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For Paul, 
there from the beginning




The sun illuminates only the eye of the man, but shines into the eye and heart of the child.

—Emerson




CHAPTER 1

THE URGE TO BUILD

The idea had taken hold of me that I needed nothing so much as a cabin in the woods—four rough walls, a metal roof that would ping under the spring rain and a porch that looked down a wooded hillside.

I had been city-bound for nearly a decade, dealing with the usual knockdowns and disappointments of middle age. I had lost a job, my mother had died and I was climbing back from a divorce that had left me nearly broke. I was a little wobbly but still standing, and I was looking for something that would put me back in life’s good graces. I wanted a project that would engage the better part of me, and the notion of building a cabin—a boy’s dream, really—seemed a way to get a purchase on life’s next turn. I won’t lie. I needed it badly.

So, on a day of warm September sunshine in 2008, after having bought a piece of land in western Maine the previous February, I stood in a corner of my brother Paul’s suburban backyard in Portland and examined a stack of lumber I had dropped there more than a decade earlier. I had to stomp down the weeds with my   brown leather brogues to get to it. I hadn’t yet bought a pair of work boots. I was dressed for the classroom, where I now earned my living, disguised as a college professor: khaki trousers, buttondown cotton shirt and semiround tortoiseshell glasses. I confronted the wood; or maybe, as a symbolic artifact of an earlier life, it confronted me. It was a temporary standoff with the past. Piled chest high, the wood made an incongruous sight among the neighborhood’s turquoise swimming pools, oversized gas grills and slumping badminton nets. To a passerby, it must have looked like a heap of old railroad ties dumped by the side of the road. I brushed the rough surface of the wood with my hand and pressed a thumbnail into its pulpy flesh. It was spongy: not a good sign. A few of the boards showed sawdust and smooth channels that were the work of carpenter ants. There were many more pieces—heavy posts, big square beams and long silvery rafters with bird’s-mouth mortises—that had come through the years of sun and snow mostly sound. I couldn’t help feeling some affinity with the wood: weathered but mostly intact. This was what I had hoped for on the drive up from Boston, where I lived and worked. I had counted on salvaging enough lumber from the pile to form the frame of the cabin that already had taken shape in my mind.

Paul stood with me in his backyard. He was less sure about the wood.

“I don’t know,” he said. “A lot of it’s wet, maybe rotten.”

Paul is an experienced and methodical builder. He typically works with architects, engineers, cranes and shipments of steel. He is the construction and project manager for a commercial real estate company in Portland—its vice president, in fact. He is a nonconformist in other parts of his life—a big man with a thick  mustache, he drives a Harley-Davidson motorcycle wearing a sleeveless undershirt, open leather vest and a head kerchief tied tightly above his ears for a helmet—but he is cautious in matters of construction, the equivalent of the prudent and spectacled accountant. He applies conservative principles to the building of things, and he was exercising his professional caution on my woodpile. He might as well have been a banker sniffing weak collateral. I, on the other hand, was determined to work up the cabin from the old lumber, which would seriously reduce the project’s cost and give me a rustic shelter that was an appreciation of the beauty of wood, and I wanted to get started right away. I was feeling the burden of his skepticism.

“The roof is going to have to carry a big snow load in those hills,” Paul said.

I could feel him inching closer to saying what he was actually thinking, which was that I should forget the woodpile and have a fresh bundle of two-by-four studs delivered from the lumberyard. That after all was the sensible thing to do: new lumber, new windows, prehung doors and prefabricated roof trusses. We could hire some help, engage subcontractors for the plumbing and electricity and have the cabin up in a few weekends. I would summarize his attitude as “Let’s make this easy and get to the part where we sit inside and enjoy the place.”

Instead, I wanted to construct the cabin with these big woebegone slabs of wood in the old timber-frame method of building a barn, which meant employing, as much as possible, old-fashioned wood joinery rather than nails. It would hold together in much the same way as a chest of drawers assembled in a furniture shop. I wanted a place with some craft and heft and  tradition—a place that could make a natural and authentic claim to a piece of rugged Maine hillside. I didn’t want a vacation home; I wanted a cabin. The rough-sawn and weathered beams, as I planned it, would be exposed inside the cabin just as they would be in a barn or backwoods Maine camp, and it would be sturdy and raised up from local materials, and it would be all the better for requiring the expenditure of time and skill with a mallet, wood chisel and framing square. And I wanted for us to do it all ourselves.

Paul listened to all of this without passing judgment or rolling his eyes. He was keeping an open mind, but I knew that I already had raised his suspicions when I showed him a bunch of dilapidated wood-frame windows I had scrounged over the summer for the price of hauling them away. They also were stored in his backyard.

Paul slid a rafter out of the pile that had the surface texture of Roquefort cheese. It was a good sixteen feet long. Its edges were gnawed and ragged. It crumbled in his hands.

“I’m not sure I want to be standing under this one when the snow on the roof gets to be four feet deep.”

I had to agree with him about that particular rafter. It was awfully ratty and might snap under a load of wet snow.

“You’re right,” I said, wanting to keep him engaged in the project.

In this experiment in mental health, building the cabin with Paul was one of the reasons I wanted to build it at all. When you get around to reassembling your life, as I was doing, it’s good to have someone at your side who remembers how the parts once fit together.

“Let’s spread the wood out on the grass and put the bad pieces in a pile,” I said. “We’ll see what we have left.”

Paul was agreeable, which is his natural disposition. His agreeableness is broken only now and again by a surfeit of suburban life. Then he gets gruff, bossy and next to impossible. He had inherited our mother’s need for a little danger to keep life interesting, and when he doesn’t get it, he turns surly. At present, he was living in a five-bedroom garrison with his wife, Laura, and their blended family of eight children, six of whom were at home, one at college, and another, Paul’s oldest son, on a tour of duty in Iraq. Even in the best of times, when he accommodated himself to the routines of mowing the lawn, painting window trim or putting out citronella candles for a backyard barbecue for his and the neighbors’ kids, Paul’s silent argument with the suburbs had a way of showing through. He was the only person in the neighborhood with a disassembled body of a stock car on blocks in the driveway.

Paul’s cantankerous bouts come two or three times a year. They are usually cured by long trips on his Harley. It is a black-and-chrome monster with studded leather saddlebags. When he drops his two hundred twenty pounds down on the leather saddle and turns the key, it sounds like a 727 accelerating for takeoff at Logan Airport. The muffler blows out a bass line that reverberates in the chest cavity of anyone standing nearby. The bike is his antidote to the suburban blues. The miles on the road with the engine roaring below him, the wind in his dense curly hair and the absence of lawn sprinklers bring him back into balance and an even temperament. After a long bike trip, he returns with stoicism and equanimity to work at his real estate company’s  downtown office, to face yard chores at home and meetings of the church parish council, where he has become indispensable to the building committee and is the closest and perhaps only confidant of the church’s serious but excitable priest. Having just come home from a bike rally week in Florida, Paul was being unusually patient with me, his older brother, the professor. He wore a black Harley T-shirt with red flames that read “Ride It Like You Stole It.”

“Okay, what the hell,” Paul said. “Let’s pick through it and see what we’ve got.”

We discussed each stick of lumber as if we were putting together a football team from a field of tryouts. Yes to this one, no to that one. Some pieces clearly were rejects. We picked them up together and tossed them into the discard pile. They landed with a slap and rumble. Others were solid. We restacked them in a neat pile with lathing sticks between to keep them ventilated and dry. Many pieces fell somewhere in between: possibly usable depending on what we would ask of them. These required longer conversations. A questionable timber might work as a post where the stress would be downward compression; it wouldn’t work as a horizontal beam, where the rot would result in it snapping, toothpick-style. We took our time under the blue sky. It was a pleasant day for this kind of easy labor. I liked the weight and feel of the wood and the workout it was giving my arms and back, and it was roughing up my hands, which had grown used to paper and keyboards. Paul’s company was a tonic. It was good to be with him again after a long absence. He had a way of anchoring me in our mutual past and keeping me steady in a reliable present.

As we went through the wood, I tried to rationalize each piece. Paul was more likely to say, “What, are you kidding? Forget it.” He paused. “Are you sure you don’t want to buy new lumber?”

 

 A cabin gets built in three steps. There is the placement of the footing on which the cabin rests; there is the assembly of the simple box that is the cabin itself, and this includes the top of the box that is the roof; and finally there is the collection of final decisions and touches about the interior space that make the cabin habitable. The size and position of doors and windows fit in the second step but influence much of the third. The first step teaches all of the figurative truths associated with sure foundations and good beginnings. “Well begun is half done.” This is one of many builders’ homilies that apply to an awful lot of life in general. “Measure twice, cut once” is another. The real action of the cabin is the box: it defines the space and consumes most of the builder’s effort and materials and displays his skill. A well-built cabin is an aesthetic as well as practical statement, and, on the high end, it is a manifesto of craft and simplicity. It blends function and beauty in the way of a Shaker chair, an Indian sweetgrass basket or even a Stillson plumber’s wrench. The beauty derives from elegance of function. There is nothing extra, nothing fake. The final step of building moves the cabin from habitable to comfortable and even pleasing to the soul. So there is a hierarchy of sorts, from boots-in-the-mud foundation work to the Zen of sitting in front of a window that is exactly the right height and position to show the fall of the land toward a distant prospect on which the satisfied builder’s attention is focused. Maybe this prospect is a gnomish hemlock tree silhouetted against the gray November sky, allowing  the builder in repose to dissolve into the landscape and achieve his yogic samadhi.

 

Paul and I had been through this before—right down to the search for a mutually tolerable midpoint between my absorption in the history of vernacular New England carpentry and his intention to get the goddamned thing built.

Thirty years earlier, when we were in our twenties, we had built a house together, my first (and only) house as a married man. It was a simple, honest, mostly square and plumb cape with a redbrick chimney down the center. It had four bedrooms, one and a half baths, a big kitchen, dining room, living room and full basement. It was shingled with Canadian white cedar, four inches of each overlapping shingle showing to the weather. The shingle spacing gave it the lateral lines of a Maine planked dory without the upward sweep. It was stained silver-gray, like a weathered beach cottage, with Cabot bleaching oil. Wide pine boards formed the floors. The door and window trim were white, and it had a twelve-inch overhang on the eave and one-over-one pitch on the roof, which meant that the roof rose one vertical foot for each foot of horizontal span. In other words, the roof was steep. It was a handsome and modest house at the end of a long driveway, and with the exception of a designer window near the peak of one side wall, it looked like it had been built two hundred years ago. It sat on fifteen acres in a small farming community northwest of Portland. I had insisted on timber framing that one too, in the old and traditional way. It was as if I were doing fieldwork for a dissertation in colonial architecture and Paul was building a house for his brother.

The story of the lumber that Paul and I were sorting in his backyard on that day in September nested inside the story of that first house, and if nothing else, the one story giving birth to the other showed that I hadn’t fully left my old life behind. There was something encouraging for me in the realization of the connection. If there’s one thing that I had yearned for in my life, it was coherence. I just didn’t seem to have the talent for it. I felt like I had been stringing together a series of isolated episodes, punctuated by failures, with one episode seeming to bear no relation to the next. This, I think, had been a source of the drizzly moods that sometimes descended on me. It’s difficult to give your life meaning if you can’t give it coherence.

So looking back, maybe the backyard lumber was a way for me to knit together two episodes of my life, two dreams, really, one that had cracked long ago and another that was about to commence.

Here is a sequence from the first dream:

In 1975, having been married for one year and most definitely, completely and unarguably without money, I decided to build a house. My bride wanted a house, and I wanted to give her one. I simply needed to materialize it out of optimism and thin air. I was twenty-four and working at the daily newspaper in Portland and persuaded my employee credit union to lend me $7,500 with no collateral, no credit history and only fourteen months of employment. I bought a piece of land about a forty-five-minute drive from Portland—the land got a lot cheaper as you got farther out of town. We had been renting the second-floor apartment of a wooden three-decker in a distressed part of Portland. My only asset was a willingness to work. I was at that stage of life when  young confidence blends with the illusion that time and possibility are limitless—I could draw on them forever to build a career, a house, or whatever it was I thought I wanted to do. I was brash. Why not build a house? Maybe it would take a year; maybe two years. Money? No problem. I would borrow it. Tools? Easily solved. I would buy them at the hardware store as I needed them, and I would do all of this while working full-time as the assistant city editor of a small daily newspaper. But even I knew that building an entire house was not a job for one person. I needed another set of hands just to carry the other end of a long board. So I called Paul.

Paul was twenty-one, and he had just quit a factory job in New Jersey. Only months before and despite good grades, he had left Monmouth College in Long Branch, New Jersey, mostly out of disgust with the gap, as he saw it, between the need for a revolution in America and the hypocrisy of college life as embodied in the privileged attitudes of rich girls from Long Island—of which many populated Monmouth College. Paul had always harbored a very low tolerance for hypocrisy, or to use the more direct term, bullshit. He was, at the time, deeply radicalized over the war in Vietnam. His hair was kinky and long, and he had a tight-coiled beard and dense eyebrows. It would have been easy to mistake him for Che Guevara—if Che Guevara had been the son of a Slavic father. There was also this: he had recently ended an intense relationship with his college girlfriend. The breakup was painful. So close were they that it had seemed to me a tearing of flesh. She was the daughter of a wealthy family from Philadelphia. She had soft dark eyes and the same antiwar politics as Paul. Paul told me much later that he had seen those big soft brown eyes of hers only  once again in his life: in a doe that had died slowly beside the road after it had been struck by a car.

Out of college, out of work and without a girlfriend, Paul was untethered and looking for the next thing in his life. He has always been one to move on—Paul is not a brooder, the opposite of me. Coherence is not a big concern of his; or rather, I should say, he possesses it naturally, and from within, and not with conscious consideration. Or, as he has counseled me through the years, “There are times when you can think about things too much.” This readiness of his to move on was in 1975, and he had just bought a blue 1955 Chevy pickup truck. He was busy rebuilding the engine in an extra room of our mother’s apartment in Lakewood, New Jersey, where he was living when I called him about the house I wanted to build.

“Sure,” he said. “I can come up.”

He finished work on the truck, drove it to Maine and moved in with my wife and me—we had a small spare bedroom in our apartment.

Neither of us had built a house all the way through before. We had the experience of summer construction jobs growing up in rural South Jersey. In college I had worked on a framing crew; Paul had worked as a Sheetrock installer. So we learned the rest of it as we went along. I bought a pile of books and studied the pine-and-oak-ribbed cavities of nineteenth-century barns scattered around the Maine countryside.

The house we built was not perfect but—being way, way overbuilt, with the intent to last forever—it most definitely captured my inner psychic complexity at the time. I wanted permanence. I fell somewhat short of the mark. My wife and I spent nearly  twenty years of marriage in it, some of them happy, and together we raised our two children, Elizabeth and Adam, in it.

In the mid-nineties, as the marriage was coming unglued, we put the house up for sale. I decided, as a final act of ownership, to hire a man to clear a stand of big pine trees on a corner of the property. The trees were beauties: tall and straight as pencils but thick as carpenter’s crayons. They had been pruned of their lower branches years earlier to create clear white wood—furniture-quality wood. A truck hauled the logs to a nearby sawmill, and I paid a carpenter to cut and shape the lumber into the framing members that would eventually form a set of cabins. I more or less left it to the carpenter to figure out the work based on what the trees gave up for boards and beams. I had no mental picture of what I wanted the lumber to become. “Work it out as best you can,” I told him. I vaguely had in mind a set of small cabins that one day might be arranged near a pond somewhere to make a family compound, something like the Kennedys had at Hyannis Port, but on a workingman’s scale. I imagined children and grandchildren running and jumping into the pond off a long wooden dock, canoes tipped over in the grass and rocking chairs on the porch. I think I had seen that picture in a movie once.

Of course, none of this family-retreat fantasy fit the reality of my true situation. Aligning aspiration with reality has never been a strong point with me. This is the gene that I inherited from our mother, and in better times might account for whatever progress I have made in my life. In other words, I sometimes didn’t know what I shouldn’t attempt. But back then, as the carpenter was doing his work on my lumber, I was a man on an icy slope toward divorce who was simultaneously assembling the pieces of a family  retreat. I haven’t yet found the right analogy to capture the conflicted quality of my life then: maybe a man fixing his porch on the morning of the day he knows he will burn down his house. Was it desperation or delusion? I don’t know. But clearly I had an obsession with shelter. The reason for claiming those trees as future cabins would have been perfectly obvious to any slightly self-aware person, but I was not paying a lot of attention then to my deeper motivations. My gaze was ahead, not back or inward. I wasn’t able to see the submerged reasons until much later, when I started trying, with the help of a psychiatrist, to understand why I was coming seriously unhinged.

Stories are like hens. They hatch new stories. So here’s another story, and it stands in a row behind the stories of the woodpile and the house we built in 1975 and even the marriage that cracked —it’s all part of a long line of explanation that leads to the cabin.

Growing up, I had always been on the move, from one place to another, sometimes in the middle of the night. My mother and father had separated several times when I was very young, and my father disappeared from my life when I was seven years old. There was no explanation from him or my mother. There was no last day with him; he was simply not there anymore. Following his departure, my childhood became a succession of rentals—small homes or apartments in which we often lived for just a few months before departing—with the rent unpaid and the security deposit sacrificed. My mother was a beautician, and the foundation of her income (and our lives) were her skills and hard work and a small suitcase that contained several pairs of scissors, combs, frocks, curling irons, a handheld hair dryer, a tin of wax, tweezers and other tools of the hairdresser’s trade. There was also a vibrator in  there, which she said was for massaging the scalp, but now that I’m older I have to wonder.

For awhile she had her own shop; then she worked for others. Sometimes she did hair at home; sometimes she went to the homes of her customers. She was very good at what she did, and she enjoyed it, but still we were nearly always broke. A five-dollar tip meant we were flush: a pizza with all the toppings for dinner. She received a few dollars a month in child support from my father, but it was hardly enough to cover a week’s groceries—not to mention the rent. This meant that there were times when there was no choice but to pick up and leave. Moving was no tragedy for my mother, at worst an inconvenience. I think she enjoyed the change of scenery and the drama that accompanied these moves. I once counted seventeen different places my mother, Paul and I had lived before I went off to college. All of these moves were tightly clustered in two areas: Spotswood, in central New Jersey, where I was born, and Toms River, on the Jersey shore, where I went to middle and high school.

From time to time, the memory of one of those rented houses or apartments comes back to me. It usually begins with an association like the smell of frying pork chops or the sight of a rain-smeared window. I feel a nostalgic hum when one of these sensations is pregnant with the memory of a home that slumbers hidden in my past, and if I sit with one long enough, I can usually stalk it back to its source, very often a house in which I ate, played or did my homework as a boy. I love the smell of frying pork chops, and the sight of a rain-smeared window can make me tear up. Behind the pork chop smell is an indistinct vignette of a woman my mother had hired to watch Paul and me while she was  at work. The woman, our babysitter, is fat, wears an apron and stands at the stove. I look at her from behind, and the flesh at her elbows is loose like on a baby’s legs. The cool autumn air comes through the kitchen window, lifts the curtain and brings me the delicious aroma of the searing pork fat as I wait for supper. I cannot account for the emotion behind the wet window—I know only that in the memory I am alone in a big house and the rain is steadily falling. I am warm and out of the weather. I don’t even know if we lived there.

Sometimes I count back over the houses. Of the places we lived, the one I liked the best was a bungalow on Polonia Street in Spotswood. I was about eight. Polonia Street was less than a quarter mile from dead end to dead end and lined on both sides with small wood-framed homes on tiny lots. One end of the street faded into a patch of woods that contained a three-story house with a mansard roof occupied by two ancient women who wore long shapeless dresses and high lace-up shoes. We called it the haunted house. We would sneak up to the door, bang the big knocker and run away in fear and delight. The other end of the street went right up to the wire-and-wood fence that enclosed a horse pasture adjacent to a small ramshackle stable kept by a man who gave pony rides at fairs and amusement parks. There was something creepy yet secretly alluring about the place, mixing, as it did, teenage girls in cowboy boots and scruffy male ponies who seemed frequently tumescent in their presence. So you might say this period of my childhood was bounded on one end by danger (the haunted house) and on the other by the suggestion of depravity (the horse pasture). Home in the middle was security.

Our Polonia Street house had a kitchen, bathroom, living room  and bedroom downstairs and two bedrooms upstairs—one for Paul and one for me. The upstairs bedrooms were on either side of the house with a stubby hall between them that led to a front window tucked inside a snug dormer, where there was a window seat. I remember sitting on it watching the limbs of a big tree brush the roof and listening to the sounds of the house—my mother in the kitchen downstairs, Paul in his bedroom playing with his toys, the television on in the living room. I don’t remember any winter scenes from this house, which suggests we were there for less than a year’s full cycle of seasons. There was a small front yard with a cement sidewalk to the front door, and a somewhat bigger backyard that went right up to the tracks of the Camden–Amboy railroad. The train clicking by at night would put me into a deep sleep.

Johnny, my mother’s boyfriend, was already living with us then and a comfortable part of our lives. He did most of the housework; having been in the navy, he cleaned the house as if he were a seaman swabbing the deck of a ship. I would come home, the floors wet and the house smelling so strongly of ammonia that my eyes would burn.

It was a cozy house. It had a roomy kitchen with a deep porcelain sink, and a view over the sink to the train tracks and the huge field beyond, where men would hunt rabbits in the fall. The muffled faraway gunshots were exciting. Even now, the memory of coming in through the back door into the linoleum kitchen and encountering the small kitchen table gives me pleasure. Why this house on Polonia Street stays with me so permanently and why it is the place I can most easily see Paul and me as children is a mystery. Maybe it is because the house was comfortable, cozy  and simple, and we lived there with Johnny as a family. It was a happy time, a brief period of calm.

This recollecting of houses has been a kind of reverse senescence with me: the older I get, the more I remember of the places where I lived as a child, and the more valuable the past has seemed to become. In my darker moments, when the past shimmers with more appeal than the future, I know to be on my guard—a melancholic mood is about to fall over me. It is like the premonitory aura that precedes a migraine headache. I recall some homes that Paul can’t, which makes sense since I am almost four years older than he. He has recalled one or two that I have forgotten. He has always had the better memory, right down to the details of the model-airplane decals that we pasted on our knotty-pine bunk beds. He remembers that I slept on the upper bunk, he on the bottom. But I have one big memory on him: our father. Paul was only three when our father left us. I remember him as an actual person in our lives. For Paul, he is a name on a birth certificate.

So maybe the explanation for why I had those pine trees cut down was that I couldn’t bear to leave them behind while they held the potential to be a house. I must have known deep in my heart that I was about to enter another unsettled period of my life when homes would slip out from under me as they did in my boyhood and I would be on the move again. In any event, the trees came down and yielded an impressive amount of lumber—a seriously big pile of wood.

At this point in the dream, the one that cracked, Paul was already ensconced in his suburban life, having himself recently ended a long relationship and begun another. He brought his five children into his new marriage. His new wife brought three. I was  his best man. There was a Catholic wedding followed by life in the big house with the lawn and all the kids. It was right about then that he offered me a patch of his backyard to store the lumber. This would have been 1996. You might say we were both in transit: he into a marriage, and I on the way out.

It still amazes me that Paul never had the mess of wood hauled away to make room for a shed or more grass in his subdivision, an Iowa of lawns. His neighbors in their supersized colonials could not have been pleased with the woodpile and its perpetual halo of tall weeds, which caught leaves, papers and the occasional plastic bag. Yet it was always there—under snow or sodden leaves, depending on the season—when I came to visit him for Christmas, Easter or Thanksgiving.

After the trees had been cut and my wife and I sold the house and our fifteen country acres, I soon left Portland, where I had become the newspaper’s editor, and traveled to a new job in Philadelphia. We were separated at first, and then divorced. I worked in Philadelphia, at another newspaper, and raised my son, Adam, through high school. Until his graduation, the two of us lived in a small Center City apartment that I did my best to make a home. Adam graduated from high school and went off to college, and I remained in Philadelphia. I was fortunate to be in a new and nourishing relationship by then, but it suffered the strains that accompany a divorce and the conflicts that arise when two people have jobs in different cities. After Adam’s departure to college, my job in Philadelphia ended in 2003 with the arrival of a new boss at the paper. I got a severance package and some reassurances about references.

I soon moved to Boston, where I had been hired to be a professor of journalism. I was happy to land on my feet and pleased to be a teacher, something I had wanted to do for a long time. It was good to be back in New England, which was familiar, and almost home. By then, the divorce was fully final, my mother had passed away and my children were adults and on their own: Elizabeth in New York and Adam in Peru, where he had become a Roman Catholic brother. I missed them both terribly, and my mother too. The only things that had seemed to stay in place were the lumber and Paul.

Of course, I shouldn’t marvel at Paul’s reliability. We had grown up together and moved around together, and he knew something about the meaning of a home, even when it existed only as a pile of sticks destined to be a cabin.

 

I have been a lifelong fisherman and fortunate to have fished many places in the world. Once, while walking the flats with my fly rod under a bright sun in the Bahamas, I heard a piercing screech and saw a cleft shadow sweep across the water and over a school of cruising bonefish. There was panic in the shallow water, which suddenly boiled with frightened silvery fish. I looked up and saw a hawk between the sun and the water. The fish could not have seen the bird, and I doubt that they had heard its call. They had felt the swift dark wings between them and the sun in the form of a swiftly moving shadow. In their frightened rush to deeper water, I wondered, were they responding to the imminence of death, or to the fear of the emptiness that lurks behind death?

I had been in my new job in Boston for just over two years when, in 2006, I got the news that my uncle Babe was reaching the end of his fight with colon cancer. All of us in the family had  called him Babe because he was the youngest of my mother’s three siblings. His real name was Thomas, which he definitely preferred to Babe, but to all of us he was Babe. The news of his fast decline had come to me from my aunt Judith in New York City. She was married to another of my uncles, John, my mother’s oldest brother. John and Judith had been an emotional shelter for me as I had stumbled through my divorce, offering reassurance and financial help, and their home in the East Village had been a haven for me more than once when my life was in serious emotional tumult. They had a big black sofa that I’d cover with a sheet and blanket and use as a bed. On the phone, Judith told me that she and John were going to New Jersey to visit Babe, who lived in a retirement community with his wife, Ruth. She was direct: this might be the last chance to see him alive. Did I want to come with them? I immediately said yes and took the train from Boston to New York.

I had sensed from Judith that John had been declining—he was in his eighties—but I was shocked when I reached their home, a loft on the fifth floor of a renovated factory building on East Fourth Street whose walls were covered with the art of their friends in the city. John seemed hardly to know me. He was welcoming as usual, and gave me a strong handshake and big hug, but he could not remember my name. He called me by the old Greek honorific palikari, or brave young man. (John’s parents, my grandparents, were from Greece, and Greek was his first language.) Together we sang the same verse from an old Greek folk song. First once, then twice, then a third time. He seemed unaware that we had just sung it. He was unusually reliant on Judith, asking her frequently what they were planning for the day. As we prepared to leave for New Jersey, he kept asking where we  were going. Judith patiently told him we were going to see his brother Babe.

“Babe is very sick,” she told him again.

“He is?” John replied.

“Yes. He has cancer.”

Tears filled his eyes each time he heard it again.

I returned to Boston, shaken. My mother was gone, Uncle Babe was dying and John was suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. I brooded on the passage of time, the loss of family. The description is inadequate but I felt like I was standing in a house in which everything important to me—books, photos, cards given to me by my children—was being carried out by strangers. What soon would be left? How would I recognize my world and find my way without my mother and uncles? Only one of my uncles, Constantine, was both alive and healthy, and he was at the precipice of eighty. I had grown up with no family homestead that I could return to—no familiar porch, or view to the barn or the mountains, no place at the lake that was full of memories. Four years was the longest I had ever lived in one place as a boy, and that was in a home that we eventually lost in a foreclosure. I did not have a single possession from my childhood. These family relationships were all I had brought into my adulthood.

It is hard to account completely for the shadow that then fell over me, but fall it did, and it came down hard. Maybe it was more than the loss of family members—maybe it was the acknowledgment that I had passed my own personal equinox. I was coming to terms with being the generation within the family that stood between the children and death. I was not old, of course, but I had stepped forward in the inevitable succession of generations.  When I was a boy, my grandmother represented the generation that occupied that final position, and it seemed then that it would always be so; for a very long time, my mother and uncles held it; now it was falling to me and Paul. I had survived—barely—the passing of my mother, because I had begun preparing myself for it as a nervous child, rehearsing the pain of her loss. With her gone, how would I survive without the web of family that my uncles represented? Or a worse thought: I knew I could not survive a world without Paul. He figured too importantly into my recollecting and possession of a past, and he was the one person I could rely on for coherence. We had shared a childhood, and the things that were important to me, the things I could not retrieve—my mother, father, stepfather, holidays, disappointments—belonged to Paul too. He was my link to my past, and that past was at the core of who I knew myself to be.

When I returned from New York, I thought of the hawk, contemplated the shadow that had fallen over me and brooded yet more on the past. Suddenly, memories of growing up took on a powerful and unhealthy importance to me. I felt like I needed to hold on to them to hold on to myself. I leaned against them the way a drunken man might lean against a wall. I recognized all of this as morbid thinking, and I knew myself well enough to realize that I was falling into a familiar abyss. It was as if the ground were giving out from under me. I smiled for my students and diligently put marks on their papers, but the shadow pursued me along the streets of Kenmore Square and in the corridors of the university building where I taught on Boston’s short winter days. Neither had the trouble in my new relationship gone away—no one’s fault, and not for lack of love, just the reality of  two adults juggling far-flung jobs and responsibilities. I didn’t have my feet firmly under me.

I had waited out the darkness before. It took longer than a cloud—or a hawk—passing in front of the sun, but it was not dissimilar, and I knew it could be done. One of the benefits of getting older is that you recognize your antagonists and know how to defeat them, or at least give them the feint until they pass of their own accord. I got prescriptive with myself. There were things I could do that had worked before—get some exercise, engage with a pleasant and absorbing task, put myself in a setting that would give me a lift. Maybe I just needed a vacation. I thought of the Florida Keys. I loved the blue water, green cays and sparkling light.

With manufactured optimism, I also decided that part of what I was feeling was simply my inability to be satisfied without some work to do with my hands. I’m happiest when I have a project—a boat to build, a desk to refinish, dinner to prepare. I even enjoy untying stubborn knots in a fishing line. My daughter says I have attention surplus disorder. For no particular reason other than the joy of it, I once spent the better part of a year learning ancient Greek so I could read Plato. I convinced myself that my attention needed a happy and absorbing target and real work, and the depression would lift.

I went down into the basement of my apartment building and rummaged through my storage bin. I took stock of what I had there—again, the obsession with memories—but also inventoried the outdoor gear I had managed to keep through the disorder of the last few years: skis, snowshoes and fishing equipment. I had derived an awful lot of pleasure from these pursuits in the past.  The outdoors had always been good for my soul, and more of the outdoors, combined with some physical activity, might just be what I needed. Trees filtering sunlight or water rushing over mossy rocks—they had worked their healing power on me before. There I was in the city, moving between my second-floor apartment and the university’s urban campus, and the closest thing to nature in my life was the nearby arboretum with mothers pushing monstrous baby strollers along asphalt paths and dog walkers stuffing their hands into plastic bags to pick up dog shit. A city park is not the outdoors. I figured some of what I needed to do was get back to that part of me that thrived in nature. I collected my fishing gear and began to prepare for the spring opening of the trout season. It brought back some of the boyhood pleasures of anticipation and absorption. The first day of trout season had always been a kind of second Christmas for me. It was a long way off, but I could still tie flies, assemble equipment and plot trips.

One thought led to another, and soon several strands of what had been occupying my thoughts—fishing, the satisfaction I got from making something, a chance to gather together what remained of my family—began to fuse into a project. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a cabin in the woods? Surely, I thought, a cabin would be plenty of project for me. It would put nature—wild nature, real nature, not citified cut-grass and dog-shit nature—back in my life. In a way, it would be a cameo of the bigger effort I was making to put my life back together after a decade of loss and change.

Yes, a little retreat in the woods: it would be just the thing. It filled me with pleasant thoughts. I liked the idea of fitting together posts and beams to make a snug cabin, and there was always the  knowledge of the wood sitting in Paul’s backyard. I had enjoyed working with Paul before, when we had built the house. I had found the simple task of making a mortise and tenon joint to be a satisfying and complete experience. There was the heavy forward feel of the mallet in hand, the sharp clean edge of the chisel and the fragrant pine shavings that came up from the timber. I loved the way that two and then three pieces of wood fit together to make a solid corner post. It was honest and healthy work. It roughed the hands and rebuilt muscles. I would be outside, breathing woods-scented air. If the day was hot, I could drink cold water from a jug; if the day was cold, I would pull on a wool sweater. All of this struck me as immensely right and necessary. Once the cabin was complete, or so my reverie went, I could bring family and friends for holidays or weekends, or I could use it as a wilderness retreat to be with myself if that was what I needed.

All of this was hovering within me as not much more than a pleasant daydream until early one evening in September 2007. I had come home from the office and went to pick up a few groceries for dinner at the neighborhood supermarket. As I was approaching the register, I grew light-headed, and then I felt the sensation of a bird beating its wings in my chest. In seconds, the bird was flapping madly. I was dizzy and disoriented. I tried to swallow. My throat was tight. I couldn’t push the saliva down my esophagus.

 

At Massachusetts General Hospital, I was put on a gurney and hooked to an IV tube and heart monitor. A nurse took some blood. The test came back rapidly, and a doctor told me there was no trace of the protein that would indicate that I had suffered a  heart attack. It was a case, he said, of atrial fibrillation, a flutter of my heart’s left atrium. “Have you had this before?” he asked. I told him it was my third experience in eight years. “Getting to be a habit, I see,” he said, which I took to be medical humor.

I was in no danger of dying once the doctors had administered a blood thinner, which prevented a clot from forming in the blood that might pool in my misfiring heart. The hazard presented by a clot is in its possible trip to the brain, where it can lodge and cut off the supply of oxygen. This, of course, is a stroke. The doctors—and there seemed to be a growing number of them, including interns, that gathered around my bed each day—were reassuring, but they warned me against a recurrence. In the two previous incidents, and in this one, too, the A-fib had been preceded by a period of anxiety. Each occurrence had increased the likelihood of another. In times of major stress, my heart was learning to slip down a well-beaten path toward arrhythmia.

For the better part of a week, the doctors and I waited for my heart to stop tapping out its distress signal. I sat in the hospital bed and looked out a big window that framed a blue stretch of the Charles River beyond Beacon Hill. Water has always made my mind wander. As sailboats skimmed the surface of the Charles and salt water dripped through a tube into my right arm, I spooled back to those cool late September days when I was a boy of thirteen in South Jersey. Barnegat Bay would flatten under a thin blue sky, and I would row out with long wooden oars to catch a few of the snapper blues that were left over from the August run. It was a good memory, the sun on my shoulders and the red-and-white bobber racing over the wavelets whipped up by summer’s last breath.

In the present, though, the heart monitor continued to beep an irregular rhythm. My heart refused to end its tantrum. It wanted to be heard. It had a message. A hospital gives you a lot of time to listen. The idea of getting back to my first self began to seem more important.

In a world that hadn’t seemed entirely reliable or kind these past few years, the memories of the woods and waters of my boyhood were pleasurable, and the notion of the cabin, which I had been entertaining, seemed a natural next-step extension of them. My mind grew calm as I pondered how I might build this cabin. I considered its dimensions, thought about materials and even began, in my daydreaming, to hang fishing rods on its walls. I’d make a big mess of blueberry pancakes for the people I brought there. Many of the feelings I had been sorting through seemed to be converging and shifting for the better.

Then, along with everything else, there was this thought that just appeared from I don’t know where: the cabin would be a home of last resort. It would root me in a place. It would be my hedge against that old and irrational fear, homelessness. Maybe that had been the ultimate source of my anxiety, and the message my heart was tapping out through the bars of my ribs: build yourself a home.

To the surprise of the doctors, my heart went back to its even beating without the electric shock to my chest that they already had scheduled.

 

Back at the apartment, after leaving the hospital, I felt stirrings of anticipation and possibility. It helped that it was September, a month I’ve always associated with beginnings. The crickets whirred in the trees outside my second-floor windows. They  seemed to be singing me forward. Isn’t it a wonderful thing, that the whir of crickets is the same year in and year out? It is the sound of continuity and coherence. Already I was feeling better. I went to sleep contemplating the woodland scene of a simple gable roof, a screened porch and a chimney pushing up wood smoke. I told Paul what I had in mind. I wasn’t far into my explanation when I asked if he could help with me it, and he said he would. The same old Paul.

“Where are you going to get the land?” he asked.

“I have some ideas,” I said. “Maine, I hope.”

First, I had to contend with a practical matter. I lacked a car. In Boston, I was forced to live frugally. My savings had been wiped out in the divorce, and my professor’s salary left me with little extra money to buy a car, but I would need a car if I wanted a cabin, and a car cost money. This is what life in America has come to, I thought: a man who wants a little nature in his life must first find the money to buy a car. My stroke of good fortune came with the sale of a book. The first installment of the advance bought a used car; subsequent installments would get me started on the cabin.

At my computer in my office at the university, I scrolled through the country-property ads. They described lots that were along rivers or beside lakes, parcels that held old apple orchards or were open fields. I focused my search on Maine. I knew it held what I wanted in copious amounts: green hillsides watered by little streams, backwoods ponds, and miles and miles of roads that remained unpaved. An unpaved road had emerged as a necessity in my imagination. Let the dust fly. I wanted to be free of pavement for a few long weekends a year and maybe a month or two in the summer.

As I dodged the Boston traffic, the idea of a small cabin had become a way for me to at least think about nature, to put some tree bark and pine sap into my thoughts if not my life. My step felt a little lighter. I took it as a sign that the cabin was the right prescription for what ailed me. I conjured a cabin small, tight and secure against the wind blowing down from Canada and lit by the yellow flame of a hurricane lamp, squeaking as it swung slightly from a hook on the porch. Logs snapped in the woodstove of my fantasy.

I doodled and made sketches. I spent a lot of time thinking about the porch. It seemed to me a porch elevated a cabin above mere shelter. I was talking cabins and porches with a physician friend at dinner and he said, “Yes, a cabin—and a porch that you can piss off of. I’ve always wanted one.” We agreed that the absence of porches off of which to piss had become a serious deficiency of modern male life. The women at the table groaned.

The prospect of doing the work with Paul—and by extension, his sons—made the labor ahead even more appealing and the feeling right. When I was living in Philadelphia, because of the distance and our responsibilities, I had seen him only a few times a year, usually when I returned to visit my mother, who by then was declining and beset with numerous health problems. Paul—with eight children at home, a new marriage and a demanding job—had taken on the burden of caring for her in those final years. There was also some repairing that I needed to do with him.

So the way I was conjuring it, the cabin was going to be a kind of recapitulation of the first house Paul and I had built, except this time it was going to be done in late middle age and the goal would not be to construct a house for starting out in life, but to  put up a place for ourselves, where our sons and daughters, now grown, could come to spend time with us in the out of doors.

As my kids burrowed deeper into their own lives and grew more distant from mine, this seemed to be more my dream than theirs. “You’re going to build a what?” my daughter asked me when I told her on the phone about my plan to build a cabin in the Maine woods, maybe deep in the mountains. “How will anybody get there?” she asked.

 

One day in January 2008, I got an e-mail from a real estate agent that said, “This could be a good property for you. It’s rural but not too far out. I believe there is power right at roadside.” The price was $32,000. It was a number within my reach. The ad described it as five acres of “mixed woodland.” It was near the New Hampshire border, in the lee of the White Mountains and in the town of Stoneham. Stoneham, I would soon learn, had no traffic lights, about a dozen roads and a single small market that sold pizza, live bait and two-dollar draft beers and served as a deertagging station. I called Paul and told him I had come across a property that might be right. He agreed to come along.

In the code of northern New England, “mixed woodland” means that the trees that are valuable as lumber or pulp have been removed and the logs turned into boards or paper. In other words, some developer had already extracted the commercial value of the land as a woodlot. I guessed that most of the trees from the parcel I was driving to had by now been turned into paper towels at the sulfurous mill in Berlin, New Hampshire, and were on their way to kitchen spills across America. But it was worth taking a trip to see what was left.

What remained was recreational property—a euphemism for a rocky hillside of mostly second-growth oak, maple and beech scored with the ruts of a logging tractor, but close enough to ski areas and trout streams to attract a buyer who wanted a place in the country. This, of course, was me. I hadn’t skied since an accident some years ago in which I departed a chairlift too late and blew out both knees, but I had once been a pretty good fly fisherman and I knew the area was threaded with streams. After a couple of wrong turns that brought us to dead ends and unplowed roads blocked by deep snow, we found it. We recognized the lot by the surveyor’s fluorescent ribbons and a path that had been cleared by a logging skidder. With three feet of new snow blanketing the ground, we strapped on snowshoes and paddled up the hillside.

The sun was bright, the sky a powdery blue and the snow glittered like tiny crystals as we climbed the east-facing slope. The woods were silent except for our huffing and puffing. Neither of us was in great shape. Both of us could have stood to lose twenty pounds. The only exercise my work had afforded me was pacing back and forth in front of a classroom. Paul is stockier than I, but neither of us makes a delicate presentation. We both have dark hair and broad faces and mustaches that give us an unintended intimidating look. I remember a friend once remarking, when he saw Paul and me talking privately in the back of a room, “Looks like the Archduke may be in for some trouble.”

Our snowshoes bit the snow in small steps and sunk a few inches in the plump fluff as we put our weight down from leg to leg. The snow sighed with each press of the snowshoes. We made a trail of overlapping webbed ovals and followed the flags that marked the property’s boundary up the hillside. We crossed a  single set of deer tracks, heart shaped and distinct in the snow. Later a bobcat track wended along a trail stitched with the prints of a snowshoe hare. It’s no small thing to see the mittened shape of bobcat pad. Both animals had been walking, not running, separated by hours or minutes, and I guessed the hungry cat was stalking the hare. I looked ahead but saw no signs either that the hare’s tracks were lengthening into a panicked dash or that the cat had crouched, ears back, to leap. I was taking no sides in the tale in the snow. I simply read it as a poem pressed in the winter page.

I would have been happy to follow those tracks all afternoon. I savored this feeling of being out of doors, of pulling the frigid clean air in and out of my lungs, and of being in a place where nature seemed to prevail over people and pavement. I had forgotten how much I relished just being in the woods. I was sweating from the climb up the hillside. I pulled off my jacket and opened my flannel shirt’s top two buttons. Paul, I could see, was looking for a good building site—something flat and accessible to a truck and excavation equipment.

My body cooled quickly. I enjoyed the sensation of hard work and cold air on my chest and back as we continued upward. We walked in single file. I went first. The rabbit tracks disappeared into the stiff parchment leaves of some small beech trees that had been uncovered by the wind. The land and the walk were conforming to the fantasy I had been concocting at my desk, and already my mind was made up. I would make an offer.

“Do you think he would take thirty for it?” I asked Paul.

“You can always give it a try,” he replied. “The economy’s bad, and he might need the money.”

Two weeks later, we returned to meet the owner, Rick Rhea of South Freeport, Maine. He had bought the lot and the adjoining 120 acres a year earlier and subdivided it into eight parcels, which he was selling one at a time. He had partnered with a logger in nearby Albany Township, who worked with a crew and skidder. The combination of land developer (or subdivider) and logger is common in the north country. They make their money by identifying parcels of land that can be logged for additional profit and sold in parts, the sum of which exceeds the price paid for the entire piece. Rick was about fifty, wiry with a temporary smile that struck me as either cold or vulnerable. I couldn’t tell which right away. His smile seemed as skittish as a small and frightened animal. It would take me some time to get to know him, and I eventually grew to like him. He was direct and without ornament or affectation. I would later learn that he had clashed with the planning board in town—not surprising given my first impression of him—and there was lingering ill will that eventually would affect my plans. Rick had brought his own snowshoes, made of aluminum and plastic, and the three of us walked a wider circle than Paul and I had on our first trip up the hillside. We followed the same trail but then crossed the line of fluorescent flags to a second lot. It was lot No. 7 on the map Rick was carrying, rolled under his arm. The lot was not quite six acres, a little bit bigger than the first, and it held a site for a cabin that was more distant from the road where we’d parked.

The extra distance suited me. I wanted a place to escape to. I wanted to be in the woods. I didn’t even want a driveway. I wanted a long walking path from the road to the cabin. Rick suggested a site for the cabin that was mostly a flat patch of ground with a few  spindly firs sprouting through the snow—Charlie Brown Christmas trees. The spot was bounded on one side by a granite outcropping that thrust to shoulder height and on the other by a steep downward slope of spindly hardwoods that fell to the road below.

The trees obscured the road, but I caught a glimpse, beyond, of a flat white expanse that looked like an open field. I asked Rick if it was a farm. No, he said, it was a frozen pond. Little Pond, he called it.

Really, I thought. Little Pond?

Ah, that old seductress—water.

“I can offer you thirty,” I said to Rick, springing the amount on him without a lot of questions. I figured, why not lowball it? He hadn’t mentioned any other offers. Maybe I could save myself two thousand dollars.

I saw he didn’t expect the offer, that he had figured I was a real estate shopper and not a real estate buyer. This was evident in the way he had tossed his snowshoes to the ground at the beginning of our walk—as if to say, More time wasted with some asshole from Massachusetts. The mention of real money changing hands, though, warmed him up. His smile now seemed less distant, more fixed on his face. We made eye contact and he was searching me for bullshit. He said he would have to talk to his partner. This struck me as a variation on the car salesman routine, and I searched him for bullshit. Already we were quietly negotiating.

A week later, in an e-mail exchange, Rick held firm at $32,000. I knew it was a good price despite my lower offer, so I agreed to it. We set a date for the closing. On February 8, 2008, after the  stamping of papers and affixing of signatures, I owned 5.49 acres on a hillside in Stoneham in Oxford County, Maine.

It was the beginning of an arc that would carry Paul and me through two cycles of the seasons, and a sequence of surprises, discoveries and unanticipated transformations in our lives.
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