with us. One, from Massachusetts, Gerald Foster, had lost a leg in childhood, and the other, St. John Sterne (we called him Jody), was weak in one eye and so was not called to the army. All four, for a wonder—usually we lost at least one the first week from restlessness or loneliness—found the Farm congenial to their work. They all got on well with each other, I thought, and with us when we saw them at dinner and during the evening musicales and gatherings.


  The musicales were occasions of great pleasure to me. Sometimes, after the students had finished, I would play. Since the afternoon I went back to it, a year after Robert’s death, I had regained my delight with the piano. The thick and oppressive quiet that filled our house during Robert’s illness and, before that, my careful quiet so that he could compose undisturbed were ended, after what I had considered a decent interval of mourning.


  Anna smiled at my “decent interval.” I began to play Lieder, some pieces I had not looked at since my time with Mrs. Seton. To my great joy I discovered that Anna could follow the music and sing in a low, fine contralto. We began to study a song from Schubert’s Winterreise.


  There grows between accompanist and singer an unspoken bond. They signal to each other their readiness, and the accompanist plays the first note at the same moment as the singer begins. Between us there developed such a bond. I would hold my hands just above the keys. Anna, standing behind me, would place her hands lightly on my shoulders. At the moment I felt her touch I began, and so did she. Our understanding at these moments was complete.


  Some notes were too high for her voice. But she managed the long ascent from “Manche Trän’ aus meinen Augen” to the “Durstig ein das heisse Weh” with ease, only the final note giving her a little trouble. She would press my shoulder as she abandoned the attempt, and I would shrug and laugh. Then she would go on, to the long, slow, melodic descent to the end of that lovely song. I would applaud and she would blush. We were together in our amusement at our successes and our failures.


  Always before, music had created a distance between Robert and me, a separation I served by my silence in deference to his greater accomplishments. With Anna it became collaboration, albeit an amateur one, and “in that union,” as the Chinese sage who wrote the Li Chi said, “we loved one another.”


  That summer Eric found it hard, it seemed to me, to stay away from our house during the day. He would come to the kitchen at noon when Anna was preparing our luncheon and linger on one pretext or other. While I practiced in the afternoon I would see him from my window walking the road from his studio, cutting across the meadow to where Anna worked in the garden.


  She always told me about his visits. Her openness to me about every thought she had was consoling at moments when I had twinges of the old fear. A day in July came when she told me Eric had asked her if she would consider him as a suitor. He said to her: “I want very much to marry. I think I might conquer my sickness, my fears, if I were not so alone all the time. If I marry it can be no one but you, Anna. My thoughts are full of you, winter and summer. Can it be that you feel nothing for me?”


  Anna said she told him she could not leave the Farm.


  “‘Why not? You are merely a companion, a paid person. She could find another.’


  “He took my hand—it was very dirty, covered with soil, and held it very tight. ‘Let me go,’ I said. ‘It is more than that.’


  “‘What do you mean, more than that? Security? I can make a home for you. I am publishing and being paid for my work now. True, not much right away, but once the war is over, orchestras will begin to play American compositions as never before, I am told. I love you, Anna. I have never loved a woman before, except my mother, who died when I was ten, in a fire. Her room, only her room, in our summer house on Long Island was struck by lightning. No one in the house but my mother died in that storm. She burned up alone, in her bed, while my brothers and I slept, and my father was in the city working. … And since then, no one. I’ve felt nothing for anyone, until now, for you.’


  “‘I am sorry.’


  “‘You feel nothing for me?’


  “‘I feel affection and friendship. But love, no. I don’t love you, Eric.’


  “‘How can you be sure? Perhaps you haven’t felt what love is yet.’


  “‘Oh, yes, I know what it is. I have felt love.’


  “‘For someone else? Another man?’”


  She did not know what to say then, she told me. She hesitated, and then said, “‘No.’”


  She turned back to her weeding. When she looked up again, Eric was standing a little way off, staring at her: “His face was red, Carrie. He looked—he looked unbelieving, as though he were suddenly remembering a dream—I don’t know. He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head, again and again. Then he turned away and left.”


  “Do you think he understood?”


  “I’m sure.”


  But Eric did not give up trying to be close to where Anna was. He held her chair, he always took the seat beside her at dinner, he followed her onto the back porch in the evenings when we all left the dining room and went out to witness the sunset. He sat beside her on the stone benches where we waited for the moon to rise and the stars to appear. His pursuit was sad and mute. Anna told me he did not again speak to her of love or require anything of her except that she not reject his presence close to her. He always asked her permission: “May I sit beside you? Do you mind if I walk with you?” His great size hovering over her must have been noticed by everyone, in the evenings, in the dining room, when we were all together. I noticed, and watched, feeling within me a little rough place like a ragged fingernail that irritated and troubled my mind. But of course I said nothing of this to Anna.


  Our union had always been without descriptive words. We accepted without comment what we had discovered with each other by chance, the miracle of love. It may have been the irregularity to the outside world of our life together that kept us from talking about it to each other, even in private—I don’t know—or it may be that there was no need for talk. A fitting vocabulary for such discussion did not then exist, or at least, if it did, Anna and I did not know any of its words.


  Anna’s kindnesses to Eric intensified because, she told me, “I feel so sorry for him. The least I can do is see that he eats and that his shirts have their buttons returned, and that Edward brings enough kindling to his studio against the early-morning chill.”


  Late in August we had our traditional Sunday evening picnic. It had been a beautiful day, almost an early fall day, and promised to be a fine evening. Dorothy Griffith, Anna, and I prepared the food hampers, and the men carried them to the elevated grassy area near the graves. The four young musicians seemed in very good spirits, wine was consumed quickly, we ate sitting on shawls, and watched the sun set over the trees. So when it happened no one was prepared for the violence in Eric’s voice. In the course of a small joke she was making, Dorothy had placed her hand over Eric’s, apparently (I did not see it but Anna thought she had), and Eric was enraged by the comradely gesture.


  “Don’t touch me. I dislike being touched. Why are you always touching me?”


  Dorothy blushed deeply, rose to her feet at once, and walked away from us, down the path to Weeks Studio. One of the men—I don’t remember which—went after her. The rest of us, surprised, gathered up the picnic plates and packed the two hampers.


  Eric remained seated on the shawl, making no move to help us. He stared down, tracing the motifs in the shawl with a long finger.


  “Anna, say something to him,” I whispered to her as we packed. “Or shall I?”


  “I think we should leave him be. He will be all right in a little while. It would embarrass him to be spoken to, I think.”


  Between us, Anna and I carried one hamper, leaving the other to be brought back later by the men. We said good night to Eric, who remained as he was, seated like a stone on the shawl, and did not answer. Once we had to put the heavy hamper down to rest our arms. I looked back. He was still there, but he was watching us, Anna and me, his light blue eyes looking almost red in the evening light. His hand was over the red blemish on his face, and he looked tragic, a giant child, seated on the ground in the dusk.


  Edward drove us to the village for our two hours of war work in the library. He waited for us, and at eleven we started back.


  We were near the Farm road when Anna noticed smoke on the horizon. I remember how I started at the sight, for the evening in town, all the women working together, had been so peaceful. Then we had been riding together on the seat of the farm wagon, feeling (or I know I felt, and I think she did too) the power of closeness, thinking our own thoughts. I will never know hers, but I was remembering Eric on the ground, his hand to his face, a human island of desolation, looking despairingly after us. Knowing? Did he know? I will never have the answer to that.


  “Look,” she said.


  The sky was gray with smoke behind the house. Close to the horizon we could see flames. Edward thrashed at the old horse. By the time we pulled up to the front of the house, the hill behind it and the woods to each side where the studios were, were covered with smoke. We could see Dorothy Griffith and Jody running about with buckets.


  “Get ours!” I screamed to Anna and Edward. “We can fill them at the garden pump.”


  “No,” Anna shouted back, as though I were deaf. “It would be better if I go for help. To the Wrights …”


  There was no telephone at the Farm—we had never wished to have one installed even when our neighbors had done so. But the neighbors to the north, Charles and Ellen Wright, had an instrument. Anna ran toward their place, disappearing at once into the night.


  Her hair singed and smelling of smoke, Dorothy came up to me. Her hands were black.


  “Are you burned, Dorothy?”


  “No, no, but we cannot get to the other studios through the smoke. We don’t know where Gerald is—or Eric.”


  “They may be on the other side of the fire and cannot get through to us.”


  Even had we wished to find them at once, we could not have. The smoke grew thicker as we stood helpless, watching it mount higher and spread farther to the side. Then I saw a small snake of flames moving along the ground. “The house, the house,” I remember screaming to no one in particular. The house was now in danger. Dorothy, Jody, and I began to splash water on the ground around it, on the walls and windows, everywhere. Our arms and legs grew weak from our repeated trips from the pump with heavy buckets.


  The house was saved, not by our feeble efforts but because our neighbors, and then the fire wagons, arrived. The Wrights had telephoned at once: one engine and another equipped with a water pump came before the others could get to us on foot, while we were still wearily passing buckets to each other from the pump, now dousing the bushes and trees and grass near the house.


  Anna returned with the Wrights, they took their places in the chain, and we were able to hold the little licks of flame away from the house until the firemen and their engines arrived. Their hoses were trained on the fire and the house itself. Little by little, the firemen moved forward into the woods, away from the house, their hoses creating massive yellow billows which rose above the charred trees.


  Villagers, awakened by the smoke and by the fire bell calling for assistance, came to the farm and joined in the work. By the time the first light appeared in the sky I was too tired to do anything but watch—and pray.


  Eric and one-legged Gerald Foster had not appeared. Anna was wild with apprehension. She ran from one fireman to another, pleading, “Find the others. For God’s sake, there are two others back in there somewhere.”


  We were all so weary. We sat on the wet black grass—Dorothy, Jody, and I—too tired to raise our arms, to stand any longer, straining to see through the dense smoke, still searching for signs of the others. We told ourselves they must have escaped to the back road, they were now watching the fire from the east side of the property, across the road, worrying about our safety.


  But when we found them, they were dead, suffocated as they tried to escape the encircling fire, we surmised. They died alone, a few hundred yards from each other. Gerald might have been trying to reach Eric; he was found stretched out across the footpath to Eric’s studio, face down in blackened underbrush, his wooden leg entangled in vines. Eric had never left his studio. He had died stretched in the ashes around him, his face calm, his eyes closed. Only the red mark on his face still looked alive and resentful. His body was charred, yet his head had miraculously escaped the fire.


  The firemen and villagers worked all night and much of the next morning to put out the last little pockets of fire that kept breaking out in the woods and fields. All six of the studios, which we had so lovingly labored over and constructed with such attention to detail, were destroyed. Around each one the faint, sour smell of burned pianos lingered for a long time. Twenty acres of our woodland were reduced to a naked forest of black stubs and sooty grass underbrush. Our fire pond, from which the firemen had pumped almost all its contents, was now a shallow dark cavity full of floating fallen branches and the black remnants of evergreen needles.


  But we had saved the house. Like a magic island in an infernal conflagration, it remained untouched except by the pervasive smell and discoloration of smoke. By noon of the second day, Anna and I were able to enter it, to climb to our acrid-smelling bedroom and fall exhausted into sleep. Dorothy lay down on the couch in the drawing room, Jody on Robert’s old horsehair sofa in the music room. The bodies of Gerald Foster and Eric Anderson were carried away to the funeral parlor in Saratoga Springs. We, the survivors, slept profoundly for almost fourteen hours.


  Early the next morning—it was still dark—Anna and I, weary and very stiff, made our way downstairs to the kitchen to make some tea. The odor from the corner near the rear door reminded us that we had never unpacked the hamper. Before we boiled the water we thought it best to dispose of the decaying picnic remains. There, on top of moldering cheese and bread and decaying potato salad, was a folded piece of paper, addressed to Anna Baehr, from Eric Anderson. As she did with almost everything, she saved that letter. It was in her drawer among her handkerchiefs when she died. I put it here in this account:


  Anna, my dearest:


  I watched as you and Mrs. Maclaren walked away to the village. I understand, truly I do. I am writing this in my studio which I need now to clean, by burning my score of King Oedipus. It is like my life: mediocre, and unlikely to amount to anything.


  Burning is cleansing. Perhaps the fire will spread to the studio and then to me. I was burned once before, by my mother in an accident. She was very young, fifteen, and unmarried when I was born. One night she carried me to my crib and dropped hot wax, by accident, from a candle she was carrying in the other hand, onto my face. I was six months old.


  Perhaps this fire I am planning will cleanse all that now seems vile to me: Dorothy’s pursuit of me. The other men’s childish silliness. You and Mrs. Maclaren. The whole idea of a memorial to her husband, the Community.


  I don’t wish you to burn, only be cleansed of—what? Please forgive me.


  Eric


  “He meant to burn us all—the whole Farm, the others, us, everything?” I cried.


  Anna, still staring at the letter in her hand, said, “No, I don’t think he meant that. He was discouraged about his opera. I know that. The rest is just—wild declaration. It doesn’t mean he would do it. The fire spread out of his control from the fireplace while he slept on his cot. …”


  We never knew. I will never be sure. Sometimes I wonder if the spectacle of our love and the burden of his own goaded Eric to burn my Farm. Or was he gripped by a religious fervor, a command to destroy Sodom, to repay me for keeping Anna from him? Whatever, mad prophetic gesture or miscalculated accident, the Farm lay outside our blackened windows, a burned-out ruin.


  Gerald Foster’s body was returned to his family in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, I think it was. Eric was buried in our graveyard. His mother was dead, and there was no one else we knew about for him. Edward put a field stone at the grave’s head and sank it into the ground. There is no name on it, but he is there, and I could identify the stone, if it has not sunk down entirely from view by now.


  Three months later the terrible war he so feared was over. Anna and I spent Christmas at the Farm, the first one in many years, for ordinarily we would be traveling in winter, raising money for the Foundation.


  What was there now to travel for? The desolation from the fire, even the remains of the studios in the woods, square flattened foundations, were now all mercifully buried by the snow, the idea of the Community, the memorial, buried with them. That Christmas, we were alone. We exchanged little presents. Together we cooked a simple supper on Christmas Eve. Anna prepared to go in the sled with Edward to the village for midnight Mass. I asked if I might join her.


  Her face lighted. “Of course. It would be wonderful if you came.”


  The altar of the church was vivid with red poinsettias (I thought at once of Dorothea Brooke’s disease of the retina) and smelled of newly cut evergreens. The Mass was sung in Latin by young boys, their high, sweet untutored sopranos sounding like the Sunday-morning bells I had heard in Frankfurt. The church was dimly lit with candles and a little electricity, still a novelty and a pleasure, for we had not yet had the house wired for it.


  I loved the Mass that Christmas Eve of 1918. I loved the bells, the organ, the sweetish smell of incense, the scrubbed little blond faces of white-robed choir and altar boys, the solemn elevated expressions of the two priests who, Anna whispered to me, were “the celebrants.” The procession of “the faithful” (the priest who delivered the sermon referred this way to the people in the pews, who had come long distances through the cold night and the snow) to the altar “to receive”: that was the way Anna described what she was doing up there. She would often say, “Today, I received.”


  My Unitarian sensibilities, restrained and intellectual, had not prepared me for what was going on among “the faithful” as they kneeled in their pews or at the altar rail. I understood not one word, except for the sermon and the reading from the Gospel. The heavily symbolic nature of the events escaped me entirely.


  But Anna was there beside me, her lovely scrubbed countenance (a sister to the altar boys, I thought) never turning from the sedate pageant on the altar, her shining eyes fixed on something she must have been witnessing up there: I could not tell what. Outside, the wind rattled the stained-glass windows and rough snow puffs hurled themselves against the walls and the doors, but inside there were those serious, confident worshipers like Anna, glowing in the presence of their God, the extraordinary concentration, under the instruction of bells, of “the faithful.”


  Seated beside Anna while everyone else kneeled, I tried to pray. I managed only to think, The destroyed Farm, what shall I do with it? Shall I start all over again? Will the Foundation want to help to restore it all? Is Robert’s music still important enough to music lovers (who must have new favorites by now) to appeal to them again in his name? I floundered among questions vaguely directed to the Lord, but no supernatural answers presented themselves to me in that first hour of Christmas morning.


  How do you pray? Do you command the Lord: “Grant me the time and the strength in which to rebuild, the Farm, my own life.” Or question Him: “What do I do now?” Or petition: “Please, dear God, do not let me lose what little I have—the house, my friend, my love. …”


  The Foundation members met in early April, as soon as it was possible for those scattered persons to negotiate the roads. Anna had been called away that day by old Dr. Holmes. An unusual number of persons in the village were ill with influenza, the result of the hard winter and the change of weather, he said. He needed Anna’s help with a family in which four of the young children and their pregnant mother were very ill. So she was gone when the members arrived. They knew of the fire, the damage—the newspapers had carried accounts of it, reporting that nothing was known of the cause.


  Mrs. Rhinelander was curious: “Have you ever found out what happened?”


  “No,” I lied, “we never have. We came home from the village to find the whole woods ablaze. The chief of firemen guessed it might have been sparks from an unbanked late-night fire in one of the studios. But we cannot know for sure because all the studios burned to the ground.”


  Lester Lenox gave us a dismal financial report: “There would have been enough to operate the Community for some time to come, under ordinary conditions. But not enough, by any means, to rebuild and refurnish. Prices are very high since the war. It could never be done on what is in the bank and what is invested.”


  We took everything into consideration on that long afternoon. There was no way. I heard in their voices a lack of enthusiasm for rebuilding, I sensed their feeling that Robert Maclaren’s day had passed, and mine, and the best that could happen was that I might salvage enough to live on.


  So it came to that. I did what they thought I should. I agreed to sell most of the property, all the burned acres, holding back only the land surrounding the house and corridor behind it which led to the hill and the knoll where the graves were. It was quickly sold: the township of Saratoga Springs was anxious to have land on the outskirts on which to build its storage sheds and to house its road-building equipment. Later, years later, the land was sold again, and subdivided. At present, I understand, although I have not been out to see it in some years, it has been much built upon. Roads have been cut through, there are power and telephone lines overhead going to the small houses which have, thrusting out from their roofs, television antennas as high as trees. There is no sign, I am told, of what once was there, the studios hidden away from each other in beautiful woods, “an idyll,” the brochure used to say, “for the exclusive use of gifted persons.” Now even the graves seem to have sunk, like the gardens of Persia, below the much trampled ground of the subdivision.


  There was still enough money, I learned, for me (and so Anna) to live on in the house. We would need to be frugal, but hadn’t we always been? With Anna’s garden and our preserving, and doing so much of the necessary work about the house ourselves, we would make out well. I felt no longer young when that meeting was held. I knew the members were right. I needed to rest, not to travel so much. Yet the thought of discontinuing Robert’s memorial, abandoning the summer Community of young musicians, was disturbing to me. So I persuaded the members of the Foundation to continue its existence and their membership on it for a while, to keep the idea alive until we saw what the future held: “It might be that the day will come when it will be possible to start again,” I said to them.


  They left the Farm, relieved, I thought, to be rid of the heavy burdens of administering the funds of the Community and glad of my willingness to let it all go for a while. Lenox, the Reverend Whitehall, and de Wolfe all urged me to come into the village more often: “Interesting things going on there now. Wednesday book club, church fairs and suppers. A ladies’ garden society, that kind of thing,” said de Wolfe, and I said I would try. I remember thinking, No more spectacle. Lillian Russell. The baths closed down for repairs. Are the waters still drunk by colorful figures from New York, I wonder?


  When Anna came back from her nursing stint the next day, I told her what had transpired. All she said was, “It is as well. Without Eric it would not be the same this year.” Her irises were almost white with fatigue. I remember she went to bed at noon, having had no sleep during her long night with the sick children. No more was said about it.


  Losing the Community made a difference to my life, to my pretense, you might wish to say, knowing now what you do of me, to my pretense of devotion, to the apparent duty of those years. True, to everyone I was Mrs. Robert Maclaren, in the histories of music (if indeed I did appear at all), in Who’s Who under Robert’s long listing. But since his death I had begun to be Caroline Maclaren, the woman who raised quite large funds for the Community by playing Robert Maclaren’s music and lecturing about him at fund-raising gatherings all over the country, the administrator of the Community who headed the table in the dining room during the summer sessions. In a small way, I had become a person with a little authority.


  With the Community gone, no, suspended, as I had insisted, the township of Saratoga Springs removed what it had called “the musicians’ haven” from its travel brochure in the summer of ’19. The war over, the town had begun to look for the return of the old flood of summer residents and tourists. Reading that brochure, foolishly now it seems, I was flooded with regret, almost, I must confess, so depressed by the loss, by the end of my life’s work, no matter how insignificant, that I hardly noticed Anna coming and going from the village at odd hours of the day and night, hardly heard her reports of the increasing number of persons stricken by the influenza. My depression closed my eyes to the signs, which must have been there, of her weariness.


  The village had become an extended, crowded hospital. Never before in anyone’s memory had an affliction spread so quickly and so lethally as the influenza of that year. It was no longer thought that the fierce winter was responsible, as Dr. Holmes had believed. Instead the theory now held was that the disease had been brought back from the front by young men who had survived the horrors of the trenches only to succumb in their beds, at home, having first communicated the germ, was it? spirochete? or what? to their families.


  Anna insisted I stay away from the village. She carried whatever we needed to eat from the shops that lay along her path in her walk home up the hill. We ate hastily and at odd times. There were very few of our old long, comfortable, and companionable evenings together. For the sick in town needed her. And she did so well: she seemed to thrive under the hard new discipline—she had been away from it for a long time. The sense of service brought the shine back to her cheeks and the glow to her eyes.


  There are persons whose vitality lies in the performance of their duty, in their service to others, which, I take it, is what duty really means. There are many more such persons than traditional history takes note of. We have been well educated, we have read chronicles and biographies, plays and novels, about rebels and revolutionaries, leaders of nations and battalions, kings and great criminals, theatrical stars and escape artists. But what do we know of those whose pleasure in life is service? The waiting classes, the pram pushers, the burden bearers up the sides of great mountains, the launderers of the sheets of others, the seamstresses of our cloaks?


  More than all those, there are the ones whose hands distract the sick from their distress, who hold the frightened child they are paid to care for against their breasts, who comfort the dying while often the family waits safely outside the sickroom, who cool the distress of last moments. Anna was such a person. She made Robert’s last days bearable to him, and to me. In the village she nursed the family of six, single-handed, until the mother and two of the children succumbed and until the two other children and their father recovered slowly and could leave their beds, and until—it was almost inevitable—she contracted the terrible illness, struggled weakly in her weariness against it, crying out and rambling incoherently, blind and deaf to me and to everything but the ancient, mad, frightened world she rehearsed in her head, and then died.


  She was my friend, my companion, my beloved, she listened to me as no one, not my mother or my teachers or friends and surely never my husband, ever listened. She talked to me, not often about herself but about me, about us, and about others she loved. She filled the silences of a lifetime for me. Even at the end, as she lay in the middle of the great bed, bathed in the rank sweat of mortal sickness, red-eyed with fever, she talked to me, even when Dr. Holmes was there and she of course could not know that, was not aware that we were not alone: “Travel together. Should go to Germany. My mother. Alive still? Don’t know. Afraid, always afraid. Must introduce you. So she knows about us, about me. Sees there is nothing to be afraid of in love. That I am her daughter. Even to her new husband. As I am your daughter. Your mother. Your husband. Your love.”


  I said in a low voice, “Shhh, Anna. Rest now, dear. Sleep for a while.”


  “Give her this powder when she is able to drink a little, Mrs. Maclaren.” He put his silver tools away in his black bag and snapped the ends together. His face was very white. His reddened eyes looked strained and alarmed. He seemed eager to be gone. I wondered if he too was overtired, on the brink of the sickness himself.


  “The Community dinners. When he talked and looked so long at me. To help him. To hold him close. Like a child. A son, a lover he wanted to be. Like Carrie. But hard to reach and frightened. Afraid like my mother. Wounded in the face. In the heart. Left alone. To the fire. We helped him not at all. How, Carrie? How could we help? I a nurse and not nursing. Died and was buried without the priest, without unction, without comfort. Burned again. Lying near the dog. Near the great man. He a boy and a man, without friends. I did nothing. Unspeakable crime.”


  She screamed. I held her, wiping the wet from her red, shiny face, kissing her damp forehead, paying no heed to Dr. Holmes. Was he still there?—I do not know—when Anna talked, raved, when I pleaded with her to stay with me, not to leave me in the dark, the loneliness from which she had rescued me.


  I whispered to her, “I’m not afraid, Anna. Not of being alone. But of being without you. Stay with me.”


  But she didn’t hear. She was out of her head, incoherent, almost out of time, on the point of leaving the bursting healthy life I had so loved in her. She had forgotten what she knew for certain, and in her delirium remembered only her doubts, her fears: “Know so much. The Foundation people. And Carrie. The great ones. The great man. How can I be with them?”


  I said into her ear, holding her beloved head, smoothing her wet hair, “Love, you were with them all. Above them all. Out of all the world, my choice. I wanted you, I want you. Stay with me, love. There is no one else. Terrible loneliness without you, no one else. Not for me.”


  She could not hear me: “The long horsehairs. Long as you can find. They spawn eels. Good for the soil. Needed. In the garden. Long, long horsehairs.”


  But you know the truth already. At three in the morning—I remember that a full moon had just disappeared over the bend of the hill and the light in our bedroom disappeared—she woke and called, “Carrie?”


  I moved from my chair, where I had dozed, to the bed.


  “I’m cold.”


  “Anna, I’m here. I’ll warm you.” I went to the cupboard for another blanket, a quilt, anything I could pull out quickly.


  When I came back to the bed she said, “Carrie. Where is God?”


  “God? What do you mean? The priest, do you mean the priest? Do you want me to call the priest?”


  “Cold,” she said. “God. Carrie.”


  And she died.


  That was almost fifty years ago. (Can it be? Sometimes I lose count.) That early morning, in the darkened bedroom, Anna died. I have never found a comforting euphemism for it. She did not pass away, or leave this life, or go to her maker. I cannot accept “She is with God,” which is what the priest who came the next morning said. None of those things. She died. She lay there, forever still. She turned cold and began to stiffen. There in the great Maclaren bed at three o’clock in the morning. My love became a thing, a motionless person-less strip of lifeless white matter.


  I remember: I got into bed with her, lay beside her, touched every part of her body, as a student of sculpture would touch a classical statue to memorize its lines, to remember its curves and suggested softness. As long as I am able to remember (forever for me), her body will be alive in my mind, my eyes, under my finger tips.


  The light was up when I climbed out of the bed, dressed, and walked to the village to tell Dr. Holmes (“It must be certified,” she had told me when Robert died) about Anna.


  I felt nothing at first but the cold of desertion. There would be no second resurrection for me, no third chance at life. I knew that. One is granted one great love if one is fortunate—and after that? Death while one is still in life. Endurance, waiting, survival, the slow, inexorable growth of a sense of loss and cruel grief until it floods the mind and drowns what is left of the self.


  So it ended. It is an irony of my life that I have lived on for more than forty-five years, as the world would measure it. But to me the living time of my life came to an end long ago. Until Anna came, I had waited, prepared to be born. Life came, with her: the feeling that reached in to the bone and warmed it, the hours that were filled instead of passed through, the days I remember still, that swim in my memory, glow in my mind like phosphorescent fish. With her death, life for me was ended, but I lived on, a dead-live, half-woman, once again resembling the one who had lived so long with Robert, restored to the lonely solitary I had been during all the years of my marriage.


  So. I have put it all down. I look back at the years since Anna’s death and find it hard to remember what has filled the void. What have I done? I’ve waited—a long, still, terrible wait—to die. I’ve gone on living at the Farm because there was no other place I wanted to be or had to go.


  Now and then I used to walk to the village—now a city, I must remember to say—to the library. I’ve read books, played music, listened to recordings, cleaned this house and then cleaned it again before it had a chance to grow dirty, sewn and repaired and darned, tended my garden—Anna’s garden, at first—which now my visiting nurse tells me is weeds and dandelions. I’ve written a thousand letters, I would guess. Each day even now, I answer letters that come to me from musicologists, biographers, and historians questioning me about my husband, and about his friends in Europe, some of whom became very well known. Most of them are now dead.


  Every day, summer and winter, I used to climb the narrow corridor between the house and the high knoll, to the graves, Anna’s grave where she is buried to the side and below the great headstone that will be mine soon. I put a small stone at her head, with a cross and DUTY AND LOVE on it, and her beloved name and her dates. I used to take two bunches of flowers each week, one for display to place on Robert’s grave, so that it would be seen by visitors, creating the illusion of a loving wife who faithfully remembered her husband all these years.


  The other was a smaller bunch, a few wild flowers I would find as I walked to the knoll: meadowsweet and black-eyed Susans, violets and Indian paint-brush. Unshowy flowers for a discreet love, for my unremarked love who lies cold and silent, waiting, I believe, for me.


  A new group, inheritors of the original Foundation, has written to me. It seems that the government of the United States has a plan to endow the arts. One of the places they are looking at is our old Foundation, the long-since abandoned Maclaren Community. Of course, all the land is long gone. We could not rebuild here on the original site without dislocating thirty homeowners and the outbuildings of the City of Saratoga street-repairing department.


  But Lester Lenox’s grandson, Alexander, writes to me, from the Saratoga bank. I put his whole letter into this account:


  We are asked to present the National Endowment for the Arts with a complete proposal. Part of that proposal—the bank’s part—will consist of a statement of the present condition of the Robert Glencoe Maclaren trust, as administered by this bank in conjunction with you. Our assumption is that, if the proposal for the revival of the Community should be accepted, upon your death you would assign to the Foundation your rights to the estate.


  A second part of the proposal will consist of a history of the Community. Of course, no one is better able to tell that story than you, Mrs. Maclaren. Are you willing? The committee from Saratoga working on the proposal (for of course we feel it would much benefit the city if we could re establish it here) can provide you with a secretary who would come to the Farm if you would like to dictate the history, as you remember it. Here at the bank we have all the books and financial records. Should your memory of the facts fail at any point; we can check such matters as names, dates, and financial details for you.


  But I have already told this: I rejected the offer to dictate to a secretary, deciding I would celebrate my ninetieth year with a final effort to donate to paper my inner life together with the externals already known. I would put it down in my own hand as a way, I think, of signifying, attesting to the truth by the witness of my handwriting as well as the force of my own words.


  And the facts? I read back over this lengthy statement and I find I have included too few facts. But then, what are facts but the catafalque upon which one hangs all the memories of an emotional life, the sticking points of one’s memories out of which events have long since fallen, leaving only what seems real: disappointments, despairs, rare intense joys, and even rarer loves. And finally, for us all, the omnipresent aloneness of our lives.


  We are all alone and lonely, wrote that novelist Virginia Woolf, who drowned herself. And so it was for me, Caroline Newby, raised by a lonely, heartbroken mother, taught to play the piano by the wordless Mrs. Seton, affianced to a prodigy who first loved his mother and then a man, once and fatally (I have now come to believe) before his marriage to me, a wife caught in a joyless, dutiful marriage, and freed from it at last by the deadly journey of infection through the rivers of her husband’s blood. And then, after discovering love, unlikely and unsuspected, in a woman who dispelled her loneliness, left behind by her death, more alone than ever before, deserted by the single point of light, the one glowing coal, in a long, cold, dark life.


  The Foundation will say: What you have managed to remember is perhaps only partial and personal, biased truth. You have not given us Robert’s truth. Surely it would have differed from yours. I would reply: True. He never wrote about his life. Or Eric’s truth, Churchill’s. Even Della Fox’s and Virginia Maclaren’s and my mother’s. The others. Anna’s.


  But, at the last, I think, the historian’s view always superimposes itself upon history. Out of a vast amount of available facts from an infinite acreage he chooses what fits his limited and single vision and writes one story. In this case, the story is mine alone. It is all I am able to know.


  At the last (I say this often, I notice, because at my age everything points to the end) I know this has been useful, not to the Foundation or to Washington, but to me. Writing it, I have freed myself. I have gathered in what I value and what I have hated. What is here, after all, but a few persons indistinguishable from their inevitable tragedies, a few hopes and visions, many fears, a long waiting, and a profound, extraordinary love that has lasted in memory far longer than most living passions.


  Asked to write the history of a man and an institution, I have managed to produce merely a sketch of the chamber of one heart. Like Robert, I see, I am a miniaturist.


  In ninety years I have made no significant journeys, traveled nowhere except into the interior of a single spirit, my own. Conceived in the age of the Centennial’s bentwood sofa, I lived an almost empty life into an overcrowded and hectic century. Like Professor Watkins’ migratory birds, I was the one who flew not a thousand miles but a few feet.


  The wisteria Anna planted now blooms outside my bedroom window. Her memory for me has grown, reached up, covered, and supported the rest of my life. During the cold winter Saratoga nights when I lie alone and afraid in the great bed, I remember her way of protecting our trees from insects, her assurance that their brittle little skewered carcasses would enrich the roots. I still cannot believe in a higher purpose or a kindly Providence that will unite us. So I wait for the time when my remains will join hers to serve the useful soil.
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