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For my father and mother



Prologue


WINTER

THE DOORS that are always open have been closed and locked. The windows are shut tight. The shades are drawn. No water runs from the faucets. The toaster—which in the best of times works only if its handle is pinned under the weight of a second, even less functional toaster—is unplugged. The kitchen cupboards are empty except for a stack of napkins, a box of sugar cubes, and eight cans of beer. The porch furniture—six white plastic chairs, two green wooden tables—has been stacked in the dining room. The croquet set, the badminton equipment, the tennis net, and the flag are behind closet doors. The dinghy is turtled on sawhorses in the barn, the oars angled against the wall. The roasted-salt scent of August has given way to the stale smell of mothballs, ashes, mildew.

Here and there are traces of last summer: a striped beach towel tossed on the washing machine, a half-empty shampoo bottle wedged in the wooden slats of the outdoor shower, a fishing lure on the living room mantel, a half-burned log in the fireplace, a sprinkling of sand behind the kitchen door. Dead hornets litter the windowsills. A drowned mouse floats in the lower-bedroom toilet. The most recent entry in the guest book was made five months ago. The top newspaper in the kindling pile is dated September 29. The ship’s clock in the front hall has stopped at 2:45, but whether that was A.M. or P.M. no one can tell.

After gorging on summer for three months, the house has gone into hibernation. They call it the off-season, as if there were a switch in the cellar, next to the circuit breakers, that one flipped to plunge the house from brimming to empty, warm to cold, noisy to silent, light to dark. Outside, too, the world has changed color, from blues, yellows, and greens to grays and browns. The tangle of honeysuckle, Rosa rugosa, and poison ivy that lapped at the porch is a skein of bare branches and vines. The lawn is hard as tundra, brown as burlap. The Benedicts’ house next door, hidden from view when I was last here, is visible through the leafless trees. The woods give up their secrets: old tennis balls, an errant Frisbee, a lost tube of sunblock, a badminton birdie. Out in the bay, the water is the color of steel and spattered with whitecaps; without the presence of boats to lend perspective, the waves look ominously large. On the stony beach, the boardwalk—a set of narrow planks we use to enter the water without spraining our ankles on the algae-slicked rocks—has been piled above the tide line, beyond the reach, we hope, of storms.

A summer house in winter is a forlorn thing. In its proper season, every door is unlocked, every window wide open. People, too, are more open in summer, moving through the house and each other’s lives as freely as the wind. Their schools and offices are distant, their guard is down, their feet are bare. Now as I walk from room to room, shivering in my parka, I have the feeling I’m trespassing, as if I’ve sneaked into a museum at night. Without people to fill it, the house takes on a life of its own. Family photographs seem to breathe, their subjects vivid and laughing and suspended at the most beautiful moments of their youths: my father in his army uniform, about to go off to World War II; my aunt in an evening gown, in a shot taken for a society benefit not long before her death at twenty-eight; my grandfather as a Harvard freshman, poised to win an ice hockey game; my cousins in the summer of 1963, gathered on the sunny lawn. I am older than all of them, even though many are now dead.

In this still house, where is the summer hiding? Perhaps in the mice whose droppings pepper the couch, the bats that brood in the attic eaves, the squirrels that nest in the stairwell walls. They are silent now, but we will hear and see them—and the offspring to which they will soon give birth—in a few months. For if the house is full of memory, it is equally full of anticipation. Dormant life lies everywhere, waiting to be picked up where it left off, like an old friendship after a long absence: that towel ready to be slung over a sweaty shoulder, that tennis ball to be thrown into the air, those chairs to be set out on the porch, that fishing lure to be cast into the bay, that guest book to be inscribed with a day in June. Even on the coldest winter morning, this house holds within it, like a voluptuous flower within a hard seed, the promise of summer.
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I


Arriving

SOMEWHERE north of Wareham, the land began to flatten. Maple and birch gave way to scrub oak and pitch pine, and the air tickled with salt. In the backseat of our overstuffed and overheated Ford station wagon, my younger brother Ned and I stopped playing got-you-last and sat up, alert as bloodhounds. My older brother, Harry, looked up from his Hardy Boys book. We shouted as we spotted each familiar milestone: the first cranberry bog; the first seagull, floating incongruously over an inland ocean of green pine; the first glimpse of salt water, a brackish inlet rimmed with rickety-looking docks, which led, we knew, to a tidal creek, which flowed to the bay, which, at some distant point, emptied into the ocean.

Four decades later, the subtle change in landscape still effects a physical change in me as surely as if I had taken a drug. I breathe faster, my legs go weak, and excitement rises within me like a tide. It is a sweltering August day, but I turn off the air conditioner in our rented red Toyota and roll down the windows. My sweat feels good. In the backseat, six-year-old Susannah, who has been reading Little House on the Prairie and occasionally bursting into “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall” (if Anne and I keep our objections to ourselves, she usually peters out at sixty or seventy), sits up and looks out the window.

“Are we in Cape Cod?”

“Almost,” I say.

Even eighteen-month-old Henry senses something. When Anne points out a boat to him and he puts down his pacifier to repeat the word, he is too excited to ask for it back. After having exceeded the speed limit most of the way from New York City, I find myself, as always, instinctively slowing down here, not because I am more interested in what’s outside my window—although I am—but from habit, as if I have entered my parents’ old bailiwick and they might be watching.

I have been making this trip for forty-two years. My family has been making it for nearly a century, starting in 1903, when my great-grandfather brought his family down by horse and carriage along the dirt road that curled from town to town before this highway was built. In those days, the journey from Boston to Cape Cod took six hours. Today it takes us less than that to get from Manhattan to the Cape. Families came for the entire summer back then. We are staying for a month. But as always, the summer doesn’t begin until we get to the Big House. And as we draw closer, I almost forget for a moment that this will likely be the last time we make this trip.

    *  *  *

    For many years, the highway ended seven miles from the Cape Cod Canal in a jumble of warning signs, flashing lights, and—lest anyone fail to heed these—a cement roadblock. Motorists were forced to detour onto Route 6, an old two-lane thoroughfare ambitiously known as the Cranberry Highway, which made its way to the Bourne Bridge through a gantlet of motels, clam shacks, dairy bars, antiques stores, trailer parks, and bait shops as garish and alluring as a carnival midway, offering a glimpse of what to my dazzled childhood eyes passed for sin: shopping, squalor, bad taste.

As a boy, I longed to browse the Sand ’n Surf Largest Basket and Gift Shop, whose front yard was festooned with lobster pots, fishermen’s nets, duck decoys, cement angels, and every object that could conceivably be fashioned out of wicker, none of which I was tempted to buy, but which, in the aggregate, presented an irresistible vision of plenty. Though we had never been inside the Mezza Luna Restaurant-Lounge, on whose neon sign a silver-haired Italian grandmother was juxtaposed with a suggestively tilted martini glass (budget and tradition limited us to Howard Johnson), I felt as fond of it as if I had been one of its most loyal patrons. And though Katie seemed a rather tame name for a fortune-teller, I would have given anything to know what took place in the white one-room cabin adorned by a hand-painted sign: KATIE’S PALM READING (and whether the proprietor might, perhaps, with a slight spelling change, be moonlighting at Katy’s Beauty Salon next door). I wished we could spend a night at the Starlight Motel—or the White Pines, the Rosewood, or any of a half dozen other motels with beguilingly sentimental names—with its tidy one-room cabins clustered like Monopoly houses around a small, pallid pool, and out front, a wooden VACANCY sign with a removable NO. In front of each cabin was parked a station wagon with a license plate from a distant state. Who were these families? Were their cars full of wicker baskets and cement angels? Were they on their way to a house like mine?

Although my grandfather dismissed such places as “tourist traps,” they were beloved milestones on our annual pilgrimage, as essential to our vision of Cape Cod as any lighthouse or sand dune. Indeed, throughout my youth I assumed that the highway had been deliberately designed to end prematurely so that every motorist could experience Route 6 as a sort of ecological transition zone between mainland and Cape. The real reason, as I would learn many years later, was less practical: the state had planned to link the highway directly to the Bourne Bridge, but the elderly woman who owned the property through which the road would run had refused to sell, fearing that construction would damage local cranberry bogs. For years the issue was argued in the courts, and the road got no farther than that cement wall.

Although a compromise was finally reached ten years ago, and the highway was extended to the bridge, I continue to take the older, slower road. Over the years, most of the gift shops and clam shacks have been supplanted by gas stations, shopping plazas, and health clubs. Each summer we look to see what new stores have opened and which old favorites haven’t survived the winter. Most of the motels have been razed—people prefer to stay in time-shares and condominiums now—but the Starlight still stands, though we never see more than three or four cars parked in front of its dilapidated cottages, and the VACANCY sign is always up. The few antiques stores that remain are antiques themselves. I’m comforted to see that Katie/Katy is still telling fortunes and styling hair, though her cabin now sits cheek by jowl with a Burger King. In downtown Buzzards Bay, the only business that seems to be thriving is the Port O’ Call, a bar whose name frequently turns up in the local newspaper’s police log, and whose always-wide-open door frames a gloomy, seductive darkness even on this bright August afternoon. Everywhere, there is change. Perhaps that’s why I continue to drive this way: it reminds me, by contrast, how little the house we are going to has changed. Indeed, the Big House has always been a place whose very goal is never to change. Now it is on the verge of changing forever.

And then we are lifted into the air by the Bourne Bridge, the great gray rainbow-shaped steel arc that vaults over the western end of the Cape Cod Canal. The bridge has seemingly supernatural powers of levitation—when we cross it I feel that we might drive right off into the sky. When I was a child, my grandmother always told us that if you saw a boat in the canal as you drove over it, you’d have good luck for the entire summer. The bigger the boat, the better the luck. My brothers and I would scan the gray water, claiming each distant tug, sloop, scow, and cruiser. One summer, as we crested the bridge, we were dismayed to see not a single boat—not so much as a dinghy—in the entire canal. We were horrified: What kind of summer awaited us? Just then, Ned let out a cry, and we watched, incredulous, as a massive steel bow nosed out from under the bridge. It belonged to a tanker so large it seemed the sailors on deck could leap onto the bridge and shake our hands. That was the summer I caught my first fish.

This year, we see no such behemoths (the anti-suicide fencing installed several years ago doesn’t make the viewing any easier), but Susannah counts two small sailboats and three sport-fishing boats. “There’s a boat!” she announces, raising herself as high as her seat belt will allow. “And there’s one! And there’s one!”

I used to believe that the Bourne Bridge had been named for its powers of resurrection, its ability to make us feel, as we passed over it, reborn. (In fact, the bridge was named for Jonathan Bourne, a nineteenth-century whaling tycoon who was, by all accounts, a practical and decidedly earthbound man.) For although the gentle, pine-covered hills into which the bridge releases us look little different from what we’ve left behind, we feel we have been delivered to an entirely different place. I still feel this, despite the fact that for nearly thirty years the first things I’ve seen on the far side of the bridge are the words CAPE COD—as if I needed to be told—spelled out in topiary two feet tall on an artificial hill in the Bourne Rotary. To me, this seems an apt synecdoche for what much of the Cape has become: a collection of tacky, self-promoting artifacts around which traffic gradually comes to a standstill. But different generations have different traditions. “‘Cape Cod’ spelled in grass!” says Susannah happily. “I always see that when we come here.”

We follow a back road along the eastern shore of Buzzards Bay, through stretches of pine forest punctuated by clusters of summer cottages. Each turn we make sheds more people, more houses, more cars; adds more salt, more wind, more water. Each turn leads to ever more familiar territory. Susannah calls out landmarks as we pass: “There’s the Singing Bridge!” “There’s the Whack House!” “There’s the Rainbow House!” The roads get increasingly narrow and rough—a soothing regression. And then we come to the edge of the marsh that marks the entrance to our own particular world. On the far side lies Wings Neck, a spit of land that reaches into Buzzards Bay like a gull wing into the sky. Although Wings Neck is technically a peninsula, the marsh makes it seem like an island, separating it from the rest of the world the way a moat defines a castle.

Beyond the marsh, the road disappears into the woods. It gently bends and undulates—up a hill, down a hill, up a hill—in a geological roller coaster exhilarating to a boy on a bicycle. The trees on either side nearly meet overhead. Although the road is never much more than a hundred yards from the water, one would never know it, the woods are so thick. Every so often, a path or a driveway burrows into the pines. Some of the driveways are marked with a family name daubed on a fragment of an oar or a piece of driftwood, but the houses themselves are rarely visible, aside from an occasional gable or chimney. As we pass each driveway, Susannah announces the familiar names. The road turns gradually to the left and heads downhill past a small beach. “There’s the Big Cove!” she exclaims. Nailed high on the trunk of an oak tree at the entrance to a driveway not far beyond the Big Cove is a warped white board that says COLT—a sign so small and so hard to spot that guests often pass right by. We turn in, and, as I hear the crackle of gravel kicking up like popcorn beneath the car, I feel a simultaneous lifting and settling in my heart.

When I was small, our driveway was a source of great pride to me. It was the longest on Wings Neck, and to a child raised in the suburbs, it seemed endless. Like most driveways on the Neck, it was nothing more than a spine of weeds flanked by troughs of dirt and gravel, with occasional handfuls of crushed clamshells discarded after their innards had been slurped up at cocktail parties. I learned to drive on this driveway, sitting on my father’s lap, steering while he worked the pedals, and I know it so well that I could drive it with my eyes closed (and did, many times, as a teenager coming home late from a party, filled with liquor and a youthful belief in my own immortality): the gradual uphill through the pine, oak, and sassafras; the gentle leftward curve past the tennis court; the sharper bend where the path to our neighbor’s house cuts through the woods; and the final straightening as the driveway forks, the right branch leading to the main house, the left to the barn and cottage.

In the cleft of that fork, a decaying wooden sign with faded green letters announces LOOK OUT FOR CHILDREN. (As a child, I was never quite sure whether it was intended to keep visitors from running over us, or to warn them—in the manner of a BEWARE OF DOG sign—that difficult and possibly dangerous youngsters lay ahead.) “‘Look out for children’!” reads Susannah. “But there’s no children on the road now, there’s only children in the car and that’s us!” The sign was put up by my great-grandfather, and the children to whom it originally referred—my grandmother and her brothers—have been dead for many years. Susannah is one of the fourth generation for whom the sign has stood sentinel, although there have been summers when the house was nearly empty, and there were no children to look out for. But when I was a child there were a great many of us. And every time we heard a crackle on the driveway, we would hurry—from the tennis court, from the beach, from the croquet pitch, from the hammock, from the barn—and converge on the car to see who it was. As we turn the last corner now, I half expect to see cousins and aunts and uncles materialize; to see my grandparents emerge from the house, Grandma beaming and waving, and Grandpa, in his worn gray cotton suit and white sneakers, looking on with a quizzical smile. But when we pull up in front of the house, everything is quiet aside from the southwest wind that shakes the tops of the trees, the shush of the waves on the Bluff, and the sound of Susannah (who has, Houdini-like, managed to shed her seat belt, shoes, and socks in the time it has taken to drive up the driveway) crying out in excitement, as she opens the door and leaps from the car, “We’re here!”

When I was a child, this was the moment we had been waiting for all winter. As the car slowed to a stop, my brothers and I would kick off our shoes. Then we’d spring from our seats to run barefoot from place to place, making sure the things we had dreamed of during the last nine months were still there. We’d run down to the beach to test the water with our toes, a foretaste of the hundred swims that lay before us. We’d patrol the rocky shore for sea glass, jingle shells, and the skates’ egg cases that my grandmother called mermaids’ purses (but that to me looked more like devils’ pillows). We’d touch the dinghy from which we’d fish for scup. We’d race across the lawn to the barn, where we’d run our fingers across the winter’s dust that furred the pool table’s protective plastic cover. And then, like the child at supper who saves his favorite food for last, we’d turn to the house.

These days I make a slower, but no less passionate, circuit: I walk to the Bluff to see whether the tide is high or low; I walk the perimeter of the house, past the garden, past the catalpa tree my great-grandfather planted, past the clothesline; I walk out to the huge green barn. Susannah darts about in a delirium, racing through the garden, taking a test ride on the swing, inspecting a daddy longlegs, sniffing the honeysuckle that climbs the piazza. (“Piazza”—the word my grandparents used—always made the simple back porch on which they sipped martinis and watched sailboats go by sound like the balcony of a villa in Capri.) Henry, too, seems intoxicated. Last summer, when he was six months old, he visited Wings Neck for the first time and screamed most of the way there. But when we pulled into the driveway long after dark and lifted him from the car, he looked up, saw the stars, and was suddenly hushed. Over the last few weeks, as we talked to him about the upcoming trip, we wondered whether he would remember this place. Tugging on Anne’s hand, he looks around him at the broad, scraggly lawn, the pine trees beyond. And then, almost as an afterthought, he notices the gigantic building towering above him. He toddles toward it, pointing. “House!” he cries, as if in disbelief. “House! House! House!”

    *  *  *

    It is an extraordinary structure, a massive, four-story, shingle-style house as contorted and fantastic as something a child might build with wooden blocks. My grandmother once wrote that while growing up she had been embarrassed by its whimsical appearance until, reading a book of fairy tales, she came across an illustration of a castle of similar design. The peaked roof, covered with bays, gables, and dormers, is pitched as sharply as a wedge of cheese stood on its rind. The walls are ringed with porches and breezeways. Two huge chimneys lie diagonally along the roof, as if they had toppled during a storm and miraculously come to rest with every brick in place. Children love to count the rooms, of which there are nineteen (or, if you count the bathrooms—as children usually do—twenty-six). There are eleven bedrooms, seven fireplaces, and a warren of closets, cupboards, and crannies that four generations of Wings Neck children have used for games of Sardines. From the water, the house appears to rise from the pines like a ship from an enormous green wave. The most prominent house on Wings Neck, it has been a familiar landmark to generations of sailors approaching the harbor. Several years ago, I was at a party in Boston, talking with someone about sailing in Buzzards Bay, and I mentioned that my grandparents had a summer house on Wings Neck. As I began to describe it, he interrupted me: “Oh, you live in the Ghost House!” Wings Neck children also know it as the Haunted House, the Wicked Witch of the West House, and the House of the Seven Gables. (Actually, it has eight.)

My family calls it, simply, the Big House. Each summer for forty-two years I have traveled here from winter homes across the United States. The Big House is where I learned how to swim, play tennis, sail. The Big House is where I first kissed a girl, first got drunk, first experimented with drugs. My most vivid dreams and nightmares are set here. It is where I read the books my father, grandfather, and great-grandfather read as children, and where I wrote my own first book. It is where I decided to get married. It is where my wife and I buried keepsakes to remind us of two miscarried babies, not far from where my grandfather’s ashes are buried. I have come to recognize the peculiar rattle each window makes in its casement, the luffing of each window shade, the texture of each forest path under my bare feet, the sound of each screen door slamming, the nine-second pause between the beam from Cleveland Ledge Light that stripes my wall as I lie in bed at night. Although I have spent only a month or two here each year for four decades, I have always thought of it as home, if home is the one place that will be in your bones forever.

I am only one of many people who have thought of the Big House as home. It has been a gathering place for my family for five generations. The house has watched over five weddings, four divorces, three deaths, several nervous breakdowns, an untold number of conceptions, and countless birthday parties, anniversaries, and love affairs. My aunts, uncles, and cousins have crisscrossed the country, moving from job to job and from winter home to winter home, but they have always come back. For nearly a century, my family has thought of the Big House as an unchanging place in a changing world, a sanctuary we have assumed we would always be able to return to, as would our children and our children’s children.

And yet—I can hardly believe it even as I write these words—we are selling the Big House. Like many extended families throughout the Northeast whose rambling summer houses were built in another, palmier era, we can no longer afford to keep up the place. The financial issues are entwined with emotional issues far more formidable. The house has come to mean something very different to each of the siblings in my father’s generation who jointly inherited it after my grandmother’s death in 1986. During two years of meetings whose veneer of civility could not wholly conceal the strong feelings that lay beneath, the family was unable to come to an agreement that would enable them to keep any part of the place. Four years ago, it was put up for sale.

For three years, as the real estate market staggered through the economic recession of the early nineties, we received not a single offer. Over the last twelve months, however, as the selling price was lowered and the economy revived, the family has received a flurry of bids, among which the principals are currently choosing. We have come here for what we know may be our last summer.

We lug our bags to the thick green oak door. Instinctively throwing my shoulder against the top while kicking the bottom where the door sticks, I open it wide. Inside, we are enveloped by an unmistakable smell, one that might be difficult for even the most expert chemist to break down, but that seems to be composed, in various measures, of salt, wind, dust, sunlight, moonlight, sand, pine, mildew, mothballs, leather, old books, disintegrating bricks, and dead bluebottle flies. It is a smell so evocative and precious, so irresistibly redolent of both life and decay, that I wonder why it has never been bottled and sold as a perfume.

“It smells like the Big House,” I say.

Susannah laughs happily. “Daddy, it is the Big House.”

For a building this large, the Big House has a surprisingly cramped front hall—no more than a stairwell, really—as if the architect had been impatient with social niceties and decided to devote space only to living itself. As we stand there, familiar objects take shape in the midafternoon shadows: the rack of my great-grandfather’s canes; the blue denim mailbag with my grandmother’s initials; the charcoal portraits of my father and his siblings; the carved wooden buck’s head on the wall, its antlers festooned with baseball caps, battered old Panamas, and Grandma’s broad-brimmed straw gardening bonnet. The hallway, which is several feet lower than the rest of the first floor, receives so little sunlight I feel as if I’m underwater, swimming up toward the mosaic of light that plays in the living room window. Walking up the four stairs that lead to the landing is like stepping up onto the deck of a boat.

This nautical feeling is reinforced by the Chelsea ship’s clock that hangs on the wall directly ahead, next to a haphazardly thumbtacked tide chart. My great-grandfather bought it in 1903, the year he built this house. Round as a porthole, encased in what I used to think was solid gold but is only well-polished brass, it is, nevertheless, the only thing of real value in the house, according to my father. Although summer is the season in which we may be least beholden to time—in which, in fact, we try to ignore its existence—this clock has always been one of the house’s most essential artifacts. As a child I consulted it only to learn how many minutes I had left to play until bedtime, yet I seemed always to be aware of its ticking, and at night I’d wake to hear it tolling downstairs, a surprisingly dainty sound, and try to decipher, in my sleepiness, the confusing mathematics of ship’s bells, which chime every half hour, up to eight chimes. Did seven chimes mean that it was 11:30 P.M. or 3:30 A.M.? I felt as if I were a sailor and the house a boat, floating somewhere on the Atlantic. Although not much larger than a saucer, the clock was so solid and magisterial-looking that I half believed it kept time not just for this house but for the entire world, at least during the summer. Indeed, as the clock approached the end of its weeklong cycle and began to slow down, it almost seemed that everything was growing lethargic, and that time itself might soon grind to a halt.

My father says that when the Big House is sold, the clock is the only thing he wants from it, although when I ask him why, he can’t explain, other than to say, “I’ve always wound that clock. And when I was a boy I watched my grandfather wind that clock.” Like my father, I find the act deeply satisfying. Using two hands, as on a ship’s wheel, I unscrew the brass-rimmed glass cover, its heaviness and finely beveled threads giving me the sensation of spinning the tumblers of an expensive safe. Rummaging among the golf tees, thumbtacks, rubber bands, and pennies in the wooden bowl on the shelf, I fish out the brass key. Fitting it into the square slot in the face of the clock—a strangely intrusive gesture—I turn it to gradually increasing resistance, and the ticking begins, metallic and light as the clicking of a barber’s scissors. As I wind this clock, the traditional first ritual of opening the house, I feel, in a larger sense, that I am starting time again, starting the summer, setting the heart of this house, here in this narrow hallway, to beating once more.

While Anne takes Henry upstairs to unpack, I dump the contents of my pockets—wallet, change, keys—on the sideboard in the dining room, a symbolic stripping down. Then I walk from room to room, raising windows, noting another broken sash cord, checking on leaks, opening the two ancient refrigerators, turning on the hot water heater in the cellar. I’m not just taking inventory, I’m greeting the house. As I go, I find myself touching things to make sure they’re still there, the way Henry, even though he no longer nurses, keeps a tiny, proprietary hand on Anne’s breast when they snuggle. I trace the gold-leaf letters on my great-grandmother’s set of Dickens in the living room bookcase; I run my finger over the bone-handled silverware; I notice to what letter my grandfather’s dictionary is open on its stand; I slide the guest book from the desk in the corner of the living room and read the latest entry. As I see once again the worn spot on the pantry door where hundreds of hands have opened and closed it, the graffiti of white scratchings inscribed by thousands of matches on the ash-blackened fireplace, the pentimento of labels (DOUBLE FITTED, TWIN FLAT) on the linen closet shelves, I feel an interlayering of generations that is delicious but slightly disorienting. Each room holds so many memories that its contents are measurable not just in three dimensions but in a fourth—time. Here and there I intersect with Susannah, who is making a nostalgic tour of her own, revisiting her favorite things from summers past: the small wooden rocking horse in the living room, the blocks in the third-floor Playroom, the set of Beatrix Potter books in the Little Nursery. “I drank from that little blue glass last year; I’m going to drink from it again this year,” she tells me, fondling my grandmother’s miniature plastic water glasses in the pantry.

I have always done this fossicking, like a dog sniffing out its territory, although on recent visits I have had a more practical reason for doing so. For the last four years, we have been renting out the Big House for most of the summer to help cover the cost of taxes and maintenance. Each time I arrive after renters have been here, I cannot help feeling as if I’m entering the house after a burglary. Nothing is broken or missing today, but traces of occupation are everywhere: dishes misshelved in the pantry; twelve garbage bags of soda cans, wine bottles, and milk jugs in the back hall; a Tupperware container, housing a brownish lump I can’t identify, in the freezer. The front hall is stippled with dust balls, the kitchen floor hasn’t been swept, and the screens on the piazza doors are ripped. The badminton net has been set up on the side lawn, where croquet is usually laid out. The lawn itself is strewn with cigarette butts and stray tennis balls. The barbecue sits in the garden, far from its accustomed place on the kitchen porch. I know these small changes are no more than a foretaste of what will happen after the house is sold. But things have been the same here for so long that any deviation rankles. I return the dictionary stand from the dining room to the living room, the ladder-back chairs from the porch to the dining room. It’s not that I want things pristine; in fact, I prefer a slight disorder, but I want it to be our disorder.

Then we settle in. When I was a child, I usually slept in one of the former maids’ rooms in the kitchen wing, and I recall the excitement I felt on returning to it after nine months’ absence. Anne and I have graduated to a large, sunny room overlooking the bay, the door of which has a sign that says GRANDMA’S BEDROOM. There are signs on most of the bedroom doors, painted in the early sixties by my mother and our baby-sitter, who came from a neighboring Wings Neck family. Each bears the room’s name and a watercolor of a flower or a bird. The paint has faded, but we still call the rooms by these names: Grandma’s Bedroom, Grandma’s Dressing Room, Grandpa’s Dressing Room, the Little Nursery, the Yellow Room, the Sunny Room, Oliver’s Garden Bedroom, the Balcony Room. (The signs have the effect of freezing these rooms in time. Thus, the small bedroom under the eaves on the third floor is still known as Mariah’s Room—after the nurse who cared for my father and his siblings in the twenties and thirties—although Mariah has been dead for decades.) I help Anne make the bed. I hide my papers, my office telephone list, and everything else that says New York in the back of a drawer. Meanwhile, Susannah arranges her things in Grandma’s Dressing Room, a large, airy chamber with two single beds and a chaise longue. She thinks of it as her room, her favorite, she says, in all the world. As usual, she takes the bed by the west window, from which, at night, she can see the stars over the bay.

As soon as we are unpacked, we head down to the Bluff, the name we have always used for the rocky beach that rings the house on two sides. The house sits on a promontory. When you walk from the house toward the bay, you can’t see the beach, so it looks as if you are walking straight off into deep water. “I’ll race you,” says Susannah, and we run across the back lawn, then make our way down the rickety wooden stairs to the beach. “Be careful, because it’s very steep and there’s poison ivy,” she says, before I can say it. It’s windy and the waves crash on the rocks. The end of the boardwalk has broken off and washed away. Susannah makes a beeline for the driftwood clubhouse she made last year; she’s excited to find many of the planks still there. We pick up sea glass, throwing back pieces that haven’t been rubbed smooth and translucent so that—according to Susannah, who doesn’t believe we’re really selling the house—“we can find them again next year.” Bare for the first time this summer, our tender feet cringe from the stones and boat shells. We seek the soft furl of seaweed at the tide line.

Henry, who graduated from crawling not so long ago, does not wish to be carried to the water. He insists on walking: a perilous journey over rocks that to him must seem the size of boulders. As he picks his way along, holding Anne’s hand, I can see his feet already making instinctive choices: when he steps on a thin, sharper rock, before planting too much weight on it he steps off onto a lower, flatter one. It takes them five minutes to travel the ten yards to the water’s edge. When they get there, he points at the waves as they approach his toes. “Ocean,” says Anne. He repeats the word. Then he points at a sloop coming into the harbor. “Boat,” he says. He points at a cormorant flying low over the water toward the setting sun. “Bird!” He points out the faint half-moon in the pale sky and says, “Me!” (That’s his word for moon.) He is pointing out all the things I love about this place.

That night, after the children are asleep, Anne and I lie in bed listening to the wind. I love the sound of wind, whether it is soughing through the pines in the Sierras or whistling around the steel and stone corners of lower Manhattan. But there is something especially eloquent about the sound of wind coming off water. As a child, I liked the idea that the very wind that knocked against my bedroom window had originated far out to sea. The Big House looks directly down Buzzards Bay, and thus faces directly into what people around here call the “teeth” of the prevailing southwest wind. The Wampanoag Indians, who lived on Cape Cod before the arrival of the Pilgrims, called this wind Sowwanin, “the wind of good fortune,” and believed it blew departed souls to the land of plenty. When the wind races up Buzzards Bay, as it does almost every afternoon, it plays the Big House like a flute. Each year, the wind and rain further erode the corners of the eaves and the window frames, creating an ever more pliant, ever-louder instrument. By now the house is so worn that even the gentlest breeze can produce a sigh.

In a heavy wind like tonight’s, I can hear several different parts, each of which, as I lie in bed, I like to separate and identify. There is the low, querulous whistle of the wind in the eaves, its pitch fluctuating with the air’s changing velocity—in big gusts it spikes a higher, flighty soprano that reminds me of my grandmother singing. This is surmounted by a sharper descant at the very peak of the attic, the way a perfect, resonant note sung in a cathedral may produce a hovering fifth. In the background, you can hear the general whoosh of the wind through the trees. The farther up you go in the Big House, the higher and louder the sound, so that as you walk upstairs, you hear a gradual crescendo, and by the time you reach the third floor, it’s so loud that as a child I liked to believe that the Big House Playroom had been the setting for the George MacDonald tale At the Back of the North Wind.

Then there is the syncopated rattling of the windows in their casements, a sound that kept me awake as a child until I could account for every last shudder. Even now, I like to figure out where each individual rattle is coming from, whether it be the mutter of the leftmost window on the west wall of Grandma’s Dressing Room; the sporadic banging of the windows in Oliver’s Garden Bedroom, which sounds just like someone rapping at the door, pausing, then rapping again; or the insistent quiver of the Playroom windows, which sounds like someone pacing the third floor. The house has sixty-seven windows and, in a big wind like tonight’s, almost every one of them joins the chorus. (I have often wondered whether it might be possible, if one hurried from room to room, from floor to floor, opening and closing windows to various heights, for the wind to produce some faintly recognizable melody, the way we used to fill soda bottles to different levels in order to puff out “Three Blind Mice.”) And there is a percussion accompaniment: the smack of the green window shades as they are sucked against the frames and released, the occasional slam of a distant door. Underlying all of these is the steady ssssssh of the waves on the Bluff.

The sound of the wind is one of the first things visitors notice about the Big House. Some find it exciting. Some write in the guest book about its soothing, soporific effect. Some are frightened by it and feel it’s a sure sign that the house is haunted. To me, the sound of the wind is as much a part of the house as the ivy on the trellis or the chimneys on the roof. Indeed, when I read The Merchant of Venice in eighth grade, I imagined that the music of the spheres must sound like the wind through the Big House. And later, I chose to relocate a favorite T. S. Eliot poem, “Rhapsody on a Windy Night,” from the back streets of London to Buzzards Bay.

“Oh, if only these walls could talk,” guests in the Big House often say. I’ve always felt the walls do talk, and the sound they make is sometimes a wail, sometimes a sigh, and sometimes a joyous hullabaloo. The wind seems to come not from outside but from inside. To me it is the house’s song, a blend of the voices of all the people who have lived here over the last hundred years. Now that we are selling the house, the voices sound more urgent than ever, trying to make themselves heard. And as I lie here, Anne sleeping beside me, Susannah in Grandma’s Dressing Room, Henry in the Little Nursery, I wonder: When the house is sold, what will happen to the wind?



II


The Family Tree

SUSANNAH has developed an interest in her ancestry. A few nights ago, at the Big House dining table, we sketched out her family tree. On my half of the page, we filled in the brackets back through the First World War, past the turn of the century, past the Civil War: a dendriform thicket with so many limbs, boughs, and twigs that Susannah’s handwriting shrank to near-illegibility. We were still going strong when it was time for bed. Anne’s half, however, was mostly empty. Although she can trace her roots on her mother’s side back to Mormon pioneers who traveled to Utah in covered wagons, the paternal line comes to a halt at her grandparents, Russian Jews who fled the pogroms at the turn of the century. She does not even know her great-grandparents’ names. The Fadimans had no old family portraits to hang on their walls, no crumbling photograph albums, no boxes of disintegrating letters. Was this sad? Was this enviable? Both, I felt. A few years ago, a cousin of Anne’s hired a genealogist to try to fill in some of the gaps in the Fadiman family tree. “Your family doesn’t need to hire a genealogist,” Anne told me. “Everyone in it is a genealogist.”

In the Big House, family seeped into us like the salt air or the mildew—not only in the form of the cousins and aunts who kept its sixteen beds full throughout my youth, but in the ancestors who lurked in every corner. In the attic there were trunkfuls of photos of unidentified relatives: women in chin-to-toe dresses sitting on the porches of Victorian houses; Union officers posed like schoolboys in a studio before going off to battle; debutantes in gauzily lit Bachrach portraits on thick, creamy poster board. The desk drawers held unfinished family trees, old leather-bound guest books, typed lists of birth and death dates, notes to distant cousins tracking down information on still-more-distant cousins. Cloistered behind the latticed glass doors of the elaborately carved breakfront in the dining room, on each end of which a hooded monk prayed atop a scroll, were the family books: hymnals, prayer books, biographies, genealogies, bound collections of correspondence, privately printed memoirs dictated by elderly forebears “for the sake of my children and my children’s children.” When I was a boy, the bookcase would swell with humidity each summer until it seemed an impenetrable ancestral tomb. I’d finally pry open the doors with a butter knife, and a faint, damp warmth would creep out, like the sigh of a very small ghost.

I was the archaeologist; my ancestors were the bones. As I unearthed each one—the captain killed in King Philip’s War; the seventeenth-century bride whose father gave her her weight in shillings as a wedding gift; the farmer who tethered his cow on Boston Common; the great-great-great-great-grandfather who fought the British at Lexington; the girl who was kissed on the hand by the Marquis de Lafayette; the great-great-great-uncle who married Ralph Waldo Emerson’s daughter; the great-great-grandfather who was wounded at Gettysburg—I was surprised to learn that my family had been present at important events, that we had once been players in a way we no longer were. This made me feel larger (I was related to famous people!). But it also made me feel smaller, a speck in a long ancestral line, not entirely free to be me because it had been ordained, long before I was born, that I was one of them.

    *  *  *

    In the attic of the Big House, among the trunks and hatboxes, there stood a curious object made of wood, steel, and asbestos. My brothers and I thought it might be an animal trap, or perhaps a primitive portable toilet—a companion piece to the enameled chamber pots, also stored in the attic, that we giggled over as we imagined them in use by our distinguished ancestors. It was, in fact, an Aladdin Oven, a sort of primitive Crock-Pot invented by our great-great-grandfather, Edward Atkinson.

Born in 1827, Atkinson was a Brahmin of orthodox lineage (his antecedents had come to America around 1630) who had been headed for Harvard—a fact he found it necessary to mention frequently in his writings—when the family merchant business failed. At the age of fifteen, he went to work unpacking crates in a dry goods store for thirty dollars a year. I have always wondered to what extent his subsequent career represented an attempt to compensate for his lack of formal education. Judging from his papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society—82 letter books (at 1,000 pages per volume), 45 boxes of miscellaneous correspondence, and more than 250 polemical pamphlets—Atkinson never saw an editorial that didn’t need amending, a cause that didn’t need defending, a congressman who didn’t need correcting, or a young man (including Henry Adams, who praised him in The Education) who didn’t need career advice. He contributed regularly to the The Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s Weekly, the North American Review, and The Nation, which he had helped found. A self-taught economist, he became the treasurer of several cotton mills, counseled Lincoln on the South’s financial future, and served as a behind-the-scenes adviser to Grant, Garfield, and Cleveland. An abolitionist, he raised money to ship John Brown some of the rifles he would use in the uprising at Harpers Ferry. An integrationist, he helped establish schools for newly freed slaves. “One thing will be easily granted by the reader;” wrote Mark Twain in Life on the Mississippi, citing Atkinson’s position on river management, “that an opinion from Mr. Edward Atkinson, upon any vast national commercial matter, comes as near ranking as authority, as can the opinion of any individual in the Union.”

But the achievement my great-great-grandfather was proudest of, that he thought would be of most lasting value to his country, was the contraption we found in the attic. It was his quixotic hope that the Aladdin Oven would enable working-class families to prepare inexpensive, nutritious foods. For a time, Aladdins were used at the Tuskegee Institute, the Elmira State Reformatory, and Chicago’s Hull House. In the 1890s, Atkinson helped set up the New England Kitchen, a take-out restaurant in a blue-collar Boston neighborhood that sold Aladdin-cooked renditions of all the spectacularly drab Yankee classics I hated as a child: clam chowder, succotash, creamed codfish, corn mush, boiled hominy, baked beans, brown bread, Indian pudding, apple pandowdy. The Kitchen was awarded a contract to provide lunches for all nine Boston high schools—the first school lunch program in the country.

Although the citizens of New York City, Philadelphia, Providence, and Chicago were subjected to my great-great-grandfather’s recipes when his restaurant opened branches there, the Aladdin never achieved widespread acceptance. Boston’s immigrants rejected the bland New England food cooked on the Aladdin in favor of the spicier cuisine of their homelands. “I don’t want to eat what’s good for me—I’d rather eat what I’d rather,” commented one woman after swallowing a sample. Labor organizer Eugene Debs derided the oven’s inventor as “Shinbone Atkinson” and claimed he was looking for an excuse to reduce workers’ wages. There were technical kinks, too: the Aladdin, which was heated by a kerosene lamp, took five hours to reach the boiling point and had an alarming tendency, if left unattended, to burn through the table on which it stood. Nevertheless, Atkinson continued, with a touch of obstinate pride, to have all his own meals prepared on the Aladdin—as well as those of his guests (governors, college presidents, Ceylonese monks), whose patience was tried not only by the menu but by the lectures their portly, white-bearded host gave between courses on the merits of his invention. “I do not remember what we had,” recalled a friend, “but it all took a very long time.”

It is not surprising that such an unconventional father would have unconventional children. I grew up hearing stories about the “Ats,” as the Atkinsons liked to call themselves, an eccentric crew of seven siblings raised in comfort (except for the bill of fare) on Heath Hill, a rambling estate in Brookline, overlooking Boston, built by the wealthy family into which Edward Atkinson had married. There was Charlie, who, after being deemed most likely to succeed in Harvard’s Class of 1885—among other achievements, he held the intercollegiate high-jump record—had a nervous breakdown and lived out the rest of his life in the care of an attendant in rural Vermont. There was Carla, a painter and political activist who chained herself to the railing of the Boston State House in order to protest the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti. There was Robert, who made pocket money at Harvard by performing as a one-man band, simultaneously playing piano, harmonica, kettledrum, Turkish cymbals, castanets, bells, and “humanotone,” an instrument that, worn on the nose, produced a sound midway between that of a flute and a clarinet. (Alas, Robert married what family members sniffily referred to as a “Page from Philadelphia,” who, not understanding that euphonious nose blowing and the culture of the Boston Brahmin were an excellent fit, vetoed his musical career and provided an object lesson for the rest of the family: Marry Bostonians.) There was Mary, a fine pianist. There was Anna, a mainstay of the Atkinson family chorus, which serenaded her father’s guests while they awaited their Aladdin-cooked dinners. And there were the two brothers whose talent (on the one hand) and money (on the other) combined to build the Big House: William, its brilliant and eccentric architect, and Edward W., universally known as Ned, its owner, the eldest At son.

Every Brahmin family needs a member like Ned Atkinson, the prosperous striver who plays straight man to his insolvent, idealistic, humanotone-playing siblings. After graduating from Harvard, where he rowed crew, he worked for a company that imported machinery and raw materials for textile mills; by twenty-seven, when he became a full partner, its name was changed to Atkinson, Haserick & Company. After the deaths of his parents, he moved into the family home on Heath Hill, began to support his siblings financially, and became the stable emotional center around which the Ats revolved.

I grew up staring at a gold-framed portrait of Ned Atkinson: an extraordinarily handsome, fit-looking man with turquoise eyes, a thick, brown, upturned mustache, and the Atkinson nose (prominent and pointed). He wears a three-piece suit, a red tie, a gold stickpin, a gold fob. The impression is one of bankerly solidity: he looks important, but he doesn’t look fun. By all reports, however, he was both—what in his day was known as a “hail-fellow-well-met.” Atkinson belonged to fifteen clubs. He smoked oversized cigars and ate oversized meals. He was an avid sailor and a natural athlete who took up ice-skating in his fifties. (A rusty trophy in Mariah’s Room attests that in 1919, at the age of sixty, he won the pairs championship at the Boston Skating Club, which he had founded, with a Mrs. Channing Frothingham.) He was something of a philanthropist, who, in addition to supporting his siblings, his church, and the usual Brahmin cultural institutions, helped sponsor the great African-American tenor Roland Hayes in the early years of his career, when Boston impresarios were unwilling to offer their stages to black performers. Atkinson himself had a powerful baritone that he rarely hesitated to use. My aunt Ellen remembers being woken each morning in the Big House by the sound of scales; my father still occasionally bursts into one of the Irish ditties his grandfather used to sing as they rode in the backseat of the family’s chauffeured car. His voice was known far beyond Boston and Wings Neck. In the thirties, when my great-uncle Chis, then a Washington correspondent for the Wall Street Journal, was at a White House dinner, he found himself standing next to President Franklin Roosevelt when the band struck up “The Yellow Rose of Texas.”

“Mr. President, have you ever heard Ned Atkinson sing that song?” my uncle asked.

“I certainly have,” the president answered.

    *  *  *

    Ned Atkinson did not make the same mistake as his exogamous brother Robert: he married a Boston Brahmin—and not just any Brahmin, but a granddaughter of John Murray Forbes, a legendary Bostonian “merchant-prince,” who by the age of twenty-four had amassed one of the country’s largest fortunes by sailing tea and silk out of China and sailing cotton, tobacco, and opium in. (The moral ramifications of the opium trade were only partly appreciated, and completely ignored, at the time. “It was commonly asserted,” wrote historian Samuel Eliot Morison, “that opium had no more effect on the Chinese than rum on Yankees.”)

In 1857, Forbes had used the profits to purchase Naushon, a seven-mile-long island southwest of Cape Cod (and eleven miles south of Wings Neck), and due in large part to the money he left behind, his lineal descendants have been able to enjoy it as a communal summer retreat ever since. There is little doubt about who qualifies for this privilege, as the Forbes family tree, painstakingly maintained and updated by a cadre of aunts, is currently laid out on all four walls of a Naushon barn. In a kind of genealogical spiderweb that struck Anne speechless the first time she saw it, each of the six branches of the family is represented by a different color of yarn (more than two hundred yards in all), tracing its way through the burgeoning generations from John Murray Forbes to his 106 great-great-great-great-grandchildren. Whenever I look at the small piece of green cardboard in the northwest corner that says “George Howe Colt—m. Anne Fadiman, children Susannah Fadiman Colt and Henry Clifton Fadiman Colt,” which is connected by five lengths of yarn to the blue piece of cardboard that contains the names of my great-great-great-grandparents, I feel literally tied to the past. Tied, and also tied down, like Gulliver trussed up in Lilliput. But I’m clearly not the only family member who has felt the need to break, or at least stretch, the ancestral yarn. The names on the walls are accompanied by photographs. In the first few generations, everyone looks alike, but beginning in the 1960s, the tree becomes a veritable Rainbow Coalition of African husbands, Japanese wives, and adopted Guatemalan babies.

In the nineteenth century, as now, Naushon had no written rules, but it did have a set of mores and traditions no less hallowed for their informality. Among these was that the small ferry to the mainland always left on time. One Monday morning, I’m told, my great-grandfather Ned Atkinson, who had an important meeting that day, was late for the early boat that allowed businessmen to catch a train to Boston for the beginning of the workweek. He arrived at the wharf just as the boat cast off. Although he called out to the captain, his entreaties were ignored, and the ferry steamed out of the harbor, leaving him harrumphing on the dock.

One morning not long afterward, Ned Atkinson again took the early boat—this time taking care to be on board well before its scheduled departure. But when the hour arrived, the ferry did not budge. A few minutes later, he saw why: the great John Murray Forbes himself, his gnomelike face topped, no doubt, by his favorite lumpish hat, was strolling in a leisurely fashion down to the dock. As soon as Forbes stepped on board, the ferry left. I can imagine that my famously scrupulous great-grandfather was apoplectic (inwardly, of course). He vowed never again to set foot on Naushon. He also decided to establish a summer retreat of his own, where, if rules were to be made, he would be the one to make them.

He was true to his word. Ned Atkinson never returned to Naushon, and several years later, at Wings Neck, he broke ground for the Big House.

    *  *  *

    There is hardly anyone on the walls or in the albums of the Big House who was not born in or near Boston. In 1859, the year of Ned Atkinson’s birth, Boston was the centerpiece of what Van Wyck Brooks called “the flowering of New England”: the nation’s literary and artistic headquarters, the city where future presidents were educated, the fertile breeding ground for all the new isms—Unitarianism, Transcendentalism, abolitionism, feminism. “Boston commands special attention as the town which was appointed by the destiny of nations to lead the Civilization of North America,” proclaimed Emerson. North America? Too small! To Oliver Wendell Holmes, it was nothing less than “the hub of the solar system.”

Until my own generation, everyone in the Hub, it was said, knew everyone—although “everyone,” of course, meant only the small sliver of Boston that constituted the Brahmin upper crust. My grandfather told his children that, by the end of his freshman year at Harvard, he could walk down Commonwealth Avenue as far as Hereford Street and know the name of the family behind each door. (On the other hand, if he’d turned left and walked ten blocks to the South End, he wouldn’t have known a soul.) Marriages between second cousins were common; marriages between firsts were not unheard of. It was a society no less inbred than backwoods Appalachia—and, given its incidence of mental illness and alcoholism, may have similarly suffered from a lack of hybrid vigor. When I was a child, it seemed that every adult I met on Wings Neck was known not as Mr. or Mrs. but as Cousin or Aunt or Sister—some of them indeed relatives by blood, but most of them relatives by social class. The incestuousness of Brahmin nomenclature reached its semantic apogee in a neighbor who was introduced to me as “Cousin Sister.” Marry outside Boston—even a Page from Philadelphia—and tongues would cluck. Marry a Nobody from Michigan (as a friend’s grandmother did), and your name was likely to be dropped from “the lists”—the tally sheets of those deemed worthy of invitation to the waltzes, balls, and “evenings” that constituted Boston’s social season.

The same families that had campaigned for progressive causes through much of the nineteenth century had become timorous xenophobes by the dawn of the twentieth, when “newcomers” outnumbered descendants of colonial stock by nearly three to one. In “Boston: Notes on a Barbarian Invasion,” an article published in Harper’s in 1928, Elmer Davis compared the arrival of the Irish in Boston to the Ostrogoth takeover of ancient Rome: “The old Bostonians, like the old Romans, keep out of their way, hiding in the crumbling palaces, each race despising and envying the other.” The painter Thomas Gold Appleton coined the phrase “Cold Roast Boston” (referring to the Brahmin habit of serving roast beef every Sunday and cold roast beef the next day) to describe the stuffy parsimony of Brahmin society. “The best thing about Boston is the Merchant’s Limited train going home,” became the stock line of visiting Manhattan debutantes. Uncomfortable with the present, upper-class Boston turned for comfort to the past, first living off family money, and then, when that dwindled, trying to bask in the increasingly dim glow cast by once-powerful family names. “Boston—wrinkled, spindly-legged, depleted of nearly all her spiritual and cutaneous oils, provincial, self-esteeming—has gone on spending and spending her inflated bills of pure reputation, decade after decade,” wrote Elizabeth Hardwick in an infamous 1959 essay. “Now, one supposes it is all over at last.”

Indeed, by the time I was growing up in the sixties, it was hard to think of Boston as the hub of anything, let alone the universe. Much of Brahmin Boston had fled to the suburbs, and the empty downtown was a pale echo of its former self, like the ghostly horseshoe crab moltings we found on the Big House Bluff. There were a few pockets of resistance left, to which my grandmother escorted us from our suburban home: the hushed parlors of the Chilton Club; the acoustically perfect crucible of Symphony Hall; the gilt splendor of the Copley Plaza. The seven-story Romanesque headquarters of the S. S. Pierce Company, which had been serving Brahmin epicures (an oxymoron?) since 1831, had recently been replaced by a Back Bay parking lot, though my grandparents could still get their claret sauce delivered by telephone order. People still called the Brookline Country Club “The Country Club” and the Harvard-Yale football game “The Game,” but ironic quotation marks were likely to be vocally implied. At family gatherings we still encountered people who were defined by their having quarterbacked the Harvard football team or stroked the St. Something’s crew—people of whom it was said, as it would later be said of my own grandparents, “Well, you should have known them when they were young”—but of course they were all silver-haired. An increasing number of Boston WASPs were rebelling: marrying Catholics or people from Michigan, moving to New York, or becoming carpenters. (“From shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations,” a family friend dryly observed.)

The Brahmin influence was vastly diluted in the suburban Boston home in which I grew up. Although my father took us to Harvard football games and my mother occasionally performed in Nucleus Club shows with my grandmother, my parents both worked full-time and were too busy making ends meet—albeit in order to put us through private schools—to reflect much on ancestral glories. I remember finding a copy of the Social Register on a family bookshelf when I was a teenager and being baffled not only by its obscure code (P meant Princeton, M meant the Myopia Hunt Club) and its bizarre vocabulary (I was a “Junior Mister,” vacation homes were “dilatory domiciles”), but by its purpose. I certainly never saw my parents use the thing. Around the same time, they dutifully scraped together the money to enroll me in Miss Souther’s, the venerable dancing school, lodged in a decrepit old auditorium in Jamaica Plain, where my father and grandmother had learned to waltz. Stuffed into a hand-me-down blue blazer, my sweaty palm resting on the exposed back of a girl officially certified as a Brahmin by what remained of “the lists,” I struggled to master the box step, my feet stumbling as the ancient Miss Souther herself barked “right and left and left and right and left and right and right and left.” My parents, bless them, didn’t make me return.

Proper Boston may have been fading, but proper Bostonians still had their summer places, where nothing changed, where nothing had to change, where the best part of old Boston, it seemed, lived on. Here, on their tennis courts, in their leaky wooden boats, and on their rocky beaches, they did the same things they had always done, and were thereby allowed, in a certain sense, to stay forever young. I have often heard people call Wings Neck—and other summer communities like it—a retreat. And it was, it seems to me now, not only a retreat from the city, but a retreat from the ever-changing present into a safer, more orderly past, a past in which Boston—and our family—was still in its full flower. I cannot deny that as a child, I felt a thrill when my grandmother began a story with the words “Your great-great-grandfather, who fought Stonewall Jackson at the Battle of Cedar Mountain . . .” Or that part of me envied the casual sureness with which my grandmother spoke of “Alice Howland, née Forbes,” or when my great-uncle Chis described someone by saying “He didn’t make the A.D.,” and the grown-ups nodded as if nothing more need be said. Or that, leafing through the gilt-edged pages of the Big House guest books, I felt a sense of wonder at seeing all those names lead from my great-grandfather’s elegantly inked signature to my own felt-tipped scrawl. Or that, on a summer evening, looking from the ancestral portraits on the walls to the three generations of faces around the Big House dining table, I felt swollen with pride at being part of this family.



III


1963

WHEN I THINK of the Big House—and my family—at its greatest glory, I recall hot August weekends circa 1963, when I was eight or nine. The house was filled with cousins; the dining table swelled with extra leaves; the second refrigerator was pressed into service; and every morning the frying pan turned out enough bacon to feed, as my grandfather put it, “a small army.”

I slept in the kitchen wing with my brothers and cousins. Its steep stairs, low-ceilinged hallway, and small, sparsely furnished rooms led us to believe that this part of the house had been made expressly for children, but it had, of course, been designed for servants, back in the days when there were servants. The room I shared with my cousin Oliver overlooked the bay. Each morning the smell of bacon lured us downstairs to the kitchen, where my grandfather was hunched over the stove, an apron over his worn gray suit, straightening the slices that lay cooling on a paper towel. We sat down at the vast, square kitchen table, reaching for condiments we didn’t really want so we’d have an excuse to spin the lazy Susan (and wonder about the slothful girl for whom this marvelous apparatus had been named) while Grandpa padded back and forth in his sneakers, ferrying poached eggs, sausage patties, apricot nectar, and steaming bowls of Cream of Wheat topped with butter and brown sugar.

Grandpa was particular about food. Once a week, a delivery truck from S. S. Pierce would pull up at the kitchen door. Only Jones sausages, Hellmann’s mayonnaise, and Keiller’s Dundee marmalade—spooned from a cream-colored ceramic jar that, emptied and cleaned, would be used to hold pencils—would do. Our eggs, purchased from a small farm in Sandwich, were topped with Roman Spice, an herb blend Grandpa told us had been used by emperors in 100 B.C. If a grandchild reached for a slice of bacon tinged with what he deemed excessive fat, he’d say, “You don’t want that, old boy. That’s not fit for human consumption.” Into the garbage it would go (the only instance I can remember in which anything of possible utility was ever thrown out in the Big House). At the time, this fastidiousness seemed generous: nothing, it seemed to say, was too good for us. Later, I would see that my grandfather applied similarly uncompromising standards to people, and I worried that if he found even an ounce of fat on my character, I might be similarly rejected.

In his early sixties, Grandpa bore little resemblance to the curly-haired Harvard hockey player in the photograph on my grandmother’s dresser. His lanky frame was stooped with age and sciatica, his handsome face was wrinkled and jowly, and his head was as smooth as a billiard ball. By then his chief sport was The New York Times Sunday crossword puzzle, and his most fearsome opponent was the catbrier he battled in the woods each afternoon. Once a summer, however, he’d appear at the top of the steps that led to the Bluff for his annual “swim,” towel draped over one shoulder, baggy madras bathing suit drawn up over his pale belly. After contemplating the scene for a moment, he’d turn around and head back to the house. He was opposed to the beach on general principle, and if you were rash enough to tender a picnic invitation, he’d snort, “If I must have sand in my food, I prefer to have it brought to the table.” The air of gentle, weary bemusement with which he regarded the world gave Grandpa an impression of premature age, an impression reinforced by the antiquated vocabulary with which, to our delight, he larded his conversation. A grandchild who brought his dirty dish to the sink had done “yeoman work”; a restive grandchild might provoke a stern “doucement”; a grandchild sitting out a tennis match was “hors de combat.” Letters from Grandpa invariably began with the salutation “My dear and gallant sir.”

Grandpa was at his most delightful in the morning, before the appearance of Grandma, to whom—we could sense it, though we didn’t understand it—he seemed something of a disappointment. To us, he was a kind of hero. None of us would think of missing the morning drive to the general store, a two-mile journey that took us off the Neck into what he called “civilization.” Wearing the kind of Panama hat sported by his favorite golfer, Sam Snead, Grandpa hunched so low over the wheel of his ten-year-old Peugeot station wagon that he appeared to be monitoring the road through its spokes. In those pre–seat belt days, the children tumbled about in the metal-ribbed cargo area we called “the way back,” waiting expectantly for each familiar landmark. When we approached the bump in the road near Johnny Hallowell’s house, Grandpa would cry, as if we were climbing Pikes Peak, “HOLD ON TO YOUR HATS!” As we passed the pen where the heir to the Victor coffee fortune kept peacocks, he’d crow, “Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!” an exclamation we believed might induce the birds to display their plumage. The highlight of the journey was the “Whack House,” a ramshackle home from which we’d once seen a child hauled forth and spanked by his mother. As we searched its dark windows for a glimpse of whatever terrors lay within, Grandpa would re-create that fateful day by imitating the sound of a smack—Whack!—followed by a child’s falsetto howl, which sent us into uncontrollable laughter.

We bounced across the railroad tracks and arrived at the church, Laundromat, fire station, and general store that constituted the town of Pocasset, or, as Grandpa deliciously pronounced it, “Pokey-asset.” Inside the one-room store, while he headed across the sawdust-covered floor to buy two pounds of bacon (barely enough for tomorrow’s breakfast), a carton of Camels, and a Boston Globe, we converged on a glass case near the soda fountain, within which lay a sumptuous array of penny candy: orange slices, spearmint leaves, root beer barrels, malted milk balls, fruit slices, licorice sticks, sour apple gum, Pixy Stix, Mexican hats, sour balls, Smarties, red jelly coins, candy necklaces, fireballs, Bit-O-Honeys, Mary Janes, Tootsie Rolls, circus peanuts, watermelon slices, jawbreakers, and candy buttons. Best of all, there were bull’s-eyes, whose cool peppermint centers were encased in chewy caramel skins, making it seem as if we were getting two candies for the price of one. As we fingered the dimes in our pockets, the elderly man behind the counter awaited our decisions with a patience I now realize was nearly superhuman, then dropped our purchases into a small brown paper bag that, by the time we reached home, would be empty except for a light dusting of fallen sugar.

Clutching our loot, we followed my grandfather next door to the post office, a small room enclosed on three sides by rows of gold mailboxes emblazoned with fierce-looking eagles. While Grandpa chatted with the postmistress, a kindly woman with tortoiseshell glasses who alerted my stamp-collecting brother Harry whenever a new commemorative came in, we’d rush to Box 338, through whose small glass window we could see a stack of letters. One of us, as tenderly as a safecracker, manipulated the twin gold wheels that, set to the proper combination, allowed the door to swing open. Emptied, the box was a portal to the secret commerce on the other side: towers of packages and baskets of unsorted mail coming from and going to the world beyond Wings Neck. Before we left, I’d drift over to the counter and flip through the sheaf of white pages that hung on the wall, each with a grainy black-and-white photograph of a desperate-looking man—or, occasionally, shockingly, a woman—glowering above a curriculum vitae brimming with foul deeds. I was exhilarated and terrified by the “Wanted” posters, which seemed a confirmation of both the safety of the Big House and the peril that lay in wait in “civilization.”

    *  *  *

    By the time we returned to the Big House, the rest of the family was beginning to rise. On weekdays, the house was a matriarchy. Weekends, the house filled with fathers, uncles, guests. We’d rush to hug my father, a businessman who always arrived from Boston—or wherever his job had taken him—late Friday night, long after we were asleep. No matter how tired he was the next morning, Dad was always ready to join us for Wiffle ball or Ghost (a game of catch played with a tennis ball tossed atop the barn roof). I worshiped my father, who could throw a pop fly so high it seemed it would never come down, could make even the corniest knock-knock joke (“Ella who? Ella Vator!”) seem hilarious, and was so tender that when one of his children felt sick or scared in the middle of the night, it was his name we called out.

My father, the eldest of five siblings, would be teasing someone—most likely my mother, who, while tidying the kitchen, would be trying to keep the children’s noise “down to a dull roar” so we wouldn’t wake Grandma. Uncle Jimmy, a young lawyer who came down most weekends from Boston, would be reading yesterday’s Globe, looking up from the sports section to ask us about our trip. A tanned, athletic bear of a man, who, like his father, had played hockey at Harvard, he spoke in a deep, rich voice, leaning into you with an intensity that made you feel important. Aunt Mary, a husky woman with a forthright manner, would be bustling about the pantry, tending to a fallen child (“Just pick yourself up and dust yourself off”) while making sandwiches for a picnic lunch (“We’ve got to get organized here”). Aunt Sandy, a long-legged beauty who worked for the Peace Corps in faraway Washington—she was the youngest of the siblings by six years, as close to my age as to my father’s—would be leaning easily against the counter, watching everything with an amused smile. The only missing Colt sibling was Ellen, the eldest daughter, who was living in Argentina at the time with her businessman husband and five children.

The highest compliment in the WASP lexicon was to be called “attractive” (or, as the men put it, damned attractive), which seemed to mean not only physically appealing—that went without saying—but socially graceful: unself-conscious, athletic, able to put people at their ease. My father and his siblings were damned attractive. All of them (at least it looked that way to me) moved through life as if they had never encountered an obstacle and never would. All of them knew how to make the guests who flocked to the Big House feel perfectly at home: pretty blonde girlfriends of Uncle Jimmy’s; prep school headmasters who had roomed with Grandpa at Harvard; cousins once and twice removed whose branches of the family I could never keep straight; pert elderly women who painted watercolors or could distinguish seven species of identical-looking warblers. As I sat in the kitchen, licking up the last specks of sugar in my bag, I wondered whether I would ever be half so attractive as my father and his siblings.

Around ten o’clock, the tinkling of a bell would be heard, and Grandpa would dispatch one of the grandchildren upstairs—we vied for the honor—with a breakfast tray, garnished with a bouquet of pansies and a copy of the Christian Science Monitor. Knocking on the door, we’d hear Grandma trill, “Come in, my darling!”

My grandmother was a hothouse flower, next to whom everyone and everything else in the Big House seemed a little rough and clumsy. She was, as my grandfather put it, “above the fray.” She exuded a certain humid fragrance, produced, no doubt, by the 4711 Original eau de cologne she dabbed on her wrists and temples, as well as by the hot baths she took twice a day to ease her arthritis. Her room, with its row upon row of perfume bottles, its gauzy white curtains, its hot water bottle nestled under a pink satin quilt, and its view of the bay, seemed as precious as a Fabergé egg. At tea, while we shoveled sugar cubes from a bowl, Grandma plucked tiny circlets of saccharin from a cloisonné pillbox. While the interior of my mother’s huge imitation-leather pocketbook was a jumble of nickels and pennies, Grandma’s dainty red purse contained mostly quarters and dimes. While we devoured “Hoodsies”—paper cups of vanilla and chocolate ice cream—my grandmother nibbled spoonfuls of raspberry sherbet. The small, candy-covered nuts the rest of the house knew as Jordan almonds, she, with a perfect French accent, called “dragées.” But since Grandma was a Bostonian, her elegance was always understated: sneakers under a floor-length gown; unadorned goldenrod as a dining-table centerpiece; a battered plastic bucket in which to dip our feet before entering the house after a swim. And like many Bostonians, she would struggle all her life between the temptation to laze in her good fortune and the energetic demands of noblesse oblige.

To us Grandma seemed a small but dazzling star around which drama and gaiety constellated. She pulled us into songs, charades, and musicales—descendants of the Naushon pageants she’d shone in as a girl. The apotheosis of our theatrical collaborations was a Fourth of July extravaganza, written and directed by my brother Ned, that intended to portray, among other historical vignettes, George Washington crossing the Delaware. Grandma was a one-woman production crew. She sewed the living room curtains into soldiers’ costumes; rummaged through her closets and jewelry boxes to outfit Colonial maidens; lent a favorite shawl to a disappointed cousin when Ned awarded the part of Betsy Ross to a lissome blonde girl from Bassetts Island; sent out invitations on her rich, creamy stationery; and, on the day of the performance, distributed hand-lettered programs to an audience of several dozen Wings Neckers. The pageant began at the far end of the Bluff, where Ned, dressed as the Father of Our Country in his great-grandfather Colt’s riding jacket and boots, stood in the bow of our fiberglass dinghy as his friends, a Continental Army outfitted with driftwood muskets and an assortment of Uncle Jimmy’s old tennis hats, rowed him furiously into a stiff southwest breeze. Disembarking at the boardwalk, they marched solemnly behind an American flag up the steps to the back lawn, where my grandmother beamed with pride, led the audience in tumultuous applause, and informed the cook that it was time to bring out the cookies.

    *  *  *

    Except for our early-morning odyssey with Grandpa, we rarely left the Big House grounds. There was no need. The house itself, reverberating with the sound of screen doors closing (with a gentle click if Grandma was holding the knob, with a slam if we were), was a home base from which we ventured out into the familiar, thirteen-acre wilderness. There were the paths that veined the woods and took us behind the barn, or to the pump house, or to the Little Cove, the strip of shoreline Ned Atkinson had apportioned for the servants’ use. There was the makeshift baseball diamond (more of a trapezoid, really) on the patchy grass between the house and the barn, with a Virginia-shaped slab of milky quartz as first base. The hammock, strung between pines, where we’d play desert island. The painted white rectangle on the side of the barn where budding Bill Monbouquettes would learn to throw strikes. The garden on whose wall we’d pretend to be tightrope walkers. The side lawn where we’d play croquet on a surface so irregular that balls often hit a tussock and hopped over the intended wicket. For hours we saw the grown-ups only in passing: my parents and aunts en route to a tennis match; Grandma tending her foxgloves; Grandpa trudging from the woods to the lower hall closet for a set of loppers, a Rorschach blot of sweat expanding from the collar of his khaki work shirt.

We spent much of the day at the Bluff, a messy-looking strand of glacial boulders broken by patches of dusty miller, goldenrod, Queen Anne’s lace, broom, and Rosa rugosa. Houseguests invited for a swim were sometimes taken aback when we led them to this rocky strip, but I grew up under the impression that the Bluff was the very definition of a beach, so that years later, confronting the sandy expanse of the Jersey Shore, I found it disappointingly bland. To us the Bluff was a veritable amusement park of natural attractions. At high tide, we sat in the Bathtub, a trio of rocks that formed a natural Jacuzzi, and let the waves rush over us. We practiced our swashbuckling on the Pirate Ship, a fragment of a barge that had washed up years earlier. The Whale Rock, a pinkish boulder so named because its shape reminded us of a sperm whale, was our lookout tower. The Black Diamond Rock, a masssive cube, made an ideal wall for forts. And there was the Big Rock, the size and shape of a small elephant, which rose from the water just beyond the peeling green boardwalk and dominated the Bluff the way the Big House dominated the Wings Neck skyline. We learned to swim to the Big Rock, to dive from it at high tide, to roost like cormorants on its back and talk beyond earshot of the grown-ups, who lounged on the small wooden platform at the head of the boardwalk, chatting, smoking cigarettes, sipping Carling Black Label (Best reason in the world to drink beer, went the radio jingle), and watching tugs prod tankers toward the canal. The purr of their conversation was punctuated by the squawks of herring gulls, the rustle of sails as boats came about, and occasionally, the thunder of jets from nearby Otis Air Force Base breaking the sound barrier—a boom so loud that no one could speak for several seconds, although, looking up, I might see a pair of sleek silver jets emerge from a fat cumulus cloud moments before burrowing into another. (Coming as it did at the height of the Cold War, this earsplitting sound only added to my sense of well-being.)
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