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  And might it not be . . . that we also have appointments to keep in the past, in what has gone before and is for the most part extinguished, and must go there in search of places and people who have some connection with us on the far side of time, so to speak?


  —W. G. SEBALD, Austerlitz




  
FOREWORD





  My father is eighty-two years old and lives alone in a small apartment off a busy road in Charlotte, North Carolina. He has had both lung and colon cancer in the last two years and suffers as well from high blood pressure. Last spring he fell and hit his head while walking inside his apartment and had to spend a week in the hospital. Afterward he had trouble remembering what day it was or with whom he had spoken five minutes earlier; his car had to be sold and someone found to come in to help him with cooking and bathing.




  His children live far away and he wants to stay in Charlotte. Fortunately, he has many friends, among them poets and aspiring poets, members of his weekly poetry group, who visit and offer to take him shopping or to doctors’ appointments. They appreciate his humor and his intelligence and his encouraging view of poetry, which is that any attempt is worthwhile as long as it’s an honest attempt. Until recently, he himself wrote a poem every day, often about the park where he liked to walk in the morning, and then, when he could no longer take those walks, he wrote about the vine-draped oaks and tulip poplars outside his apartment windows, and about birds, clouds, the different light at different sunrises, spending hours scanning the near horizon, looking for what else life might hold for him, aside from more illness.




  Though he has very little money and gets by mostly on Social Security, with help from a generous friend, oddly enough he’s more contented now than he was during my childhood, when he owned big houses and cars and boats, flew first class on airplanes, hired caterers for dinner parties. Most of the anger that used to crackle around him is gone. He doesn’t seem to mind the money much, except when he needs dental work and has trouble paying for it. Having to live so monastically suits him, comes even as a kind of relief. He has been married three times and divorced three times. After lengthy periods of estrangement, he is now on cordial terms, to different degrees, or at least on speaking terms, with his three ex-wives, his six children, and an ex-stepson.




  He is a dignified, courtly looking gentleman with white hair, which has grown poetically long since he’s stopped patronizing the barber shop, a neat white mustache, and a Vandyke beard; he dresses invariably in khaki trousers, collared shirts, and laced shoes. A throwback to when older gentlemen looked like gentlemen and would not think of appearing at the grocery store in Bermuda shorts and plastic sandals. Though he spent most of his adult life up north, he feels at home in Charlotte, the “Queen City of the South,” his place of retirement dovetailing neatly with his birthplace, Cincinnati, Ohio, “the Queen City of the West.” Queens, goddesses, earth mothers have long been his fascination. At Georgetown University in the 1970s, he taught courses on mythology that centered on the Great Goddess. He often writes of the Great Mother in his poems. Though he has difficulty with women in general, he loves the idea of them.




  His deep voice has always had a southern lilt, the proximity of Kentucky to Cincinnati showing up in his softened consonants — “nothin’” instead of “nothing” — and in the way he says “Hah” instead of “Hi,” when he greets an acquaintance. Formal in manner, and easily offended, he nevertheless loves to be self-deprecating. The technicians at the hospital where he underwent radiation treatments two years ago called him Colonel Sanders because of his white beard and mustache. On the day of his final treatment, he brought them a tub of fried chicken.




  He takes special delight in absurdities: silly names, malapropisms, bad puns, which he’ll repeat and then laugh out loud. My father has a deep, surprised-sounding laugh that often makes other people laugh when they hear it. Whenever he is not actually laughing, however, he looks painfully sad, partly owing to his long upper lip and pale blue, slightly watery eyes that are magnified by the lenses of his glasses. But he also looks sad because he often is sad. He has always been sad. Not depressed, which has a specific clinical definition, and which at different times has been the case with him as well. But sad. Melancholy. Inconsolable. A man who is missing something.




  All my childhood I felt sorry for him and was impressed and frightened by his sadness, which seemed to threaten both his survival and mine. His unhappiness had an encompassing grandeur, almost Russian in its intemperance, but also a condemned quality. No matter what set off his frequent rages — burnt toast, no parking spaces, squabbling children — he seemed stricken by something far more serious.




  Which I understood. He had lost his mother when he was a little boy. He’d hardly known her. An unthinkable disaster for me, who had a mother I loved passionately.




  Logically enough I wished I could give his mother back to him. A wish I suppose I’ve held ever since I was old enough to wish for anything not directly involving myself, though of course self-interest was always involved. Loss for a parent is loss for his child, and parental sorrow is so atmospheric that its traces remain visible decades later, the way long-forgotten droughts can be detected in tree rings, and particles of volcanic ash linger for years in the sky.
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I


  Lady of Richmond





  DUKE: And what is her history?


  VIOLA: A blank, my lord.




  —SHAKESPEARE, Twelfth Night




  




  Outside the bedroom windows the garden is full of snow. The lily pond is frozen, the dark branches of the apple tree, standing alone in its stone circle, are sharply defined against a winter sky. Snow caps the bronze statues at either end of the rectangular pool, each of a child offering water to birds. A thoughtful garden, with its matching statuary, its low hedges and flower beds flanking a sloping grassy avenue that leads outward to a wide lawn and a lily pond, the garden of someone more than casually interested in symmetry and perspective. In the spring the grass will turn a deep blue-green, just as the apple tree will be surrounded by a perfect circle of lily of the valley. But for now everything but the bare tree branches is white.




  Upstairs in the master bedroom, a red-haired woman lies in a white-painted iron hospital bed facing the southeast window, which has a long view not of her garden, where she has spent so much time and to which she has given so much thought, but of the Little Miami River and the low hills of Ohio’s Clermont County. Across from the foot of the bed is a fireplace, beside which is a chaise longue. A fire burns in the fireplace, firelight reflecting off the glass covering a very old, very simple pencil-and-ink drawing hanging near the bed. A sketchbook drawing of a woman in a plumed hat. Also red haired. The artist has shaded her hair, face, and lips with colored pencil. But only her hat and the black plumed feather are distinct, the woman’s face is barely outlined, half smiling, the eyes mysterious, half closed, looking away from both the viewer and the artist. “Lady of Richmond” is carefully lettered in the top right-hand corner.




  The woman in bed is my grandmother, Lucile Kroger Berne, the daughter of B. H. Kroger, the Cincinnati grocery-store magnate. Forty-three years old in December of 1932 and dying of abdominal cancer, though she, perhaps alone in her family, believes she is getting well.




  This particular morning, a Thursday, December 1, she has enough energy to write to her old college friend, Ridie Guion. “Just a note,” she apologizes, in a firm regular hand. “I am not allowed to do much in the way of correspondence.” She is still in bed “with no immediate prospects of anything else,” and with “no appetite,” and not much strength. But, she insists, “I do feel that there is a slight but steady improvement.”
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  Of course this is not true. Her immediate prospects are as plain as the low hills of Clermont County beyond her window. She will die the Friday after next.




  And yet according to this letter, she spends her days mildly, not in the extremity one would expect from someone with so little time left, not clutching at the coverlet or tossing restlessly from side to side on her pillow, not calling out for her children, so soon to be motherless, or weeping in her husband’s arms. Instead she does picture puzzles in bed and reads. Every so often she looks at the old clock on her mantel, a clock set in a dark gothic wooden case above a glass panel painted with an idealized landscape in bright greens and blues. Then she glances away.




  “I’ve gotten down to detective novels,” she admits to Ridie, “as I can’t take anything heavy.”




  She confides that she is being visited daily by her three sisters, Gertrude, Helen, and Gretchen, who all live nearby on Indian Hill; her father visits almost as often and sends her flowers. Her two little boys, Albert Jr. and Henry, like school and are doing well, though she has not yet seen their report cards. They are taking piano lessons. Of Albert Jr. she confides that he shows no “especial talent”; still, she does not doubt that “he’ll be able to play acceptably,” a prediction that unfortunately will not come true.




  Christmas is upon her; she frets over being unprepared. “I have done nothing. I must start to make out lists and let Helen and Gretchen take care of things for me.” She is still making plans, still determined to worry about Christmas presents and writing lists. Downstairs in the living room her husband is singing “Brahms and Schubert, etc.,” accompanying himself on the grand piano. When they met at a reception at a friend’s house he was a professional singer. A baritone modestly famous in Cincinnati, where he teaches at the conservatory. Every morning after breakfast he sings for an hour or more while upstairs his wife lies in bed looking toward the river and the woods and listening. “There are compensations for being sick,” she writes.




  Husband, children, sisters. Christmas, piano lessons, detective novels. Brahms and Schubert. Etcetera. These are the preoccupations of the woman who is about to vanish forever from her big cream-colored house on Indian Hill. She is concerned as well for her friend Ridie, apologizing again, this time for writing “a stupid note” and for having “no news,” though she is fast approaching that strange dark frontier that lies beyond news, beyond even etcetera, a place that few of us can bring ourselves to contemplate for long or too closely. By the time her letter reaches its destination, she will have fewer days left to her than she could count on both hands.




  Still, her final words in this letter are about Ridie, whom she cautions not to “work too hard and get yourself all tired out,” understanding that Ridie, unmarried, with little money, an English teacher at Milton Academy outside of Boston, is delicate. Not someone who needs further worries. She has been sending Ridie checks for years; a week after her death, her husband, Albert, will send another, a Christmas one, “as Lucile would have done.”




  In that quiet bedroom she fits together pieces of a puzzle, turning the smooth colored cardboard pieces over in her pale fingers, hunting for the right shapes that will finish the picture. She follows clues in her detective novels, waits for a complicated story to come clear. She knows it will all end neatly enough — the last lobed piece will reveal a complete Taj Mahal, the detective will explain his final discovery and solve the crime — but she doesn’t yet know exactly how.




  FROM THE SLENDER evidence of this letter, my grandmother’s death seems like it must have been a calm, dignified passage. One we could all aspire to — no railing against fate, no bleak hospital corridor. Visits from sisters, letters from friends. Downstairs her husband is singing “Ave Maria” as the children go cheerfully off to school on a Monday morning. By her last days the children will have been sent to a sister’s house to stay, her husband will have stopped singing. In that elegant room full of wintry light, the only sounds are footsteps muffled by the hallway’s thick plum-colored carpet, whispered conferences, and the distant crack of ice on the river.




  And yet something remains out of place within this picture of my grandmother’s quiet bedroom, where she lies in that iron bed with a crank, facing away from her garden. A piece does not quite fit. All that worrying about a friend while on her own deathbed, the stringent lack of self-pity, the serene contemplation of her children and their piano lessons. “It seems hardly possible,” writes her sister Helen three weeks later, “that anyone could be so brave and meet death with so much courage.”




  It does seem hardly possible. And so one has to wonder if such bravery, like her careful account of the compensations of illness, isn’t part of some final mutiny, a moment when she halts her subdued progress toward the frost-colored horizon beyond those low hills. A last-ditch defiance encoded in this “stupid note” that bears “no news,” a small revolt that comes actually at the expense of her poor friend Ridie.




  I am not so sick, that letter implies, that I forget myself: I am sick, not unfortunate. Here in my wide bedroom with a view of the river, where I lie in bed listening to my husband sing downstairs, anticipating my children’s first report cards, awaiting another visit from my sisters and flowers from my father, I have no news. News is disasters and accidents, prizes, discoveries, events. Something unhappened that happened, something that was missing until now. But nothing is missing from my life. The pieces are all here, the clues all add up. I am not being brave, I am being practical. My sisters will take care of my lists.




  I have no news, but I have everything else.




  A last stand. An idealized landscape in bright greens and blues, overshadowed by a gothic clock. A pretense. Because of course she doesn’t want to die in that iron bed. Of course she does not have what she wants most, which is more time, time for whatever she still wants to do, things she can’t even imagine now, but knows that she wants to have done. Time to be part of whatever is going to happen, next year, and the year after that, as well as time to reflect on everything she has lived through, because that is who she is, a person to whom things have happened, but now who will know about it?




  And her children, her two small boys with their unread report cards. What will happen to them?




  She cannot think of that. And so she blazes up for an instant, like a log breaking on the fire under that ticking clock, fierce in her insistence that she has written “a stupid note,” because there is no intelligence she can pass on about where she is going. Only that where she has been is worth envying.




  (“Of course we have known for some months how things were,” writes her sister Helen, “but even so were not prepared.”)




  For a moment her red hair glints. Then the fire dies down again, the sparks subside. From her frame on the wall, the woman in the sketch looks down at the woman in the bed. The dark plume nods above her head, her eyes half closed, gazing past the artist who sketched her so many years ago, smiling faintly.




  But this is not a real likeness, that smile seems to say. Only the barest suggestion.




   




  That letter to Ridie Guion is the only letter of my grandmother’s that survives, at least that I have been able to find. There were once many — my mother recalls visiting the attic of my grandfather’s house on Indian Hill and seeing “stacks” of letters in my grandmother’s handwriting, all now lost, thrown out, like the rest of the contents of that attic. Written during Lucile’s last weeks, this one remaining letter has all the pathos of a final utterance, which must be why Ridie saved it and included the letter, along with one from my great aunt Helen and two from my grandfather, in a box of papers she willed to Wellesley College, where she and my grandmother had become friends. It is also the only remaining record of my grandmother’s voice speaking to someone else. A stubborn voice, despite her apologies and graciousness. A willful voice. Not optimistic, but obdurate. The voice of a dying woman who wanted to sound as if she were doing well.




  LUCILE KROGER BERNE died at home on December 16, 1932, attended by her husband, her doctor, and her faithful nurse, Chappie, and for a very long time her death was the most significant thing about her. She was a “lovely, lovely person,” according to one of my father’s cousins, who was nine when my grandmother died and despite her best efforts remembers her only as “very brave and uncomplaining.” And so like many brave and uncomplaining women, who are admirable and forgettable in almost equal proportions, Lucile has slipped out of memory.




  However he felt about her before she died, my father’s enduring and unhappy impression of his mother was that he scarcely knew her during her brief parenthood, which lasted for him only until he was six. In his mind, she was always preoccupied by something other than himself. As she dressed for dinner in the evenings, she would often pause and stand for as long as half an hour with one elbow resting on the tall cherry wood dresser in her bedroom, smoking Chesterfields and doing crossword puzzles. He sometimes spied on her from the long gallery-like second-floor hallway, watching cigarette smoke curl into question marks above her head, enjoying a rare few moments of finding her alone but wondering with increasing impatience when she would turn to look at him. Later in life he would be addicted to crossword puzzles as well, his hand hovering above white and black boxes, just as hers had done, filling in the names of flowers and Greek heroes and the titles of Broadway musicals. Losing the trail of some clues, leaving some boxes blank. Perhaps without realizing it finding a few words she had found, following a few of the same hints, stumped by some of the same riddles. But for him the puzzle always remains unsolved; all the hints lead back to the same old question.




  In his only other clear recollection of his mother my father was sitting on a stone bench in the garden behind the house one afternoon in early fall, watching her plant bulbs. He was eating little red cinnamon candies, Red Hearts, as they were called then, and still are, I believe. At some point she stood up and peeled off her gardening gloves, then asked him if she could have a few of the candies. He said no. She looked at him closely, then asked if he really couldn’t give a Red Heart to his mother. He shook his head. She pulled on her gloves and went back to her bulbs.




  By its survival, it’s clear this memory long troubled my father and probably convinced him that his small act of selfishness was responsible for the tragedy that later befell him. Children are always claiming responsibility for tragedy based on a minor offense; their sense of cause and effect is not wrong — tragedy has often been the result of small offenses — just slightly out of true. In my father’s childish reasoning, he had not given his mother a Red Heart and so she died. Without that small twisted “so” this sentence would be straight enough, sad but not ruinous.




  I only wish he had been eating peppermints. But such is the tenacity of metaphor: this memory wouldn’t persist, most likely, if my father hadn’t been hoarding Red Hearts. As for my grandmother, the bulbs she was planting were surely narcissus.




  THROUGHOUT MY CHILDHOOD Lucile was a perplexing, poignant figure, mostly unknown but never forgotten, remaining vivid for me because of her reputation for both reticence and restlessness. I understood, very early, that she was the cause of my father’s own restlessness — to be with him was to feel, so often, that he would rather be somewhere else — and also his unpredictable temper, a nervous mix of irritation and impatience, always rumbling in the background which could flash out so suddenly that it was like living with summer lightning. Often, though, he was charming, funny, and sympathetic, the sort of father to whom a child could bring complaints about a dragonish third-grade teacher who berated students for failing to master the seven times table, and he would always side with the child and never the teacher. “Don’t let the bastards grind you down!” he used to whisper to me, in ersatz Latin, his parting words whenever I returned glumly to boarding school after a weekend at home. Still, you never knew when you might get scorched.




  In the few photographs I had seen of her Lucile looked disappointingly sedate, but she was the first person in her family to go to college, had marched (it was rumored) with the suffragettes in Washington in 1913, and been treasurer of her father’s company during World War I. After the war, she sailed to France with an all-woman relief unit and spent a year rebuilding ruined villages. But this boldness of hers, so uncharacteristic of her sisters, was combined with a “remoteness,” spoken of by my father with bitterness and longing. Soon after she died, he began to confuse his mother with a small marble statue of Athena that stood on a table in his father’s bedroom.
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  “We were told she was gone,” he told us, again and again, a hundred times, whenever he described how he and his older brother had learned of their mother’s death. “No one ever said where.” Gone. As in hidden away. Kidnapped. Stolen. She was simply waiting to be discovered, I always felt when I listened to this story, like a sarcophagus buried beneath the sands of Egypt. The missing mother, warm, vibrant, capable. The one who could put everything to rights.




  We were told she was gone. No one ever said where.




  Even as a child it struck me as manifestly unfair that someone’s significance could be reduced to her absence.




  OF COURSE PLENTY of people have endured far greater losses than my father and gone on to lead reasonable, even contented lives. But bereavement, like passion, has no proper notion of scale, and what form it takes depends mostly on the character of the mourner. His mother’s death was the cause of all of my father’s failings and mistakes, the reason why his many promising talents — including his singular ability to make another person feel promising and talented, when he chose, which alone should have guaranteed his good fortune — never quite added up to anything. That’s what he believed, and because he did the rest of us did, too. Her absence became the Rosetta stone by which all subsequent family guilt and unhappiness could be decoded, especially a pervasive sense of deficiency. My father was different from his twelve cousins growing up with him on the sloping green lawns of Indian Hill: they had mothers, he did not.




  Something for which he could never forgive them — at least, we never visited our numerous Kroger cousins in Cincinnati and only very rarely on Cape Cod, where they congregated in two enormous gray-shingled houses on the water in Harwich Port, just a few miles from my grandfather’s house in Chatham. They were not like us. For one thing they were Republicans; for another, they did not sit inside and read all day long. The few times I did meet them, the cousins seemed like a sturdy, genial, attractive bunch, briskly sailing their catamarans into Nantucket Sound or organizing tennis games, later having drinks on the lawn, an American flag snapping smartly in the breeze, the men in khakis and boat shoes and seersucker shirts, the women in white sleeveless dresses, which showed off their tanned shoulders. But my father held a mysterious grudge against them, a grudge I could not fathom yet accepted anyway, as children generally accept the grudges held by their parents, because to do otherwise feels disloyal and somehow exposing.




  Perhaps I figured that his cousins had been different from my father from the start. Their fathers played golf, for instance; his played the piano. And on Friday afternoons, while his brother and boy cousins stayed at school for football practice, from which my father was excused for being nearsighted and undersized, he went to the symphony with his father. As a teacher at the conservatory, my grandfather knew most of the orchestra musicians and was usually able to go backstage after a concert. He introduced my father to various luminaries, including Yehudi Menuhin, who would not shake my father’s hand because he was afraid of having his fingers squeezed, and George Enescu, who shook hands vigorously. When Artur Rubenstein came to Cincinnati, my father met him as well; my grandfather and Rubenstein had studied piano with the same teacher in Berlin and were still on first-name basis. (Backstage, my grandfather asked Rubenstein how he handled stage fright. He leaned close and whispered, “Albert, I vomit.”) One afternoon my father went to hear Rachmaninoff, to whom he was not introduced (the maestro declined), though later he was handed a signed program. He remembers watching the great pianist, tall and severe looking with an enormous bald head, stride across the stage of the Music Hall. The audience fell silent. Rachmaninoff sat down at the piano, and when he struck the first chord of his famous Concerto No. 2, collectively the audience shivered. Recalling the effect of that first chord, seven decades later, my father says hoarsely, “It was as if the world had changed.”




  And yet he felt disadvantaged. At dinner every evening, my grandfather lectured to his two young sons about German history, art, music. He talked for hours, filling the emptiness at the dinner table with stories of Beethoven’s deafness, mad Ludwig’s castle, Goethe’s broken heart. My uncle dozed off, dreaming of football; my father listened. He loved history, art, music, but he suspected this was somehow out of order. It wasn’t long before he began to feel smarter, odder, more artistic, less assured than his brother and his cousins, and gradually he developed a sense of separateness that was both superior and envious, and increasingly aggrieved, until finally it alienated him from his entire family.




  SOMEONE ONCE TOLD me that irony is not a defense against feeling, as it’s often understood; instead irony is the expression of intensely mixed feeling. Given that definition, my father is an ironic person. He has mixed feelings about almost everything, which is why he has left so many houses, jobs, wives, even his children. As I have lately been telling myself, it is not that he stopped caring for those places and people or didn’t feel ashamed for letting go of them; it’s more that he could not reconcile those attachments with his yearning for something else, another house, a different woman. Underscored by his perpetual feeling of being wrongfully denied what everyone else seemed to have, though he could not have named what it was. Perhaps this restlessness is also why, late in life, and after trying out various careers and professions (newspaperman, novelist, civil rights activist, academic, psychotherapist), he has chosen to become a poet. Ambivalence being the most resonant string on the poet’s violin.




  How much of my father’s ironic nature has to do with being motherless, a deprived child of privilege, is anybody’s guess, but quite early he began a romance with discontent, which I, at least, his most earnest listener, for many years found enthralling. Unhappiness can be as stirring a narrative, in its way, as war stories or surviving a storm at sea. But now that I am a middle-aged woman, with children and ironies of my own, I find myself growing restless, though in my case it’s with that sense of deficiency. And so one day a few years ago, as I was listening to my father talk about his unhappy childhood, a subject that has obsessed him more and more in the last decade, I thought: My father has missed his mother all his life. Her absence has made him miserable.




  So what if, at the end of his life, he got to have her?




  “THE BIOGRAPHER IS, of course, the prisoner of his subject’s facts,” notes the biographer Geoffrey Wolff, who has specialized in writing about people of whom no one has ever heard including, memorably, his own father, who was a prodigious liar. The subject is, of course, also prisoner of the biographer’s facts. In looking into my grandmother’s life, however, I have an even more basic problem: there are so few facts about her with which to begin. Her letters and papers have been discarded, her house sold; her friends and family all gone, save for an elderly son who has spent most of the last seventy-five years furious at her disappearance and so did nothing to conserve what she left him. Including his inheritance and his family connections. Including his memories. While she has been the defining relationship of my father’s life, until I sent him one several years ago he no longer owned a photograph of his mother.




  And so I’ve decided to find out who she was, so that he might feel some kinship with the person he lost, but also for the simple reason that Lucile is a missing part of our family history, which is my link to general history, though it’s taken me years to reach this conclusion. History becomes most transparent, and most believable, through one’s relatives who lived through it. Without a grandmother I am missing a large piece of the past, and at least in my case, without believing in the past, it’s hard to believe altogether in the present.




  I’d also like to give her a little more time.




  Not that Lucile ever did anything truly remarkable during the time she had, especially compared to the achievements one has come to expect from people who are the subjects of biographies. Nor did she do any of the outrageous destructive things we have come to expect when achievement is not the biographical point. She was an inconsequential figure — in the way that most of us are inconsequential, meaning that we matter only to a few people. Wealthy but not a Rockefeller, nice looking but not beautiful. Not even a rebel, though she was an intellectual, a feminist, and an aesthete in a conservative bourgeois family, whom she did not reject, as might be supposed, even hoped, but instead clung to with great determination. Conventional and restless in almost equal parts, she was strong-willed, practical, highly intelligent, a somewhat abrupt, rather shy woman who lived in a big staid house in Cincinnati. My guess is that she would have disliked the idea of anyone, perhaps especially a granddaughter (so often axe grinding, those granddaughters), presuming to reconstruct her life.




  But then we don’t really choose our subjects, do we, as much as we’d like to think the opposite. Any more than we choose our biographers, for the most part, should we be consequential enough to have them, or our relatives, or what in life and history is going to hold us prisoner.
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II


  The Box in the Attic





  I dreamt the past was never


  past redeeming.




  — RICHARD WILBUR




  




  The last time I visited Cincinnati was at Christmastime in 1973, a few days after my grandfather died. I was twelve years old. We had come from Washington DC for his funeral and then stayed on for a week while my parents got his house in order so that it could be sold. One afternoon when we children had been making too much noise and pestering sweet, palsied, gray-haired Anna, my grandfather’s cook, for kipfels —wonderful sugared crescents made with ground almonds — my father became irritated and told us to go play outside. But it was December, and raining, so instead my mother, who was adroit at figuring out how to divert us and placate my father, led us up a set of narrow backstairs and turned us loose in the attic.




  My grandfather had outlived his wife by more than forty years and in all that time he’d scarcely moved an armchair or shifted the placement of a vase. At least partly because he felt more like a tenant in that house than its owner (in fact, he was a tenant; his sons inherited everything, while he lived off dividends from a trust). But also because he was permanently staggered by his wife’s death; he simply could not accept that he would now be in charge of the life they’d made together, a life that she had designed, for the most part, and paid for, and made sensible, while he sat by, grateful and admiring.




  He was turning fifty when my father was born in 1926, already almost elderly. A man who had spent his entire life studying music, an only child who nearly died of typhoid fever when he was four and forever after thought of himself as frail, even when he was climbing in the Alps. Cared for first by an anxious mother, then by a wealthy wife. Even had he been so inclined, he was afraid to think about marrying again. Afraid of what the Kroger family, especially Lucile’s three sisters, his nearest neighbors, might think of a new bride installed down the road. Afraid even more of his spry, brusque, hard-nosed father-in-law, who had bankrolled everything. But how was he to manage the profound complexities of a big house, ten servants, and two frightened grieving little boys? By not altering anything and asking his mother to come live with him.




  Maybe he also hoped, without admitting it to himself, that if he kept the house just as she left it, his wife would come back. And so nothing much changed after 1932. No new rugs or paintings, no new furniture. For forty years everything kept in the same places, as if some of Lucile’s elemental geometry remained in the precise angles of end tables and chairs.
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  Except in the attic. High above that neatly furnished mausoleum on Indian Hill, the past had become a marvelous bewildering mind-numbing jumble. Ostrich feathers and opera glasses, half-torn receipts for lost purchases, invitations from forgotten acquaintances to forgotten events, unfocused photographs, newspapers gone yellow, cracked china, old books underlined and scribbled with old thoughts, knotted necklaces, stray buttons, collectibles that had lost their reason for being collected. Relic and rubbish and all the confusion that lies in between. Junk. Not heirlooms, which all have approved and edited stories attached. Things. As ephemeral as it may seem, the past is made up crassly of things, most of them unmemorable and therefore free for the taking, and such was the case with my grandfather’s attic.




  It was a long, low-ceilinged room with cork walls and a cork floor that smelled piercingly of cork, and it ran half the length of the house, filled almost to the ceiling with trunks, wooden wardrobes, souvenirs of travel, books, boxes of papers. And, it stands to reason, letters. Most likely diaries and journals as well. Lucile grew up at a time when wealthy, educated women typically kept diaries, if only to track whom they’d seen and where they’d been. The line-a-day type was very popular. “Dined with Mrs. Astor to meet Prince Louis of Battenburg,” reads one entry from Edith Wharton’s line-a-day diary in 1905. The next day’s jottings might be restricted to traffic between Hyde Park and Lenox, Massachusetts. The mix of banality and occasion in those line-a-day diaries, noted mostly without editorial comment, comes closer than any biography to capturing the true texture of someone else’s life, though Wharton could record more occasion and less banality than most of us.




  Given that she was a great reader (and perhaps given that I was just thinking of Edith Wharton), it also occurs to me that Lucile might have tried to write a novel when she was young.




  Novelists run in the family, along with nearsightedness and a certain self-absorption — which also tend to run in novelists. My father wrote a pair of novels when he was in his late twenties, though neither were published (one was a broad farce that was too broad, the other a hostile roman a clef that was too hostile). My older sister is writing one now. Lucile’s sister Gertrude wrote a novel when she was middle aged but thought it was too risqué, so she threw it into the fire, creating, she claimed, “the hottest fire that fireplace ever saw! “




  During her senior year at Wellesley Lucile took a yearlong course on American authors, taught by a reserved, correct male professor named Charles Lowell Young, who was passionate about American writers to the point of evangelism. He loved, in particular, Emerson and the Transcendentalists. On warm spring afternoons he paced back and forth in front of a classroom full of drowsy young women, lecturing in his stiff white celluloid collar, a hectic patch on either cheek, breathing heavily as the hour progressed and his theories became more intricate. His subject: Emerson’s rational control of inspiration. What most of his students heard: heavy breathing. Correctness has its romantic aspects; so does literary fervor. The scarcity of men on the Wellesley campus in 1910 may have also increased Professor Young’s attractions (he was related to the poetic Lowells of Massachusetts); it’s not impossible that Lucile might have hoped to impress him with undergraduate efforts of her own.




  She was a member, too, of the selective Shakespeare Society, Wellesley’s version of a literary Skull and Bones. For her honeymoon, in July of 1923, when she and my grandfather could have gone anywhere, they stayed in Warm Springs, Virginia, at the home of Mary Johnston, the author of To Have and to Hold, a popular novel about the Civil War, and a well-known supporter of women’s suffrage. For pecuniary reasons that affect even popular novelists, Mary Johnston had turned her house into the Three Hills Inn. Virginia in July is not an obvious destination; it is hot and muggy there that time of year, even up in the mountains, particularly if one is also floating in ninety-eight-degree bubbling hot springs, the inn’s major attraction. Virginia Beach makes more sense, especially if you’re traveling all the way from Cincinnati. But Lucile must have admired Miss Johnston’s books (otherwise the visit might have been strained) as well as her politics and wanted to meet her to discuss them.




  So it seems reasonable to wonder whether she ever tried to become an author herself.




  Especially considering that for four years she was an intelligent, literate progressive young college graduate without a job, living in her father’s house. She dabbled in courses in home economics at the University of Cincinnati and considered becoming a practical nurse. She tried to study horticulture. Mostly she supervised the kitchen, making sure her father’s meals were exactly as he wanted them and served precisely at six thirty every evening or he would explode in wrath. A fertile situation for a budding novelist: full of constraint and repression, plus three good meals a day.




  Add a further ingredient: her father, B. H. Kroger, the perfect antagonist. Charismatic, tyrannical, humorous. Widowed and attractive to women (bound to provoke a daughter). A genius at making money, at marketing, at coaxing and bullying people into doing what he wanted when he wanted it. He shouted, he swore, he insulted with breathtaking dexterity. Like most competent people, he could also be extremely kind. Above all, he was oppressive. His pale, clever, bespectacled face peered out from billboards across Cincinnati. His name was emblazoned across storefronts, spelled out on the side of delivery trucks, capitalized in daily newspaper advertisements. KROGER.




  Who wouldn’t want to rebel against such an overweening parent? And what better way to rebel than to turn him into a fictional figure, comic if possible, and trap him between parallel lines on numbered eight-by-eleven-inch pieces of paper, with neat margins, where he must remain, unfinished, until you feel like coming back to him. Also, what better way than writing a novel to make a little room for yourself in a crowded house, where probably no one but you cares much about what you are thinking. Lucile paces the floor of her bedroom devising plots and reading novels — the Bröntes would have been just the ticket for this edgy period — brooding about her sisters’ romantic endeavors (they are all engaged), acting as hostess at her father’s dinner parties and contending with Aunt Ida, her father’s unmarried sister, who as housekeeper holds the keys to everything and orders the household. Irksome when one is twenty-five or -six and believes it’s time to hold the keys to everything oneself.




  But then the war began and everything changed, briefly, startlingly. Lucile was drafted by her father to be his private secretary and act as treasurer of his company, which was growing almost too fast for him to keep up with and by then comprised nearly five thousand stores. Overnight she became an executive, with her own office in the company’s headquarters, her own typewriter, her own shelf of accounting ledgers, her own wooden swivel chair. She had the best head for business of all her father’s children; she knew it and he knew it. Her two younger brothers, Henry and Chester, joined the army. Her sisters stayed home, knitting socks and getting married. Years later her father admitted he would never have sold his company if he could have left it to Lucile. Yet she sat in that office, day after day, with the understanding that she would surrender her chair and its 360-degree turns as soon as “the boys” came home.




  So in between the office and the kitchen, perhaps on her new office typewriter, she writes (perhaps) a bildungsroman. The story of a smart, restive young woman living at home with her domineering father in a provincial midwestern city full of steep hills and middlebrow Germans. A young woman with red hair and a passionate nature, hidden behind a certain reserve. She leaves home for Europe, is briefly exhilaratingly free, dabbles with bohemian life, befriends actors and revolutionaries in cafes, and then falls in love with a dark dashing man she cannot marry. An officer in the French army. Married already? Poor? Suspected of being a fortune hunter? Anyway, they can’t marry. She succumbs to despair. Survives. The last pages find her back in Cincinnati, dolefully deciding to marry a sensitive, palely handsome man who can’t compare with the swashbuckling love she renounced.




  Not much plot or suspense. Dishonest about the rage the heroine feels toward her father, too pious about the forsaken lover. Overwritten in some passages, sketchy in others, and the character of the plucky, independent young midwesterner owes a bit too much to Jane Eyre crossed with a Willa Cather heroine. Embarrassed by the ungainly thing she has created but, like so many first-time novelists, unwilling to toss it out, Lucile carries the manuscript with her through successive house moves and finally stuffs it into a box up in the attic under the eaves.




  Lost Opportunities, she calls it. Or Love’s Regrets. Something that makes her smile ruefully later when she happens upon it by accident, and finger the pages, and be glad that she had put it away.




   




  I did not find a yellowed manuscript of my grandmother’s tucked under the eaves in my grandfather’s attic in 1973. And if I had, I don’t know that I would have bothered to look at it. Like most twelve-year-olds, my interest in the past was mostly ornamental. Of that afternoon in the attic, I recall only opening trunks and trying on wide-brimmed ladies’ hats and an old steel army helmet, peering through a lorgnette, and finding an ancient baby carriage with a cracked bonnet, which my younger sisters and I wheeled squeaking back and forth. And the acrid, pensive smell of mothballs, mixed with cork. I’m almost positive I remember opening a wardrobe and finding a sash like the ones worn by suffragettes when they marched in Washington in 1913 and almost certain I recall a hatbox full of dance cards and music programs (one signed by Rachmaninoff?), but that “almost” is hazardous. These could simply be recollections of what I want to recollect.




  Because while I had always been fascinated by my grandmother, whose early death struck me even then as the keynote of family history, I wasn’t fascinated enough to look closely at all the evidence of her that lay in those boxes and trunks. Like squirrels my sisters and I ran wild among the trunks and tall oak wardrobes of our grandfather’s attic, pillaging and pocketing whatever caught our attention. Usually, antique finery — black gloves and old fox pieces and long white silk scarves — in which we could become stars of our own version of history, which from our perspective was simply the present in old-fashioned clothing (a view shared, interestingly, by many writers of historical fiction). Whatever didn’t concern us immediately, we ignored.




  And my parents weren’t in the attic to supervise. They were downstairs, creaking through shuttered high-ceilinged rooms putting color-coded stickers on etchings and lithographs and Chinese lamps and dividing up the books, the Persian carpets, the china and silver — solely responsible for this task because my tall, humorous uncle Albert, whose drooping mustache and big lower lip made him look like the drinker on the label of Moretti beer, had gone on a bender. Dazed and exhausted, they conferred only when they had to, my father trying to reassess his life now that he had no parent at all, my mother trying to understand why, when his parent had been almost a hundred years old, my father would need to reassess anything. The end of their marriage was beginning, though none of us, not even they, guessed it then.




  Several times that week I searched out my mother as she drifted through those big shrouded rooms on the first floor (though none of the furniture was actually shrouded), her long dark hair loosening from the long clip that held it in a casual chignon, a checklist in her hand. Nominally, she was taking an inventory of the furniture, but I sensed she was taking an inventory of my father, noting whether he was standing too long by the windows facing the garden and its bare syringa hedges, gauging whether he was annoyed by our clamor as we tried to play with an ancient mah-jongg set in the front hall.
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