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 PART
1: GROWING UP



The Reading Room

The Reading Room had at its center an enormous globe
that showed the way the world was. It turned as easily about its
spindle as the world itself and I spun it slowly with my long thin
fingers, exploring place after place, each country with a color
defining its “I amness.” How much blue the sea took to get its
proper share.

Sometimes I would sit in the room and read my books
for awhile before roller skating home on the streets that had the
smoothest sidewalks so the wheels clamped to my shoes with a key
would not catch on a tree- root-propped slab, tear loose, and send
me tumbling to another scraped knee. Sometimes I’d finish my book
and return it before setting off from the friendly silence.

The room was high-ceilinged, tall-windowed,
square, with a square of leather-cushioned chairs surrounding the
globe. This is how I want to live, I felt rather than said,
in a solid, permanent, somewhat dustily elegant place, with the
round certainty of the way things are before me.

More than sixty years later, only the blue of the
sea has stayed itself. Now the old globe with its intricate pattern
of forgotten countries rests, a curiosity, in the back room of the
antique shop of world history. Maybe the library still stands, but
most of the books I read have long since disintegrated or
disappeared.

The boy who sat there reading whispers to me
sometimes. He tries to tell me what was. I listen, nod, but cannot
tell him what will be.
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 Halloween

They’ve made me wear a sport jacket, I don’t think a
tie, but I am neat. I go down the stairs from the chauffeur’s flat
on top of the garage, across the driveway to the path leading to
the big house — crunch of gravel, full moon shining between tree
branches, lingering smell of burnt leaves, feel of tended grass —
to the kitchen door where Marie, the cook, my father’s cousin, and
my Godmother, waits to let me in. Anet is there, the downstairs
maid, and Martha, the upstairs maid. They are “the girls,” all
Swedish like my father, mother and me, though I am not quite as
Swedish, since I was born in Plainfield, New Jersey.

Anet escorts me through her pantry with its jars of
exquisite, thin cookies ready to be set out for the Lady’s tea,
past the dining room where the great table lies polished and
waiting, past the tall gilt panel, taller than my father, with its
shining picture of the Chinaman, stoop-shouldered, with a staff,
yet looking ever so wise through his fading paint. Now through the
hall where the great clock stands beneath the stair with the moving
moon and a ship going up and down with the waves of time. Now past
the office where in the day Mrs. DeForest’s secretary deals with
her correspondence. On the right, the entrances to the great living
room and the conservatory with the grand piano on which Mrs.
DeForest plays something tuneless called Bach.

Anet leads me to the front hall, to the little
alcove before the main door. There is a chair for me and something
for the trick-or-treaters. I can’t remember what. Maybe apples from
the trees on the property, perhaps some candy, but if so, not the
regular kind wrapped in bright papers and bought at the
five-and-dime. I am to sit there and answer the door and give
whatever was to be given.

In truth there aren’t many calls. None from Lake
Street where the blacks live. Hillside Avenue is not a good street
for trick-or-treating, too few houses, too much street. Yet, I
longed to be out costumed and carrying a paper bag, my big father
walking behind me, or maybe mother, who, if we could have gone to
the right neighborhood, would have been in costume too and have her
own paper bag.

When it seems sure there would be no more visitors,
Anet will bring me back to the kitchen where Marie will give me
cookies and a glass of bright papaya soda brought up from the
cellar where all the interesting food and drink is kept. Then back
along the path, across the driveway, and up the stairs to the flat
where mother and father will be listening to the radio, maybe
Lannie Ross crooning “Moonlight and Roses” or the fast talking man
saying:


“GoodeveningmisterandmrsNorthandSouthAmericaandallthe
shipsatsea….”

 




Christmas Eve at the Big House

The rich man and his wife would be waiting in a sort
of lounge — dark-paneled, a leather covered bench affixed to the
wall circumnavigating the room. Lots of high windows. The grownups
drank Gløgg (made of red wine and brandy and spices served hot). My
brother and I had a kind of effervescent papaya juice.

The lady would have been in her late 50’s, though
she seemed Methusel an, square-faced, maybe a whisker or two, The
man was older and mostly deaf, handsome in an abstracted way. My
father liked him. And he liked my father. (He loaned us money to
buy a house when my father took another job to help with the war
effort, though the interest, I’m sure, was at least the going
rate.) The lady did most of the talking, the man would punctuate
with an occasional harrumph.

At last the presents. My father would get some fancy
gadget from Abercrombie and Fitch. I’m not sure what mother and
“the girls” would get. My brother and I got, at the rate of two
volumes a Christmas, The Book of Knowledge, a children’s
encyclopedia filled with stories, myths, poems, science facts, a
higgledy-piggledy compendium of things an inquisitive child would
be interested in. I loved it, but I would also think, “They’re so
rich, why not one wildly expensive toy.”

After we had all the volumes of the encyclopedia, I
got books about the sea. Often the lady also gave me some of her
childhood books filled with the stories of Greece and Rome, and the
Old Testament. I even read stories from my part of the world,
stories about Odin, Thor, Freya, and Loki. I fell into a great
education though not from the classes at Evergreen Grammar School.
(You have to learn, or at least you used to have to learn, the
multiplication tables.)
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