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I.

Old Masters

“I adore floating.”

—Peggy Guggenheim





Prologue

I am the daughter of two dynasties; I am believed to have more money than anyone in this city, second only to our neighbor, Rockefeller. Both my grandfathers were born in stables, like Jesus, and both came to America in steerage, running from Bavaria and Switzerland. These are not fables. These are not myths of the American Dream. The facts: both were fourteen, dark-haired boys, mute at first, then stumbling with the consonants of English; Joseph and Meyer, these were my grandfathers, and both men were peddlers, peasants, despised. In the Midwest, they knew neither cowboy nor coal miner. They sold shoehorns, spectacles, shoelaces, glue, cigars. If they got word two hens were sick in a village, they walked twenty miles to this village and sold off their own two hens. Soon Meyer invented a kind of stove polish; soon he was selling uniforms to the US Army. Then it was mines, amassing one, a hundred, all the silver mines in Alaska and Chile, all the copper mines in Mexico. Joseph learned math, stocks, and began his own bank. President Grant wished him to run the Department of Treasury. (He said no; he was too shy.) By the time I was born, in 1898, Manhattan was hurtling toward a kind of European regality, and my grandfathers were no longer peasants but kings, driven toward the gilded palaces all along Fifth Avenue.

I have twelve uncles. Washington, Samuel, Eugene, Jefferson, DeWitt, Isaac, Daniel, Murry, Solomon, Robert, William, Simon. It is these brothers who will be placed in charge of the fortunes. Anyone could know this would cause trouble, but no one does. My mother’s family, the Seligmans, are a discreet, distinguished family. Whispers suggest my father married her for her cachet. Her ancestors were from a less bawdy part of Germany. The Guggenheim fortune came not from banks or offices but from the dank dirt of mines, underground, filth. Eldest Daniel is said to be the wisest, Senator Simon the most powerful, but it is my father Benjamin who compels the city. He’s dashing, the papers say, he’s nicknamed the Silver Prince. In the portrait of Guggenheim & Sons, the men are all unsmiling, mustached, with high wide collars and heavy waistcoats. They’ve erased every trace of peasant. Only my father grins. He’s at the end of the long burnished mahogany table; he’s sitting on the arm of a chair, leaning back. All the other men stare straight ahead, a kind of confrontation, a unified posture of assurance, but my father looks off as if to another room. His brothers hold an open book, a fountain pen; his father touches the model of a mine. Even then, I see now, my father was plotting his glorious escape.

The tragedy of our family, at least the tragedy before the one I am about to unfold here, is simply that my parents had only three daughters. In a portrait taken in Switzerland, the three of us are dressed in white. We wear wide boater hats, white cotton dresses, ruffled ankle socks. I’m ten; I hold a bouquet of flowers on my lap; my dress has pleats and a soft line of lace. Hazel is five, with ringlets and dimples, a bow in her hair. Benita is fourteen. She stands over us, her long neck, her tapering fingers, her chin lifted only slightly. Her sleeves are puffed at the shoulder, ruffled at the wrists. We appear lush and crisp. We’re clouds; we’re temporary; we’re pure sweetness; the tipped flower of a wedding cake. We’re the white of things that hover and tempt. Groomed for silliness and ease. And so I am the daughter of a dynasty, but I became nothing more than a dilettante. My sister known as a murderess. Are you surprised? Perhaps you should be. Perhaps this is only what they’ve said about us. Only the beginning of what we became.

—

I was born on Park Avenue. 1898. We lived in a strange and lavish mansion. My father filled the home with his whims and treasures: a bald eagle he’d shot; a Corot, a Watteau, caged slippers from Morocco. There was a glass dome that let in the stars, an immense stairwell, a separate floor for his daughters, an elevator that terrified us all. The walls were gloomy and heavy with gray-green oil paintings of grandfathers, immense gilt mirrors, and the dark weight of tapestries depicting such scenes as Alexander the Great’s triumph in Rome. It seemed strange to us, almost illicit, that my father let us live this way. We were supposed to be quiet and hidden and discreet, partly out of imitation of the Havemeyers and Huntingtons and Rockefellers, but partly because we weren’t supposed to be here at all. It was understood that if we made too much noise or show, the world would come out as they did when my grandfather was shuffling about in Ohio. Jew, Sheeny, Christ-killer! Men stoned him; threw him into the dirt. My mother wore a single diamond. My sisters and I hid under white sailor hats and gloves. We were ushered by governesses between 60th and 80th streets, between the small world bordered by Park and Fifth. Even our clocks ticked quietly; the elevator made no sound; the servants’ feet were silent. The worst you could say about a girl was she’s “showy.” Our clothes came from Paris, silent as they were slipped onto our quiet bodies. These dresses must be of the best fabrics but never be too bright, must never look too new. We spoke in code, in abbreviations. Our home was known as “15,” and to others in our crowd, we were known simply as “the Googs.” When we, the quiet girls with our Christian names, became ill, we were sent away to hotels in New Jersey. A mere cough, it seemed to us, might sicken the calm of these clean, pleasing rooms. The wealthier you were, the more inconspicuous you must be.

Three years after my father supposedly disappeared, my sister tries to do the same. In the papers, a headline will appear: guggenheim heiress lost. In White Plains, Hazel and my mother rested together at the Willets Mansion. At ten in the morning, after receiving a scolding from my mother, Hazel simply disappeared. Hours went by; the sun began to fall. My mother waited a few hours before calling the police, and then an entire force of deputies was brought in; every room of the mansion was inspected. Guests and grooms at a nearby hotel joined in the search; the green fields bloomed with men in white linen waistcoats. It was assumed that she’d been kidnapped. It was assumed, wrongly, that my sister was the daughter of a great fortune. Guards were placed at the railroad station. My mother insisted the men widen their circles; she believed my sister must have run beyond the searched route. At the railroad station, all trolley cars were stopped; on the roads, every auto held in place. Have you seen a little girl?

One sheriff left the group and went alone toward the old ruins near the mansion. Crumbling stone; ivy and wisteria tangling at his feet; he headed toward the faint skeleton of a wide wall. He saw a glimpse of something white through the trees. He ran after the whiteness, which turned out to be a fleeing girl. He expressed surprise at my sister’s silence, but why would she, even when lost, not stay silent? When we had been taught the worst thing was to be noticed.





Chapter 1

The Silver Prince

1912

Striped and shot, the tiger lay flat, and I stretched my hungry body across him. He was part treasure, part prey. Though we had so much, I often ignored the chaises and satin chairs, instead gathering my book and lying upon this tattered dead animal. Move, my mother would say, if she happened to be in the room. Peggy, move away from the beast! This request would send my sister, Benita, into fits of giggles. Move away from the beast, Benita would later imitate. The tongue had fallen out, at one point, replaced by a hapless plaster replica. As I read, I would dangle my fingers into the mouth, touching the jagged rise of ebony. Often the head would loll abruptly; the mouth red and raw and somehow alive below the still, crystal eyes.

Oh, Peggy, my mother said, move away from the tiger and get off the floor. I would brush the tiger fur with my hand, and stare up at the ceiling, entranced. For a moment, everything in the elegant room felt savage, uneasy.

 

We were living at the Waldorf-Astoria. We moved there from our former house on 15 East 72nd, right across from the entrance to Central Park. My father was in Paris for business; this is what we were told and what we would dutifully repeat. After weeks of waiting for his expected return, my mother moved us to the hotel. Not to worry. Daniel, my father’s brother, lived there as well. The entire floor below ours was for his family; I imagine the Astors were mortified. The Googs are taking over the hotel. Like money and love, these sudden changes in residence were never spoken of in my family. I’m fourteen, but believe I’m possessed of a knowledge that eludes the rest of them. I know my father will not return.

The morning he left, I begged Victor, his valet, to let me brush my father’s mustache. We sang together, a sweet, secret song he’d invented for me. French and English. Oui, oui, Peggy. A whistle, a dun-la-dun, and I would twirl. Into his pocket, I sneaked the tiger’s tongue.

With him, my father took his secrets, and his shame, packed in one of his seventeen trunks. Silver to the end, he held us each in his arms while all around us the cherry trees of Fifth Avenue erupted into bloom. Clouds above us broke apart. We ran after him. Corseted, silk skirts to our ankles, we were hobbled. Our sailor hats fell off in the breeze, floating lightly over the wheels of his carriage.

Hazel’s sobs were heard all up and down Park Avenue. Adeline Havemeyer and Alma Harrington looked down from their windows. My father’s carriage continued toward the dark strands of river in a part of the city we’d never been. A business trip, my uncle Daniel informed my mother. “He seems to have got in his head to start his own company, the—I believe, it’s to be called the International Steam Company.” He looked appalled, for my grandfather had always told the brothers the story of Aesop, they should stick together like a bundle of sticks. “Florette, has he ever spoken to you of his business matters?”

“Do you think he has? Really, Daniel.”

“Has he ever mentioned—” He stopped, catching sight of me on the rug. “Peggy,” he said softly. “I did not realize you were there.”

“She is having an unhealthy love affair with that beast,” my mother said. “I can’t imagine how their children will look.”

“I am sure they’ll be clever,” he said.

“Dangerous,” I countered, flailing backward with arched back and bared teeth.

The St. Regis was sumptuous and dull. The windows were covered with bars and dirty glass. The park was only a sliver of light through the window. I missed my father’s whims and treasures, however morbid and lavish.

My mother turned sentry. The fact that her own marriage, a merging of fiefdoms, was clearly in decline seemed to only raise her interest in marrying off her brother’s daughters. Weeks on weeks went by without my father’s return, yet she grew perversely more attuned to the possibility of romance. A dinner was held for Mr. Harry Loeb; a lunch for Mr. Roger Straus. She sent battalions to Barrytown for strawberries; ermine arrived from a valley in Russia. She wore bustles and blouses buttoned to her neck. N.G., she would say of a name on the guest list. Not good. Strike of the pen. The poorer erased.

Why would my father not wish to stay in Paris when this was the woman in his home? I began to despise her.

In Paris, my father must have been elated never to attend another ball, another stuffy Fifth Avenue party. The more my mother neglected us, the more I grew certain that my father would stay in another city with other women who were slim and joyful. I imagined them with such beauty, I almost fell in love with these creatures myself. Peacock feathers in ringlets; the white dive of breasts.

He’s freed himself from all of us, I told Benita. His silly daughters, his greedy brothers, his snobbish wife. Don’t you see it? He’s freed himself from the Havemeyers and the Harringtons and the Loebs and the Strauses and the perfectly lovely Rockefellers.

She always answered me; we spoke sometimes like a song. Our words entwined; giddy. It was a kind of language through a forbidden melody. But when I said this, she walked toward the piano. She played Wagner perfectly from memory. I decided not to mention it again, since she looked so wounded, banging the C sharp, staring into the sheet music for a song she wasn’t playing.

He wrote us letters. Benita and I read them to each other as we lay across our mother’s bed. We ransacked the notes from my mother’s jewelry box, where she kept them under ribbons and emeralds. In April, he wrote me. He’d been gone for nine months. I am glad to receive your kind letter and hope that you will frequently find time to write me. I have found—

Here I stopped reading. Found what? Benita asked. A nice gift for Hazel, I lied.

Oh Haze, she said, sighing.

Why didn’t I tell Benita then? I suppose the rest of the sentence set off such a fierce joy that I felt if shared, I might receive a reprimand. It’s just a promise; he’s always making those. I folded the letter seventeen times, until it was thin as a match. I slid it into my leather ankle boot while Benita stood, asking me to act like a boy and help her practice her curtsy.

In Paris, my father was building elevators that would climb to the top of the Eiffel Tower. This fact alone filled me with love. My father! Setting off to the clouds while all his old-fashioned brothers still sent men down into the infernal mines. It seemed to me that my father was unafraid of modern machines; he refused to return to the places his father sent him—the barren rock of northern Mexico, the choking furnaces of all-night smelters in an empty Colorado. My father believed in the unproven, in volition, in a closer view of the clouds.

One morning, soon after I received the hopeful letter from my father, I was stopped on Fifth by Mr. Rockefeller. He waved his cane and summoned me closer. I had not seen him since we’d moved from 15. He was older now; with white flecks in his eyes; a scent of lily and pines. I was always looking close at these men, trying to see what it was we were all trying so achingly to be. His voice was clipped and magnetic. The clever Miss Guggenheim, he said. He placed emphasis on the heim. Scratchy, German, a sound as if he were clearing his throat.

I started a curtsy, then without completing it, exclaimed. “My father is in Paris,” I announced. “He’s building elevators for the Eiffel Tower!” I knew I sounded ludicrous and impolite, but I enjoyed the announcement.

“Is that right?” he said. He seemed to consider whether the idea was worth his considering. “Elevators?”

“The Eiffel Tower is the highest building in Paris,” I informed him.

He nodded. “Yes, the higher to fall.”

His amusement didn’t bother me. I imagined my father, straddling the immense scaffolding, suspended. Below him the arches of Notre-Dame, the Louvre.

I began to speak again, but the governess Cora squeezed my hand. The high sun brushed her face; she lifted her parasol off the ground. “Peggy,” she said. “Do you not know? Has Hazel not told you?”

She was not allowed to embrace me, but it seemed she wanted to lift me as her hands weaved near my chest. That was when she told me, my father had booked a return ticket for Hazel’s birthday. In three weeks, she said, your father will be home.

—

As well as being inconspicuous, it was important for the princes to be cultivated.

The brothers were sent to Europe to attend operas and learn about literature, languages, and art. Their sisters were finished in Switzerland. This was partly an attempt to imitate a British idea of the civilized, but there was a genuine desire to appreciate something beyond the often-savage accumulation of coal, ore, metals, and other men’s property. When we were little girls, my father insisted we spend our summers in Europe as well, to learn what he called “good taste.” My mother spent most of her time at the couturiers, while we went to museums with a lady called Miss Hartman. My father told her it was her duty to teach us about culture. She took us to the Louvre, the Carnavalet, and to the châteaux of the Loire. She taught us French history, and read us Dickens and Eliot. On the last of these trips I would make with my father, we went to a Salon, as he’d heard the show there had caused some outrage. “Let’s you and I go see what the furor is about,” he said. We walked through the park as he sang his silly song. “Peg-ee, oui—oui.”

“Arrêtez-vous!” I screamed, as he swung me high. Pigeons swarmed near his feet. The streets were dirty here, but neither of us would ever mind.

We stood before a painting of a simple French country house. White with green shutters, behind two bare but pretty trees.

“What has Miss Hartman taught you?” he said. “What can you tell me about this painting?”

I was then, as I am now, quite proud to state my opinions, but felt suddenly terrified, so rarely was I asked by anyone to reveal my thoughts.

“This is Braque, I believe,” I said. I was twelve, but I enjoyed the lessons of the Louvre. “He’s an Impressionist, born in 1882.”

“Yes, yes. What can you tell me about this painting?” He pointed at the flowers in the corner, rendered as pink blurs. “What kind of a mess is this?”

“These paintings look unfinished, but they’re deliberately haphazard,” I said. I wasn’t even sure what this meant, but I’d gathered this much about Impressionism. “This technique is called broken color. The painter is not preparing or mixing his paint on the palette; he’s adding strokes on canvas until the color appears. He’s not interested in re-creating something staged, so this moment, this house, it’s meant to seem like something beautiful he stumbled upon, perhaps by accident.”

“Looks unfinished but is deliberately haphazard. I like the observation, my clever Peggy. But all you need to know,” he said, pointing at the painting, “is that this is life. And this,” he said, dropping a coin to the ground, “is death.” He kicked his leg forward, as if uplifting some piece of filth. “Show me some more of these messes,” he said, and we wandered around looking at paintings for the rest of the afternoon.

Perhaps it was because of the lessons of Miss Hartman, but there were moments in my own life that I preferred to stand away from and see as if they were paintings. They seemed more understandable with the distance, more beautiful with some element of composition.

So when I heard of my father’s return, which I found difficult to reconcile with the message in his letter, I thought of him as if in a painting. He is in Paris, of course, and rather predictably, in a café. Not the grimy ones with burgundy banquettes I will later frequent, with chicken grease on the wineglasses, the clatter of angry poets. His is more formal; he sits in the amber light under a dustless chandelier. He is with Daniel’s son Henry, who has recently finished his studies at Harvard and is now apprenticing at the International Steam Company. They’re discussing the perils of smelting, the riots in Angola, the latticework of burned hands versus the pleasures of steam and elevators. The numbers of floors will light up one day, my father says, a red light will shine, a bell will announce another height. Ninth floor, he sings out, la-ling.

Or maybe he’s with Miss Léontine Aubart, a French girl he calls Ninette. She dips an oyster into his cognac, plucks it with her perfect lips. My father is carefree with Ninette; he pulls her to his lap and asks her to sing the song she sang last night on stage when she wore a dress that seemed to be made entirely of feathers. As she sings, some sense of responsibility clutches at him. Perhaps it’s his daughter’s letters. Not mine, but Hazel’s. Dear Father, Will you be home for my ninth birthday party?

It is for her, my sister, that he walks the ten blocks to the offices of the White Star. He inquires if there is a liner that will arrive in New York City in time for his daughter’s birthday party on April 30. He buys a ticket himself. He buys a ticket for Mademoiselle Aubart under the name of Mrs. B. Guggenheim. He buys tickets for his valet, Victor, and her maid Emma. Each of these tickets is extraordinarily expensive, even for my father who heedlessly refuses to for one moment be frugal. He is pleased to see John Jacob Astor is also on board, but wonders about the gossip that might occur due to his traveling with Ninette.

For a moment, he considers canceling the trip, then recalls all the gossip surrounding Astor, who’s done what is rarely done among these princes—divorced Ava Willing, his wife, and now will be traveling with his pregnant teenage bride. Tickets purchased, he returns to the café of my painting. Ninette is already demanding twenty-four chemises and a Vuitton valise. He turns the conversation to speed. This brand-new boat, this Titanic, will be a grand ride; this liner, they promised me, will set a transatlantic record.

Ninette scoffs. It will take weeks to get to New York, she knows.

Not true, he says. Haven’t I told you, he says, lifting her ungloved hand to his lips, settling back into the lights now dusky and burgundy, the world is getting faster. They’ll board in Cherbourg, he tells her, and be in New York in seven days.

Such a frenzy for his return. Lavish, heady flowers on the mantelpiece collapsed under their own weight. My mother’s back bore pinpricks from so many fittings. She burnished every mirror herself; tore away any petals with a touch of wilt.

At Benita’s elocution lessons, I sat cross-legged on the floor reading The Lustful Turk. Benita trilled. There were ways a girl should say her ah’s at the end of every sentence, ways she should hush the hardness of her t’s and n’s. It was another code, meant to alert the sons of our crowd that she was ready; she was worthy. But she was practicing for my father too. Would he love her enough this time? Would he decide to stay?

Hearing her sorrow when she lingered too long on a vowel caused a certain kick in the closed part of my heart. How could I tell her what I knew? All this exercise so futile when father was not going to return. Should I find the letter, show her his promise to me?

The instructor, a Dutch woman with a black mole between her eyes, pushed roughly on Benita’s throat, her palm so brusque and forceful that my sister’s teeth clenched. And yet she remained poised on the stand, her gentle smile untroubled. I might have pushed back at the instructor; I was certain then I would never trill. I craved only school, which my mother forbade. I read Thackeray, Trollope, whatever books Isaac, my downstairs cousin, brought home from school. I couldn’t think of anything more dull than being a debutante, but Benita was ecstatic for her ball.

It seemed in those days before my father’s expected return, we calcified into the roles we would never fully depart from. Hazel was scattered and careless; she left her jeweled doll in the carriage; she misspelled her middle name. There was a sweetness about her, though. She sobbed if she saw a limping animal; she smuggled pastries into the rooms of a sick maid. Benita was the beauty, graceful and good. Even before her elocution and dance lessons, she’d achieved the great goal—erase the gug, the heim, the lig, the mann. Now her voice trilled; her spine was straight; her nose tiny and tip-tilted.

My nose was elegant as a potato; my hair rugged. I was not ugly; I never felt ugly, and so I never felt envy for my more beautiful sister. I was indifferent to my face, to my body. I rarely looked in mirrors.

On the day my father was supposed to walk into the St. Regis, I tossed on a dress and ran away before my maid could pull the sash properly.

My father’s boat moved with its decadent surge through the Atlantic, leaving Cherbourg on a warm April day. Crystal chandeliers reflected into the surface of the swimming pool; camellias twined around ropes of frail bamboo; every aisle was a garden path of velvet and marble. It was a kind of wealth that served to only adorn and dazzle; anyone fragile would fall from the force of it all. Evenings, my father separated from Ninette, and with his valet returned to Deck B to smoke cigars with the Englishmen. Near midnight, as the liner sped toward America, an iceberg ripped open the bottom of the boat with such force the bow and stern tilted toward the ocean floor.

Handed a life preserver, my father placed it on, then helped the women and children into the boats. This life preserver, this ludicrous buoyancy, bothered him. He was not a man used to discomfort. Perhaps he was dizzy from the parting kiss of Miss Aubart. He’d helped her to the last boat; told Emma, her maid, it’s just an iceberg, for God’s sake. We’ll see you soon. Once all the boats were full of women, children, and a few men from steerage, the Englishmen smoked cigars and played cards. My father decided to return to his room and remove his life preserver. He asked Victor to release him from the silly device. Ever faithful, Victor took off his own. Both men changed into their dining jackets and wandered through the dark decks. Maybe he was heading toward the sounds of an orchestra playing ragtime; even a cymbal or a drumbeat could tempt my father from safety.

The rift: split open now, a gash of ice.

Who could paint the scene? When the whole world starts to tilt; when those who are underneath are rescued, and those great kings of New York are swallowed up in a black violence. Who paints these things—the taking of fathers, the sky cruel as a coffin? Bodies, hundreds in the icy waters.

The pianist and the silk horse leave. The diamond tiara is taken from Hazel’s tresses. Streamers and garlands lifted off the walls. Little nine-year-old girls are lied to by their governesses. A procession of grave men enter with envelopes. The uncles arrive, and we’re all waiting, together, at Daniel’s. Even my grandfather Joseph, with his flowing white beard and terrifying gaze, is with us, a canary oddly perched on his shoulder. I keep my eyes perched on the canary, as though the mere absurdity of this orange, squawking bird will keep me alive. Names of other missing men are announced, as if it matters that my father was in proper company. Edgar Meyer, John Thayer, Isidor Straus. Isidor Straus! I heard his wife refused to leave him, and now she’s missing too.

“Modern ingenuity,” Daniel is saying. “We can construct a swimming pool on an ocean liner, but can’t find room aboard for enough lifeboats. What, please tell me, do we need with a swimming pool and gymnasium?”

When the newspapers report the missing, they include Mrs. Benjamin Guggenheim. Her friends arrive en masse, Oh Florette, you are here, oh you are alive! My mother herself only wants to see the lists. The lists of those who have been saved. Seven hundred were pulled aboard the Carpathia, now on its way to New York from Newfoundland. My mother insists my father is alive and for the first time disobeys Daniel. “I’ll go to the office myself, if you do not choose to accompany me,” she says, “I’m certain he’s on the boat from Newfoundland.”

Murry interrupts. “Why were there no soldiers on this liner? Men with pistols?”

“Seven hundred have been rescued, Daniel. Don’t you think those would include the more prominent, the men from the higher decks?”

“Perhaps, Florette,” Murry, Daniel, Simon, Meyer, Robert, and William say. “Florette, we are all hoping he will be found.”

Once she’s left us, off to the White Star offices with her brother-in-law DeWitt, I enter alone into my uncle Daniel’s office. I’ve not been invited; I walk into the room. There is the chair from the photograph, the chair in which my father careened. I sit down in this chair. “I know,” I tell them, “I know he’s not on the rescue boat.”

Daniel nods; his eyes are sharp but blurry at once, the first time I’ve been close enough to him to notice his splintering eyes are both blue and green. He holds my hand, uses my full name: “Marguerite.”

There’s the terrible sadness of so many men; it’s almost violent; the heaving breaths, the strangled sobs. My uncle, the senator in Colorado, was able to wire the captain of this boat, the Carpathia.

“Your father,” he says, “is most certainly not on that ship. They have found many bodies but he, but his—hasn’t yet been found.”

“I know, I—” Read them the letter, I tell myself.

But Simon now sits beside me, takes my other hand. Tells me how the brothers have arranged to have the steamers scouring the seas. An expert aviator named F. C. Ditmar in California is offering to send aeroplanes equipped with calcium phosphate signals. They’ll scout for a hundred miles from the site of the downed boat, searching just for him, searching for his body.

When my mother comes home, it is only a brief moment; so she can order us all into black. These stiff dresses, lace like charcoal and boots like ash. She disappears to a hotel in New Jersey with a nurse. The papers describe her as distraught.

Every night for a week, it seems, another steward or valet arrives in the lobby. They plead to see my mother; they say they were the last to see my father alive. Daniel finds me; he brings me with him to hear their stories. My mother is distraught, he explains to the earnest visitors.

“Oh,” James Etches sighs. His hair is carefully combed, but he’s missing cuff links. He tells us he was the assistant steward; and he has a message only for Mrs. Benjamin Guggenheim. “We were together almost to the end. I was saved. He went down with the ship. He was going from one lifeboat to another, shouting out, ‘Women first.’ I saw him later and asked him why he’d changed into his dining jacket. He said, ‘We are prepared to go down like gentlemen.’ ”

“Possibly true,” I tell Daniel.

“Very possible,” he agrees.

Orange-haired and knock-kneed, John Johnson scratches his neck; insists he was an expert swimmer. “I have a message for the widow,” he says. “I can only deliver it to her.”

“Look here, she’s prostrate with grief. Deliver it to her daughter,” Daniel says.

“Well, Mr. Guggenheim said, ‘This is a man’s game, and I will play it to the end.’ ” The boy with the unlikely name of John Johnson tears up. “He said, ‘Tell her, Johnson, that I played the game straight to the end and that no woman was left on board this ship because Ben Guggenheim was a coward. Tell her that my last thoughts will be of her and our girls.”

“A hoaxer,” I tell Daniel.

“A hoaxer,” he agrees.

The papers have reported that my father has left $92 million to his family. A week after we send John Johnson away, a deck chair is found in West Africa. The next week Mr. Astor is found floating up, his body proud, his gold watch still telling the time in New York, and his pockets full of all this useless money.

I slept next to Benita, in our black dresses. We walked to the synagogue and stood up together to say the Kaddish. My mother was gone; the governesses let us sleep in our dresses; they left us alone. When I heard Benita’s breath, safe and soft, I let myself unroll the letter. Tell Mummie I will be asking if she wants me to rent a beautiful country place at Saint-Cloud near Paris for July. I knew my father was there. I knew the house he had found near Paris was white with green shutters. Perhaps he hurtled down into the depths at first, but then he rose, and the water was warm, and with his pockets full of jewels and gold, he paid a pirate to take him somewhere better.

In this painting, my father waits for me to arrive. In this painting, I see the brightest swath of yellow you can imagine: sunflowers, sparrows, shadows of light on the two bare trees, and my father smiling, in a suit of sun-bleached linen, reclining on a faded, rough bench. All around him the light has been painted with rough strokes to keep the scene from becoming too sentimental, too nostalgic. There are a few lilies in the corner of the garden, only one or two unkempt.
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