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*ENFILADE (*THE ARCHITECTURAL practice of lining house elements in a row)
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BEFORE THAT 

nanosecond

you went missing, 

all the doorways

in this house

were perfectly lined 

straight and true as 

loyal guardians

just right for a 

clear unbroken

view to the

open sky

afterwards...

while I slept,

midnight vandals

with  

sledge hammers

wrecking bars

angry saws

with

jagged

rusty

teeth,

moved 

each opening,

not much,

an inch here,

an inch there, 

just enough

to trick my

memory

into losing  

the map I’d  

made of  

you.
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Ana

––––––––
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ANA LIEBLING, NEWLY sober millennial, freelance financial reporter for The Boston Globe and occasional wedding photographer, woke to the last Saturday of April with a grand idea.

Recently discharged from a well-known rehabilitation center in New Hampshire, her diagnosis, and subsequent treatment, focused on a relentless, and sometimes grimly amusing alcohol addiction. The center was called Turning Leaves. Its base cost of roughly a thousand dollars a day had been reluctantly paid for by concerned family members. Part-time Globe employees, as the woman in HR had patiently explained, are not covered by its group insurance plan.

Ana’s first night at Turning Leaves was spent inside a gauzy narcosis. Intake had been dramatic. A few days prior, she had begun to drink straight Stolichnaya in her apartment. Chugging that amount of vodka should have stopped her heart. After lurching about the apartment for several hours, drunk-dialing a handful of friends with a deluge of existential, but unintelligible, questions, she finally collapsed on the floor, badly bruising the soft flesh of one cheek. On the morning of the second day she opened a second bottle, and so on. On the fourth day, a neighbor noticed her mail overflowing in the lobby, knocked five times, then called 911. Things and time began to speed up, as Ana fell under the calm ministrations of crisis professionals. Two burly firehouse paramedics hefted her onto a gurney, gently down the stairs and into an idling ambulance. Its red and blue lights silently strobed against the walls of the Charlestown triple-decker, the curious faces of a few late-night walkers, and the rows of her neighbor’s parked cars. Siren off, the ambulance parted the vehicular sea crossing the Leonard P. Zakim Bunker Hill Memorial Bridge, through the Lieutenant William F. Callahan Jr. Tunnel, and into the city. The attending doctor at the Boston emergency room was astonished. He couldn’t believe, as he gently placed her slender wrists into Velcro restraints, that anyone’s blood alcohol level could be that high and still survive. For weeks afterwards Ana was remembered by hospital staff, with no small admiration, as the “Point-76 girl.” 

After her family had filed the necessary documents, the next morning Ana was delivered to New Hampshire, still intoxicated, by sheriff’s van. She had been sentenced, or “sectioned,” by a gruffly unimpressed district court judge in Boston.

Many of the women on rehab had been similarly adjudged. They spent most of their days, in loose-fitting clothes, pacing the perimeter of a nether-worldly, but highly structured, limbo. When not in “group,” or waiting in line for “day meds,” (powerful, and highly addictive benzodiazepines, or “benzos”), they wandered the high-shined linoleum halls, chemically zombified, and numbly indifferent to the cause and effect of their screaming banishment to these palliative New Hampshire woods.

Each night, the doors to the outside world, a labyrinthine and perhaps unmapped twenty-five acres of thickly wooded countryside, were locked. Escape to these impenetrable wilds was not only impossible, it was laughable. While not technically a lock—down facility, Turning Leaves took the welfare of its clients seriously. It was just far safer, they reasoned, if patients were unable to leave until staff had taken a stab at cobbling together some sort of treatment plan. But for most women it was just another variant of the same compulsions that brought them here; meds and group and cigarettes and caffeine, not to mention boredom, depression, and a stultifying blend of daily self-analysis and pharmacologically induced apathy.

Most came from wealthy families, like Ana. All of them carried a lifetime of addictive behavior, invariably the result of darker, more subterranean abuse. For some women, it had been sexual, often as a child by a family member. Some had body shaming issues, others suffered domestic violence. Most had diagnosed, or undiagnosed, mental illness. These were not poverty’s children. Thirty thousand dollars a month was far above the pay grade of common alcoholics. If you couldn’t afford Turning Leaves, immunized from prosecution, you would most likely end up in jail.

Sitting on hard folding chairs in the group therapy room, beneath brash fluorescence, atop cold linoleum, Ana quickly became a reluctant dog-paddler in a nearly fathomless sea of women’s sorrow. Ana, ever the journalist, learned to recognize key words, constantly alert to trending catch-phrases. Unhappy childhoods, unhappy marriages, a miscarriage here, a battering boyfriend there. After a while, the stories seemed to conflate into a single, misery-fueled narrative. At first, she saw it as the story, one she would write about her experiences here. She assiduously took notes and thought of herself as an embedded reporter in the house of pain. She even came up with a clever name. She would be, for the next month, a “felonious monk.” After a couple of days numbness displaced curiosity. Ana began tuning it all out. Better to let the drugs blissfully wend their way through her bloodstream.

After the second week came a starkly wondrous realization. She had been cured! (hands in the air!) and all of this had all been a huge mistake. Now she just wanted to go home. At a one-on-one session with a staff psychologist, her earnest attempts at lobbying for early discharge were greeted with a seasoned and cynical skepticism. Turning Leaf clinicians had literally heard some variant of her miraculous epiphany hundreds of times before.

“Tell me why you feel like your treatment has been successful,” the man prompted, adding ominously, “after only fourteen days.”

He leaned forward, creaking the chair, so close that Ana could smell his deodorant, observe the twitch of his nostril hair. She thought a minute, then pushed back with a question. “Tell me why I’m not allowed to have my laptop or cell phone?”

The psychologist leaned back, triumphantly steepling his fingers.

“Phones and computers are a distraction, Ana,” he patiently explained, reciting a line lifted directly from Turning Leaf’s playbook. “You’re here to work on your recovery, not reinforce the patterns and distractions that brought you here.”

Ana shook her head, stood up and stalked from the room. Falling into a kind of cloudy sulk, she spent the afternoon in her room, misunderstood and alone and falsely imprisoned in her tower keep, like some recovering Mary Queen of Scots. The man recorded the session and tucked a page into her folder.

Liebling, Ana-Patient still exhibits disassociated and overly simplistic notions about her treatment. Argumentative. Suggest more group, possible switch from 100mgs Lorazepam to 400mgs Prozac.

She had climbed that first summit of her denial, like some far-off and vertiginous mountain range, but this was only the first breakthrough. An uncountable number of peaks lay ahead.

By the end of the third week, Ana began to breathe again. She no longer thought of the locked door as keeping her in, but as a gentle barricade, keeping her access to addictive behavior out. She now understood she was a sick woman. A lifetime of abuse had gotten her here; a lifetime of recovery would get her out. The Alcoholics Anonymous group had a pithy mantra: To get through it you have to go through it. A month before she would have laughed. Now it sounded suddenly reasonable. She badly needed help, and began to experience what could only be described as a daisy chain of ah-huh moments.

Bad things happen to us, she wrote in her recovery journal, but they cannot be used as an excuse to inflict additional bad things, on ourselves or to others. So logical, so linear. For Ana, the response to her high school eating disorder, which, in turn, had possibly been caused by her parent’s acrimonious divorce at fourteen, had been a decade of addictive wilding. It was the root of her behavior; drunken, reckless, and risky. Somehow, miraculously, within the last thirty days, she had cruised through each stage of recovery and moved on to the next. Anger, denial, depression, and finally, surrender and understanding.

By the end of the fourth week, as her discharge day came near, counselors eyed her carefully. They were checking for either positive change or further cracks in the wall, even though her court-mandated thirty day term of rehabilitation was non-negotiable by either party. After one final group, listening to a nervous, anorexic woman named Janette discuss how her older brother would come nightly into her bedroom to lift her nightgown, Ana met with her case manager. 

Carl was an ex-heroin addict, and believed devoutly in the power of redemption. He listened politely, then wrote a positive report. Ana was deemed ready again for prime time, even though relapse and recidivism from such cursory treatment hovers in the high eightieth percentile.

One dreary morning in late April, she was driven to the closest town with a population large enough to have its own post office, in this case Peterborough, New Hampshire. She was dropped at the Trailways bus station with a one-way ticket back to Boston.

Ana’s chauffeur was also her case manager, Carl, a devout, sexually closeted evangelical who wore a pendulous gold crucifix over his gray Turning Leaves polo shirt, and talked in a husky, conspiratorial whisper, as if each banality would someday be memorialized in scripture. Steering the shuttle to the curb, he turned and extended his hand, wishing her the best of luck. As an afterthought, he followed Ana out to the sidewalk, throwing his arms around her thin shoulders, embracing her in a clumsy bear hug.

“Jesus loves you, Ana,” he whispered, even after he’d been warned twice by the Director of Patient Services about this sort of salvational folderol. “Don’t drink,” he continued in a queenly baritone, “don’t get arrested, don’t die. And for god’s sake, girl,” he added, “don’t come back.”

Imprisoned in the hug for several long seconds, Ana thought about jabbing him in the rib cage. Then he quickly stepped back, spun, daintily for a big man, and climbed into the van. As he pulled away from the curb Ana saw his lips moving as he gave a quick little wave through the glass. 

God bless you.

Carl would have no shortage of passengers. Each Friday, which was discharge day, one or two of those suffering women she’d left behind at the center would take that same long ride to the bus station, sitting morosely in the back seat of the bouncing minivan, staring at the back of Carl’s close-shaved head.

***
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ONE WEEK AFTER SHE returned from rehab, but still one week before her grand idea, Ana found herself between assignments at the Globe. Her editor hadn’t emailed. And nobody was looking for a wedding photographer. She took both as a sign. The HR director might have assumed she needed more time to “get better.” Either way, it gave her time to think. She began to spend entire days in her apartment, padding around in her pajamas, balancing a cup of coffee and a bag of Pepperidge Farm cookies. Often, she’d boot up her laptop, check her Google feed, randomly scrolling up and down the pages. Every hour or so, she would click again on the Facebook icon, a Pavlovian response that rewarded her with an instant scroll of cute cats and cute dogs, trumpeted announcements of complete stranger's birthdays, an endless cornucopia of regurgitated clips her algorithm decided she needed to read. And smiley faces, always the smiley faces. She trolled the Internet, now abuzz with cries and whispers about a slow-moving dumpster fire that was the upcoming presidential election. There were conspiracy theories and talking heads spooled onto infinite 24/7 news loops. 

After a while, Ana stopped tapping the icon. Social media is an inch thick, and a million miles wide, she mused into her journal. Like eating nothing but high fructose corn syrup for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

One article did hold her attention. A sobering expose from New Yorker.com about unsafe working conditions in Amazon fulfillment centers, as its distribution warehouses are called. She kept scrolling. Workers, mostly minimum wage hires: retirees living in RVs in Walmart parking lots, high school graduates with no hope or money for higher education, military vets fallen on hard times, all toiling beneath the minimal wage yoke, a business model that stressed ever-increasing production quotas, while ignoring actual human capabilities. It was like some insane hamster wheel sped-up to the point of blatant lethality. Human workers were pitted in direct competition with autonomous “bots,” machines that routinely fucked up tasks and sometimes collided with living flesh. Human production was constantly monitored by remote managers. Enough infractions, such as unscheduled toilet breaks or sick days or even an emergency phone call from a child’s school, for instance, were grounds for immediate termination. Amazon’s safety record was three times worse than any other industry, and workers with aching backs and knees, suffering from repetitive motion injuries and occupational stress, were routinely fired for failing to achieve impossibly superhuman production quotas. Steve Bozos, reputedly the richest human on the planet, was the architect of these cavalier and arcane labor practices. It was a simple business model, based on the oldest instinct, avarice and greed, and it was all happening, globally, in real time. Yet little regulations had been written to address such a systemic atrocity.

Reading the story jogged Ana’s empathy neurons, the part of her brain that concerned itself with injustice and fair play. She realized now that writing about the manufactured foibles of billionaires and the vain artifice of hundred thousand-dollar weddings had become a nonessential activity in her life. Her blind fealty to them, in pursuit of a paycheck, had insulated her from critical planetary malaise.

She began to leapfrog from story to story. The keyword was labor. Labor rights, labor abuses, labor laws, labor activists, labor justice. A pattern began to emerge. What was occurring in Amazon’s fulfillment centers worldwide was merely a symptom. It was the tip of the iceberg, historically speaking. What Jeff Bezos was doing had always been done by men with the same inhumane profit motive. Bezos was the perfect Scrooge for a new world order. If a carton, of, say, women’s vibrators, or chocolate bonbons, or computer hard drives, had to be located, stocked and shipped within sixty seconds in Calcutta, or Phoenix or Paris, it was the same as a bobbin of cotton thread that had to be spooled onto a weaving machine in Lawrence, Massachusetts by a twelve-year-old mill worker in 1893. Once the symmetry of such an argument had been shaped, its larger context became crystalline. It was all so “ah-hah.” Labor abuses had always existed, and they would always exist. In plain sight, the billionaire class , the one-percenters, was not only devouring, they were also torturing, the ninety-nine per-centers. A simple social imperative was at play. Darwin was right. The new industrialists were the same industrialists, and their new victims were the same victims.

Ana flipped her laptop closed and stared out of the second-floor window. She watched the passing traffic. Every once in a while, a particular car would slow. An Uber driver, one of the anonymous millions of gig economy entrepreneurs, idling at the curb, checking his smart phone. A young black man sprinted from a triple-decker next door and hopped into the back seat. The Uber guy pulled away, a tiny gizmo in the global marketplace’s endless conveyer belt. In a few miles, his app would chirp and another rider would materialize from another address. When had it all become so predictable and pre-programmed?

It was dusk. Ana felt weary and suddenly hungry. A month since rehab, after weaning herself from the drugs they’d so eagerly prescribed, she was finally beginning to feel things again. One last drug remained in her system. A nifty little number called Antabuse. A single tiny pill in the morning made her vomit if she consumed alcohol. Lovely. Perhaps someday she could wean from that. But for now, it was a grim necessity. Her street in Revere had at least a half a dozen package stores, grimy, run-down Mom and Pop dispensaries of all manner of liquid pleasures, all within walking distance. Sometimes the only thing between Ana and a full, blackout relapse was that tiny morning pill and faithful old Mr. Coffee sitting by the stove.

She opened a cabinet door. Pasta on the shelf, frozen pizza in the fridge. Not long ago she would have started chugging Chablis by now. Vodka had kicked her ass, but, surely a little white wine couldn’t hurt. She bit her lip and fiercely thought about dinner. Outside the window, somewhere out there, the high whooping moan of a city ambulance. Some other soul’s dire emergency. Her’s was alcohol, relapse, the dark aeries of a blackout. If she said yes, a drink would be in her bloodstream within minutes. If she said yes. Ana slowly opened another cabinet door, peering inside at her meager larder. Peanut butter, a half box of saltines. In a little while, she’d fill a pot with water and turn the burner on, stand before the churning bubbles in a kind of prayerful contemplation, waiting for things to boil.
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Part Two 
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A Grand Idea

––––––––
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CROSSING THE LOFTY automobile bridge spanning the Cape Cod Canal, Ana stole a glimpse down, to the sun-dappled, tide-driven, sparkling waters far below. She had taken a leave of absence from the Globe, even though, for part-timers, like health insurance, there were few promises. No job would be waiting. More aggressive wedding photographers would easily fill the small shadow left by her disappearance. The idea, a project still miles in the distance, like some glittering mirage, was still as unformed and nebulous as the cirrus clouds puffing above her windshield.

An ocean-going tug, pulling a string of black, dented barges, passing beneath the bridge just as her little car, an avocado-green Prius, crested the four-lane highway. This confluence of human endeavor felt somehow momentous and right. A recent convert to the notion of magical convergence, she had recently coined her own term for such a notion: pattern recognition. Somewhere, she realized, the hand of God was at work, someone’s God, knitting together each exact moment of each person’s journey. A glittering watercourse, an iron cable span built by American muscle and ingenuity in the days of national civic pride, and a toy boat towing toy barges full of toy necessities far below. And here was Ana, steering south in a battery-fueled cockleshell, on her way to find a story, the story, her story. But she would also be part of that story. This, today, right now, was her voyage of discovery. Fuck the Globe. Fuck millionaires. Fuck vodka and Chablis and rehab! Fuck snapping pictures of impossibly expensive nuptials that were, statistically anyway, going to implode within the first five years. For the first time in a long time, she felt poised on the precipice of something great, something meaningful.

Ana pondered her subject. Not yet fully anything, really. Just a glimpse of an idea within an idea. Vaguely, it was the story of a lady doctor during the first decades of the twentieth century, a serendipitous kernel of a factoid she’d glimpsed while randomly scrolling for something entirely different. 

Frances Crowningshield was a post-Victorian woman born to great wealth and privilege, but nevertheless, possessing of rare intelligence and a kind heart. Why not, Ana asked herself? All stories have to begin somewhere. All great journeys follow a tremulous first step, like rivers from tiny streams. She also firmly believed that if the story were to have personal significance, and narrative power, she must certainly include herself in the journey. Her book might be a kind of biographical pas de deux. Here was elegant symmetry. The story of Frances Crowningshield, feminist pioneer and labor activist, and Ana Liebling, insecure college graduate who had suffered from an eating disorder in high school and then graduated to fully blown, alcoholic wilding. There was poetic circularity in their connection. A book! She peeked again down at the distant canal waters. Surely, a description of her first ascent would comprise its beginning pages. A bridge crossing, on a sunny Saturday in April. Here was her Homeric odyssey, here it was in a lyrical, symbolic nutshell.

Also, and this was no small matter, Boston and its Globe represented a relentlessly pointless grindstone in her life. It was that same crazed hamster wheel set on high. Was she really any different than an overworked widget stacker at an Amazon fulfillment center? Ana desperately needed a vacation. She hadn’t had a drink going on two months. Sobriety was a full-time job, and exhausting in its relentless pursuit of sobriety nearly as obsessive as the disease itself. What she needed mostly was not more denial. What she needed was to embrace something.

And that something, she decided, would be Ana, writing.

***
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DRIVING “DOWN” TO THE Cape that morning, as the trip from north to south is often described, as if gravity itself would propel her, traffic was light. By the time she’d reached the bridge, Ana had had made another decision. There, at the top of that bridge, an iron spider work of rivets and girts and suspension cables built in 1929, she decided to simply let the story take her where it might went. It wouldn’t be some dry treatise, a thousand words on the upticks and downturns of the money merchants, or some dot-com billionaire’s whiny paean to greed and conspicuous consumption. Her story, this story, written in the secret privacy of evenings alone, when she wasn’t on some deadline, or hoarding stolen hours by missing parties and friends, hunkered with her laptop at the city library, or scribbling notes on the pebbled strand of Revere Beach, a block from her apartment. No, this would be an exploration of the human spirit, the story of indomitability, of emotional doglegs and switchbacks and perhaps some hidden triumph that other biographers before her had somehow overlooked.

It would be a story about America. No, even better, it would be an American story! Yes, she thought triumphantly, here was her working title. Ana smiled through the windshield at her wondrous, unfolding destiny. Financial writing was deadly. It was dreadful and demoralizing. It had, now she knew, in no small measure, been partly responsible for the toxic effluvia of hedonistic self-loathing that her alcoholism had become.

She turned off the radio, on since the city. An earnest NPR discussion about the upcoming election. The last words that jangled from the car speaker were ‘swing voters.’ Terrible times. Rift and rancor, like some chilly menace of civil war brewing. Beyond the summer, at the chilly margins of winter, the voters would decide, and the news wasn’t great. America was on the precipice of making a political error in judgement so vast, by electing a vain, duplicitous liar, a shape-shifting, reality TV stuntman as its president, that the existential footing of the republic might never recover. But never mind that. Ana was weary of politics and money. Only in the writing of such a book that could be the one true thing that unshackled her from such a dim and predictable event horizon. Democracy can wait, she thought. This project, my  book, is important!

***                                              
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THE PRIUS BEGAN TO descend, finally touching down on the far Cape Cod shore. Ana merged with the rotary, an awkward engineering construct that pinwheeled traffic in an accelerated radius of directions, like some vehicular version of Snap the Whip. She punched the radio back on. Ten o’clock. Car Talk was just beginning, which she seldom missed. Ana loved Click and Clack, the Tappet Brothers. They reminded her of her own sprawling and cantankerous Polish family. Visions of her father and her two older brothers in their Chicago driveway, heads down, shoulders bent, trading jovial barbs, deep into the vicissitudes of some Detroit, big-block monstrosity, one of a series of cheap cars the family owned over the years. In Car Talk she recognized the same absurdist banter and mechanical devotionals that aerated the deepest male roots of her family.

The GPS chirped, and Ana turned the wheel. Exiting the rotary, a dozen cars and trucks elbowed for lanes in front and in back of her. Rotaries were a dance with the devil, a deadly social contract between tons of moving machinery and their daydreaming masters. She was always amazed that bad things didn’t happen more than they did. Directly ahead, a high school girl in a dented Honda was checking her makeup while texting. Behind her, a roaring muscle pickup with a Make America Great Again bumper sticker, its bearded, unsmiling driver itching for a fight. It was delicate diplomacy at sixty miles an hour, a dance of life-or-death performed by complete strangers.

She entered Route 28, a four-lane east and west highway that connected the sprawling townships of Bourne and Falmouth. Bourne was a town violently bifurcated by the Cape Cod Canal in 1911; a deep, meandering ditch hand-dug by immigrant labor, then completed by steam shovel when the bosses realized that even ten thousand men with pickaxes and wheelbarrows was simply not enough. She passed the Miracle Mile, or Cape Cod’s homely version, a tawdry row of car dealerships. After those an outboard motor shop, a carwash, a gaudy feast of fast food emporiums, Dunkin’ Donuts, Subway and Mickey D’s, then another carwash, a diner. Then came a second rotary, a military base, a military graveyard, a county jail, etcetera, etcetera. A forested meridian strip separated the east and west highways, keeping the glint of oncoming night traffic from blinding drivers. Only then, after thirty minutes, did the outskirts of Falmouth hove into view. Hospitals, a bagel shop, an architect’s office, something called Amvets, where old soldiers went to drink, Seafood Sam’s, a place started by a guy named Sam who apparently cooked seafood. And so on.

Ana glanced at her GPS. It silently rebuked her. No major turns ahead, or tricky bits of navigation. Unlike Boston, which existed as a fluid flash-mob of road construction, traffic snarls, and places on the map that simply vanished. No, this was smooth sailing all the way, a gentle glide-path down the sandy, undulating upper flank of Cape Cod.

The tiny village of Woods Hole exists as a destination and a departure; a grand notion with a plain history. The docks for the island ferries cling, like prosperous and tenacious lichen, to the banks of its tiny, deep-water harbor. On the other side, the sprawling complex of WHOI, pronounced WHO-EEE, like a child on a swing, the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute.

The Institute is the home of both the vaunted and the obscure. Robert Ballard, famous for discovering the wreck of the Titanic, had once been a WHOI oceanographer. Each year hundreds of marine biology students toil anonymously in its modern classrooms, or tramp the local beaches, digging for specimens, as they always have. The U.S. Navy maintains a not-so-secret research facility here, a glass and steel edifice for testing things like miniature drone submarines and the effects of ship sonar on dolphins and humpback whales. And then there is the Marine Biological Laboratory, known as MBL, an antique, ivy-covered edifice that hosts future scientists each year from around the world.

A science town with a sexy pedigree and long history, Woods Hole was once a farming and fishing village. It escaped the staid conservatism of many Cape Cod towns through its marriage to academia and a deep, protected harbor. Although officially part of Falmouth, the two towns remain as disconnected by cultural and academic disparity as feuding siblings at a Thanksgiving dinner. Once a day, in the high summer months, traffic cops in patrol cars prowl slowly down the narrow streets of the village, many no wider than the original cow path. Occasionally they pause, tuck orange parking tickets beneath windshield wipers, a seventy five dollar fine. The town really has no need, or desire, to be part of Falmouth, which is conservatively blue collar and troubled by modernity. It boasts half a hundred sober houses, and a looming Fentanyl problem. Local businesses are being slowly shuttered, choked out by the nuisance weed of big-box retail. A plastic Dairy Queen sign, faded and cracked, rattles in the wind like a death song. But if you need to pay that Woods Hole parking ticket, or your Woods Hole property taxes, you must drive to the Falmouth town hall. Other than that, the two towns exist in a kind of symbiotic orbit, each mildly tolerating the other.

***
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THE GPS HADN’T SPOKEN since the bridge. Then, just as Ana crested the final hill that led down into the village, it metallically chirped, in the voice of a BBC governess:

Destination ahead, five hundred yards on the right.

The view was changing rapidly. Here was, literally, Land’s End. A small bridge and a roadway circled down to the docks. A large, red, construction crane rose straight into the air, part of the new terminal project. The glittering harbor, past that the verdant sprawl of the Elizabeth Islands in the hazy distance. Two white ferry boats, tethered to concrete docks. Rows of parked cars. Baggage carts and idling buses. A line of travelers, half tourists, half commuting locals, are waiting to board. The quiet expectancy of a hundred travelers hangs in the air. This was the Steamship Authority, gateway to the island of Martha’s Vineyard, and the reason property taxes here were so low.

Turn right.

An enormous eighteen-wheeler slowed in front of Ana. It made a wide, arcing left-hand turn, nearly clipping the guard rail, onto the bridge that led down to the ferry dock. On the bridge, a small metal plaque with a date: 1952. Cinched to the truck’s bed, building materials, two-by-fours and cinder blocks for the island’s construction industry. Ana turned right, pulling into a small, tree-lined parking lot. A weathered sign was planted in the front yard. Woods Hole Historical Museum. The museum was an old farmhouse, then a small, sway-backed barn a few steps away. A sign on the barn announced that it was some sort of boatbuilding exhibit, but its weathered wooden doors were bolted shut. The stone town library was the next building over, and beyond that, the studio and offices of WCAI, Cape and Islands Radio, the local NPR affiliate, 88.7, which everybody listened to in the “Hole.” The radio station, which provided a hip bouillabaisse of folk, blues, and what is loosely called Americana, also occupied an old farmhouse, bristling with a high-tech nosegay of transmission antennae.

Ana scrunched across the pebbly driveway, unsure of which direction led where. Just then an elderly woman popped out of the house, carefully latching the ancient, scarred door behind her.

“Oh hello,” she brightly chirped. “Are you here for the tour?”

Ana shook her head. “I’m actually here to do some research. I’m a reporter, with the Globe,” she added, to give her introduction some professional gravitas.

The old woman cocked her head. She had the most vibrantly twinkling green eyes. “That’s nice, dear. And what is the subject of your research? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Ana stood there, surprised by the question, car keys dangling. Now was the moment it began. She had been asked, by another person, and she would have to say it out loud. It was the first time she’d spoken the words to anyone.

“Frances Crowningshield,” She replied. “Do you know anything about her?”

The woman paused, showing the merest tracery of a smile.

“Frances? Why, yes dear. I do know, did know her. Quite well, actually. But I have a walking tour group beginning soon. Could you come back in a few hours? We close at four, sometimes earlier, but I’d be happy to discuss her with you.”

Ana nodded. "Yes, absolutely. Is there anywhere close by I could grab a bite to eat.”

The woman crooked a finger down the hill towards the village. “You have your choice. Coffee or burgers. But the closest would probably be the little sandwich place next to the post office. It’s not far. I myself have never eaten there, but I’m told they have wonderful fare.”

Ana smiled. “That would be great. What time should I come back?”

The woman glanced, not down at her watch, but up at the sun, an antique reckoning. “Around two should be fine. We’re usually wrapped up by then, if the little darlings don’t have too many questions.”

A few cars had turned into the parking lot. The Saturday walking tour, off-season visitors, New England antiquity buffs curious about old Woods Hole. Ana thanked the woman, then turned and headed out, on the hunt for the post office. Soup would be nice. The end of April was still brisk, the blaze of a Cape Cod summer months in the distance. Ana’s stride was quick and purposeful, a Globe writer on deadline, a big-city girl used to the sudden death of city crosswalks.

The sonorous blat of the departing island steamer, backing from the pier, filled the air. Here, now, was where the book could really begin. A small New England village with a secret, or at least a decipherable past. In her mind, the opening chapter unfurled. Descriptions of an old woman leading strangers on two-hour voyages of discovery, an old woman with sparkling emerald eyes, wearing sensible walking shoes.

There, just ahead, the Woods Hole post office. Nestled right next door, an inviting-looking coffee shop with a brightly crayoned menu board out on the sidewalk. The name of the place was Pie in the Sky. Couples sitting at wooden tables outside, sipping coffee, nibbling on croissants, students bent over laptops. Soup would definitely be nice. She could smell the expresso beans roasting. She might almost be in Cambridge. It was her kind of place.

For the next two hours, Ana hunched over a small wedge-shaped table and read, on her laptop, about the life of Frances Crowningshield. A steady rivulet of people came and went. Coffee orders, sandwich orders, counter girls calling out names. The ubiquitous question passed between strangers: Are you waiting to order or to pick up? Out past a large picture window, the island boats came and went. Movement was always in the air. Embarkation, disembarkation, Crowds formed, crowds boarded, and then it began again, as the next trip would slide around the Point. Woods Hole was a place of unseen geographies and the promise of entire civilizations just beyond its watery horizon.

***
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AT ONE-THIRTY, ANA stood up, bussed her table detritus, and went outside to the sidewalk. She still had a half an hour to kill. A large yellow dog was drinking from a deep, chrome water dish, chained to the sidewalk, the dish, not the dog, and new people were sitting outside beneath cafe umbrellas.

She began walking, a brisk downhill jaunt, towards the harbor. A sign told her she was on Water St. As crossed a small iron bridge, the kind that could be raised and lowered for passing sailboats, she passed Eel Pond, where a number of pleasure craft were anchored, a handful of work skiffs, even a few unoccupied houseboats, shingled like tiny farmhouses, with empty flower boxes in the windows. Further down a grocery store, a few restaurants, a small museum, all closed for the winter’s annual layover. It felt ritualized, choreographed, as if the village had taken its last summer breath, and now was waiting to exhale.

A block still, she paused in front of a large, three-story brick building. Three words, Marine Biology Laboratory, were chiseled over the front door, then a date, 1910, with a familiar name above that, Crowningshield. Here was where the family’s Woods Hole legacy truly began. Ana had read that Frances’s older brother Charles had established the endowment to begin construction on the laboratory, known locally as MBL.

Across the street, a few large vessels were docked. These were the research ships from the Institute that would soon be heading out to explore and catalog the world’s oceanic mysteries. Fronting the harbor, separating water from land by great links of iron chain, a small, grassy park had been established, with a few inviting wooden benches. On one bench was a life-sized bronze statue of the naturalist Rachel Carson, who had, apparently, once worked here. Off to one side, at the park’s entrance, a large, granite obelisk had been placed, some kind of memorial to something or someone.

Ana walked closer, and circled the obelisk. It was apparently a sundial, a verdigris plaque explained, noting its exact longitude and latitude: 41° 31.502’ N 70° 40.358’ W. Below that, into six faceted sides, exotic sea creatures had been carved. Lobsters and crabs, nautilus shells, dolphins and whales. The sundial had been planted onto a kind of raised concrete dais, with descriptive words of praise for its donor incised along its perimeter. Businessman. Philanthropist. Friend of Science. And so on. A gift, again, from the town’s wealthiest benefactor, Charles Richard Crowningshield. Ana glanced down at her own watch. Ten to two. She exited the park and began to walk back towards the ancient farmhouse on the hill.

***
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THE OLD WOMAN WAS STANDING in the doorway, waiting, as she approached. She looked fatigued. 

Ana called to her. “I had a great lunch. Thanks for the tip.”

“Not many options this time of year,” the woman said. “But I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 

Ana introduced herself, offering her hand. The woman’s grip was surprisingly strong. “So glad to meet you, Ana. I’m Violet. Violet McVicar. I’m what they call the museum’s docent, and part-time tour leader. I work here two days a week. The rest of the time, I’m just a lazy, retired widow who lives with her cat, an old, retired mouser.”

Ana followed her into the museum. Compact and well-organized, it smelled of floor polish, the mildewed memories of ancient books, and printer toner. Here was where a small town had made a valiant stand against historical amnesia. A stack of brochures lay on the counter, promoting anything from whale watching to contra dancing, next to a small dish of peppermint candy. Not too small, but compact small. Everything in its place small. Like a sailboat, businesslike and purposeful. One could almost hear the sound of the wind in the rigging.

Violet pointed to a small exhibition room, just to the left, as they entered.

“I suggest you start with the photographs,” she said. “Then we can talk. Excuse me. I have a brief bit of business I must attend to in the office. But, please take your time.”

And then she was gone.

March Hare gone.

***
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ANA BEGAN TO MOVE SLOWLY around the room, carefully examining each image. Large, framed photographs hung on all four walls of what might have once been the farmhouse’s front parlor. They were all taken by the same man, mostly in the late 19th century. They were exact in their execution, breathtaking in their clarity, almost luminescent, deceptively simple in subject matter. Ana, who had taken a course in early photographic technology, knew how arduous the old processes were. This was no mere point and click from an iPhone. For early practitioners, their craft was deeply physical, an intimate, time-consuming act. Each glass plate might weigh as much as a half a pound, or more, not to mention the heavy cameras and tripods. Each photograph was a monumental task to plan and complete. Each comprised a sepia testament, irrevocable proof of a subject’s existence, whether it be Civil War dead or a farmer, proud of his livestock and his bride, or perhaps some architectural heap long burned or demolished.

The name of the photographer, she read from a card, was Baldwin Coolidge. A talented autodidact who wore many hats, like many Victorians, he had opened his Boston studio in 1878, then spent the next forty years recording scenes around New England. He photographed churches and libraries and public statuary in Boston, woolen factories in mill towns, ships and railroads on Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, decaying farmsteads in Maine. His subjects were wildly eclectic. An ancient, possibly insane widow in love with her chickens A resolute Wampanoag life-saving crew grouped together in a wrecked surfboat; an urban gentleman in a bowler hat dodging a trolley car on a crowded boulevard. This exhibition concerned itself with the images that Coolidge had captured in and around the village of Woods Hole. They were depictions of village life long disappeared. A sailor rigging a spritsail boat, an extinct fishing craft, in Eel Pond. A panoramic scene of Woods Hole, taken in 1895, from an elevation now a private golf course. A stone whaling warehouse, where spermaceti oil was made into candles, and the Pacific Guano Company on Long Neck which made fertilizer from bird shit and lime.

Ana moved to the right. Here was the Nereid, a steam yacht built by the famed naval designer Nat Herreshoff, which had hit a mooring strake sticking from the water. She was now listing on the shallow bottom. Ana peered closely, could just make out the crew of tiny men on deck, frantically dewatering the seventy-six-foot-long yacht. A thick black dash that was the anchor chain disappeared into the black waters of Little Harbor. The next photograph was iconic, taken looking south towards the rail yard. A water tower is in the foreground, the steamer Nantucket beyond that. Train tracks end abruptly at the water’s edge. A village dog sniffs around the station’s planked veranda.

At the end of the fourth wall, she paused. Before her, an image of ten people. They were posed deliberately; some were sitting, some were standing. Four women and six men. One of the women was leaning against an ancient bicycle, as if ready to pedal away. The photograph was titled, : MBL Embryological Class, Woods Hole, 1894. Below that, a description. Ana peered closer. She didn’t hear Violet McVicar walk quietly into the room. Her soft voice broke the silence.

“Yes, that’s her,” she said. “Frances Crowningshield. She was all of twenty then. Just a girl.” Violet tapped her finger on the glass. “Now count over. See the slim young man with the mustache? There in the middle? He’s wearing spectacles, with a white handkerchief in his breast pocket? That’s Frank R. Little. Frank was a couple of years older than Frances. The next summer they were married.”

Ana turned. “Amazing.”

“Would you like to know more about her?” Violet asked.

Ana nodded.

“Let’s go upstairs then.” Violet turned and led the way, stretching for the rickety railing, adding mysteriously over her shoulder. “There’s lots more.”

***
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VIOLET MCVICAR SAT down at a long wooden table on the second floor. She invited Ana to do the same, sighing. “Feels good to get off my feet,” she said.

They were in the museum’s tiny research library.

Violet had laid out on the table a stack of photographs, a file folder, and a large coffee table book of the Coolidge collection, which the museum had designed and had privately produced from public donations. The selling of small-town history has iffy monetary returns, but dedicated volunteers, people like Violet, made sure it never completely vanished.

Violet spread her hands on the table, a medium about to begin a séance. “Tell me, Ana, what is it you wish to know?”

Ana considered the question. She opened her laptop, scrolling down the screen. Google had more than a few mentions of the woman, but many more, of course, of her brother, Charles Richard. He had, after all, once been the ambassador to China. He was known, with no tongue in cheek, as the father of petroleum. He financed the first suspension bridge in Saudi Arabia. His end was untimely. Their father had basically invented the modern sanitary plumbing industry. The Crowningshields were wealthy beyond imagination. They were also powerful. Yet somehow Frances had managed to skirt all of that.

This was complicated. Ana looked up. “I’m not sure, exactly,” she began. “I know she had gone to medical school. She was a licensed medical doctor, but chose instead to become a biology teacher.”

Violet held up one finger. “Chose? No. Didn’t choose. Forbidden. She was forbidden to practice medicine. In those days, women could study anything they wanted to, as long as they didn’t practice it. Her family laid down the law, and that was that. Like you. You studied business; I’m guessing?”

Ana nodded. “Actually no, journalism, with a minor in American Lit and Art History.”

“But still,” Violet continued, “you were free to do what you will with your degree.”

Ana shrugged. “I have to pay the rent.”

Violet raised her finger again, triumphantly. “Exactly.”

Ana nodded. “Frances, I’ve read, became very religious.”

Again, Violet shook her head. Her voice raised a notch. “Her father, Richard the Elder, the scion of the dynasty, as it were, was a Methodist, a staunch Republican Methodist. He was a hard businessman, as unfeeling as stone, an outspoken critic of anything resembling higher education or spiritual belief that didn’t comport with his world view. Frances began to see more value, more humanistic value, if you will, in becoming Catholic. Then later on she embraced many faiths. Buddhism, to name one. It was her way of practicing soft rebellion.”

Ana stared at her. “Buddhism?”

Violet nodded. “Many faiths.”

Ana shook her head. “Unbelievable.”

Violet smiled. “Not so unbelievable. She’d lost a child, at birth, you see. That will have a profound effect on a woman.”

“It sounds like you knew her well,” Ana said.

Violet nodded. “My dear, I’ll be ninety-four next month. I knew Frances, yes, certainly, quite well. She was one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.” 

Ana glanced down at the stack of photographs. “Tell me about these.”

For the next hour they went through the images. Not all were of Frances. Many were of her brother, her father, her nephews and nieces, the good works she performed, like the imposing, stone bell tower she had commissioned on land owned by the Catholic church. Anyone could still see it if they drove down Water St. and looked across Eel Pond.

One photo caught her eye. It was a group portrait of about twenty children, posed on a grassy lawn, moving water in the background, the top yard of a passing schooner, just visible above the scraggly privet of a grassy bluff. A few women stood off to one side, staring shyly into the lens.

“Who are they?” she asked.

Violet placed her finger on the photograph, channeling memory. “Disadvantaged children, a few of them local, but most came from the cities, mainly from Chicago. High risk, you’d call them today. Wretched waifs living on the streets. Homeless orphans, many of them, or abandoned. And through no fault of their own. Heartbreaking.”

Her eyes misted over. “Every child had their own story,” she added.

Ana leaned closer. “And the women? Who were they?”

Violet smiled. “Oh, they were just people that Frances knew. Friends from the city, society women, I guess you’d call them, but really just good Christians who loved children and agreed to travel here in the summer months to help take care of them.”

“So, it was an orphanage?” Ana asked. She bent to her notepad, jotting the word.

Violet shook her head again. “No, Ana, not in the strictest sense of the word. This wasn’t an institution. More like a family, you might say. A social experiment, to see how much pure, absolute love could achieve. It had a kind of monastic quality. For Frances, it was the fulfillment of a dream.”

“And where did all these children live?”

Violet smiled broadly, lightly caressing the photograph. “Why, up on the Point, of course. Her dead brother’s mansion. She called it divine intervention. The children had plenty of room there, and fresh sea air, and good food and just about everything one could needed to flourish. Each child had their own bed, and no more than two to a room. It was just the loveliest place you could imagine. Lifelong relationships were formed, and it was all because of the kindness and vision of one woman.”

Violet stood up quickly, surprisingly agile. “Ana,” she said, “let’s go back downstairs. I want to show you something that might explain things a little better.”

***
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VIOLET WAS POINTING down. “See that house? The one with the tower? That’s the Crowningshield place.”

Ana peered closely. They were downstairs, in the front room occupying one corner of the museum. It might have once been a kitchen. Before them lay a sprawling, intricately painted, glassed-in diorama. It stretched nearly from wall to wall, with just enough space on either end for a viewer to squeeze by.

“This is the town as it was in the 1880s,” Violet explained. “The Crowningshield estate was brand new. Of course, back then, it was still called Butler’s Point. The Butler family had always lived there. They built a lovely hotel, which sadly burned down, and before that, the first excursion boats to the island landed at Butler docks. They ran the first stagecoach tavern. When Judge Butler died, in 1909, the family sold the entire Point to Charles Crowningshield. He did a lot of fix-up on that old place. Queen Anne Victorians, you see, were no longer in vogue.”

Ana stared down at the tiny, intricately constructed world. Tiny houses, tiny sailboats and tiny paddle steamers, a tiny locomotive, cotton smoke streaming from its tiny smokestack, huffing its way down a tiny grade into the village. A tiny, horse-drawn dray, its tiny driver urging two tiny horses down a tiny country lane, delivering tiny goods to a tiny market. Everything was in perfect proportion; late nineteenth century America in miniature.

“Incredible,” Ana whispered. “Such detail.”

Violet nodded. “Yes, it was built by George Metcalf and Chester O’Brien, two local men. Took them about a year. They had some help, but mostly it was just George and Chester. That was in 1938, the same year Hitler invaded Poland. Day after day, they would come here, after work, on weekends, to get this done for the Centennial. George enlisted in the Army the next year; he died at Anzio fighting the Germans. Chester survived the war, working at the family dairy. He had poor eyesight, don’t you see, and couldn’t serve. He fell off a barn roof in the 1960s.” She clucked once. “Shouldn’t have been up there, a man his age, on a ladder.”

Ana looked over at Violet. “You know so much about this town, she said. Have you lived here all your life?”

Violet grinned, her emerald eyes flashing. “Not yet,” she joked.

Ana laughed. “My grandfather used to say that.”

Violet, nodding, still smiling. “Noble minds think alike. So, Ana,” she began. “You’ve seen the museum, you’ve seen the diorama, you’ve talked to an old, yacky lady for over an hour. Would you actually like to see the house where Frances lived?”

Ana turned. “Is it close by?”

Violet glanced back down at the diorama, pointing. “See that road? That’s Water Street And that’s the museum, where we are now. Of course, back then it was still the Jewett farm. But that’s how close we are to the Point. No more than a five-minute walk. I’m closing up for the day in a few minutes. Just have to log the receipts, such as they are, then I’m headed home. You’re welcome to join me. I could introduce you to the new owners.”

“You live there?” Ana asked.

Violet grinned again. “All my life.”

***
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JUNIPER POINT. IT WAS the same road it always had been. A few changes, but not many. The old stable on the right was now a private residence. The mill pond was still there, still lily clogged and mysterious and beautiful in its forlorn neglect, an emerald-lagoon clogged with algae and nearly hidden by a canopy of willow and oak trees. A handful of newer houses, those built after 1940, anyway, now hugged the road. The ice house was still standing, freshly shingled, transformed into an artist’s painting s studio, in a sandy gully that overlooked Little Harbor. The boathouse was where it belonged, and the massive, timbered horse barn at the water’s edge, like the stable, now in different hands and modernized. The sprawling Coast Guard station occupied the same bit of beach where the old lifesaver’s bunkhouse had once stood, bearded men in derbies and suspenders ready to launch surf boats at a minute’s notice. Changes, yes. But the effect remained the same. Juniper Point itself would live forever, its human caretakers coming and going as they aged and died, as fortunes rose and fell, as families were created and legacies built and forgotten. But the ground itself? Vanish? Never.

***
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THEY PAUSED AT A SMALL farmhouse. Two windows flanking a door, a configuration known locally as a “Quarter-Cape.”

“This is me,” Violet waved her arm, taking in a modest bit of dooryard. An ancient mailbox leaned toward the road. McVicar.“ Home sweet home, for better for worse,” she added. “Would you like to come in for a cup of tea, dear, before we head up?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JUNIPER POINT

PHILIP AUSTIN

H
eyl \"7-.’.9" -






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





