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In the way that a gambler who has lost can easily imagine himself again in possession of his money, thinking how false, how undeserved was the process that took it from him, so he sometimes found himself unwilling to believe what had happened, or certain that his marriage would somehow be found again. So much of it was still in existence.

JAMES SALTER, Light Years
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Why, thank you. I’m getting in shape to die.”

Those were the first words I spoke aloud on the final Thursday in August of last summer: Thursday, I recall for certain, because it was the day on which I read in our weekly town paper about the first of what I would so blithely come to call the Crusades; the end of the month, I can also say for certain, because Elves & Fairies was scheduled, that very evening, to fling open its brand-new, gloriously purple doors—formerly the entrance to my beloved barn—and usher in another flight of tiny perfect children, along with their preened and privileged parents.

I was on the return stretch of my route du jour, the sun just gaining a vista over the trees, when a youngster who lives half a mile down my street gave me a thumbs-up and drawled, “Use it or lose it, man!” I might have ignored his insolence had he been pruning a hedge or fetching the newspaper, but he appeared merely to be lounging—and smoking a cigarette—on his parents’ hyperfastidiously weed-free lawn. He wore tattered trousers a foot too long and the smile of a bartender who wishes to convey that you’ve had one too many libations.

I stopped, jogging in place, and elaborated on my initial remark. “Because you see, lad,” I informed him, huffing rhythmically though still in control, “I have it on commendable authority that dying is hard work, requiring diligence, stamina, and fortitude. Which I intend to maintain in ample supply until the moment of truth arrives.”

And this was no lie: three months before, at my daughter’s Memorial Day cookout, I’d overheard one of her colleagues confide to another, in solemn Hippocratic tones, “Maternity nurses love to talk about how hard it is to be born, how it’s anything but passive. They explain to all these New Age moms that babies come out exhausted from the work they do, how they literally muscle their way toward the light. Well, if you ask me, dying’s the same. It’s hard work, too. The final stretch is a marathon. I’ve seen patients try to die but fail. Just one more thing they didn’t bother to tell us in med school.” (Creepy, this talk of muscling one’s way toward the dark. Though I did enjoy the concept of all those babies toiling away, lives on the line, like ancient Roman tunnel workers, determined to complete their passage.)

As for the youngster with trousers slouched around his bony ankles, my homily had its intended effect. When I finished, he hadn’t a syllable at his service; not even the knee-jerk “Whatever” that members of his generation mutter when conversationally cornered. As I went on my way, energized by vindication, I had a dim notion that the youngster’s name was Damien. Or Darius. I put him at fifteen, the nadir point of youth. Had he been a boy of his age some twenty years ago, I would have known his name without a second thought, not just because I would have known his parents but because in all likelihood he would have mowed my lawn or painted my barn (gratefully!) for an hourly wage appropriate to a teenage boy’s modestly spendthrift habits. Nowadays, teenage boys with wealthy parents do not mow lawns or paint houses. If they stoop to any sort of paid activity, they help seasoned citizens learn to navigate the baffling world of computers and entertainment modules, charging an hourly wage more appropriate to the appallingly profligate habits of a drug dealer in the Bronx.

Damius or Darien might indeed have been the one to coach my own seasoned self through the use of my new laptop computer (a retirement gift that spring from my daughters), and to fleece me accordingly, had I not been the fortunate grandfather of a very intelligent, very kind, adequately well-mannered boy of twenty who was, at the time, an honors student at Harvard. A “good boy,” as parents no longer dare to say, cowed by advice from some celebrity pediatrician who’s probably fathered two or three litters with a sequence of abandoned wives. But that’s what Robert was, to me (and still is, or is again, despite everything that’s happened): a Good Boy, on the verge of becoming a solid, productive citizen. “My grandson is a very good boy,” I used to say, with pride and confidence, especially within earshot of his mother.

Robert had inherited his mother’s passion for science, and I had begun to assume, with mixed feelings, that he planned to follow in her professional footsteps. A successful oncologist in Boston, Trudy has become marginally famous as a media source whenever some new Scandinavian study pops up to hint at anything approaching a cure. One day, watching her as she explained a controversial drug to that life-size Ken doll on the six o’clock news, it occurred to me that my younger daughter entered my living room more often as a guest of NBC than as my flesh-and-blood offspring. I saw Robert far more frequently.

Robert stayed in close touch with me as contractors, carpenters, plumbers, and electricians jacked up and tore apart my barn so that it could become the new home of Elves & Fairies, Matlock’s favorite progressive nursery school. (Simply to look out my back windows that summer felt like spying on the public humiliation of a loyal friend, an ordeal I had engineered.) When these callow strangers—few of whom spoke English by choice—were not perpetrating their mutilations, buttressings, and vigorous eviscerations upon that stately structure, they treated my entire property like an amusement park. During breaks, they would kick a soccer ball back and forth by the pond, and while there were plenty of other shady spots in which to lounge, they ate their lunch on the steps of my back porch, their laughter and indecipherable chitchat echoing throughout my house. I could not even identify the language they shared. It might have been Tagalog or Farsi.

Fortuitously, despite my protests, Robert had insisted on setting up an e-mail account when he tutored me on the use of my laptop. After decades at a job where the King Kong shadow of technology loomed ever larger and darker over the simple work I loved, I had fantasies of a quasi-Luddite retirement: I would revel in the pages of one obscurely significant novel after another, abandoning the world of gigabytes and hard drives. Cursed be the cursors; farewell to iEverything and all its pertly nicknamed apps.

In a word, ha.

That summer, as it turned out, I found my sleek, alarmingly versatile computer a blessing—chiefly because it meant that I heard regularly from Robert, who was working at a coastal conservation outfit up in Maine. He kept me sane by sympathizing with my fury about everything from the cigarette butts and gum wrappers I found in the forsythia bushes to the dozens of alien soda-pop cans I had to haul, along with my own recycling, to the transfer station. Most insulting was the altered view from my desk: my copper beech so rudely upstaged by a large blue closet concealing a toilet.

That Thursday, finally, the blue john was carted away. The workmen were gone. My good deed was coming to fruition, and I was determined to put myself in a positive frame of mind. Yes, I was irritated by the youth in the baggy trousers and all that he personified—but he was just one sign among many that the world was changing its colors without my permission. Yes, I was apprehensive about the looming loss, possibly permanent, of certain privileges I had long taken for granted: peace, privacy, and (my daughter Clover had recently informed me) swimming naked in the pond before dark. But I had been led to expect these vexations. And I was excited to learn, from Robert’s latest e-mail, that he was now back in Cambridge, preparing to start his junior year.

So when I came downstairs after showering, reading two chapters of Eyeless in Gaza, and shooting an e-missive to my grandson inviting him to lunch, I was almost completely happy to find my elder daughter in my kitchen. Almost.

There she sat, at the same table where she’d started each day for the first seventeen years of her life, eating a bowl of yogurt sprinkled with what looked like birdseed, drinking tea the color of algae, and paging through my copy of the Grange. For the past year, she’d been renting part of a house across town, yet she continued to make herself at home without announcing her presence. I knew that I ought to feel an instinctual fatherly joy—here she was, safe and hopeful at the very least, possibly even content—yet most of the time I had to suppress a certain resentment that she had made such a wreck of her life and then, on top of that, made me feel responsible for her all over again.

Like her younger sister, Clover hadn’t lived under my roof since a summer or two during college—unless one were to count the recent period (though one would like to have forgotten it) during which she had languished here after the histrionic collapse of her marriage. For six months, until I helped her move across town and convinced my friend Norval to give her a job at his bookstore, she had gone back and forth between my house and her sister’s.

“Hey, Daddy.” Clover beamed at me. “How was your run?”

“Made it to the Old Artillery,” I said. (Wisely, she paid me no condescending compliments.)

She stood. “Can I make you a sandwich?”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Turkey? Peanut butter? Egg salad?”

“Thank you.”

Clover laughed her deceptively carefree laugh. At an early age, my daughters learned that I do not like unnecessary choices, yet they tease me with them all the same. My favorite restaurants—if any such remain—are the ones where you’re served a meal, no questions asked (except, perhaps, what color wine you’d prefer). You can carry on a civilized conversation without being forced to hear a litany of the twenty dressings you may have on your salad or to pretend you care what distant lake engendered your rainbow trout.

As Clover assembled my lunch, she told me in meticulous detail about the last-minute touches she and her new colleagues were putting on the barn to prepare for the open house that night. I sometimes wondered if she could appreciate the depth of the sacrifice I was making—all of it for her.

While she twittered on about the final visit from the fire marshal, how she’d held her breath as he peered upward yet again at all those hundred-year-old rafters, my attention wandered to the newspaper, open to the police log. In any given week, the most notable incident in Matlock might be Loud voices reported 2 a.m. on Caspian Way or Pearl earring found under bench at train depot. But then there were such delectably absurd items as Woman apprehended removing lady’s-slippers from woods off Mallard Lane or Caller on Reed St. complained wild turkeys blocked access to garage. A recent standout was “Bonehead driver” reported at food co-op transfer site.

That week, our fearless enforcers had coped valiantly with a Shetland pony wandering free behind the public library, a 911 hang-up, the report of a weird man on a bike riding along a perfectly public road, a complaint about extensive paper detritus blowing across a hayfield, and a car left idling for twenty minutes at Wally’s Grocery Stop. But then I came to the listings for the previous Saturday, a day of the week that, in the police log, tends to be dominated by reckless driving at the cocktail hour. This time, however, the first entry for Saturday read, Motor vehicle vandalized and filled with vegetable refuse reported at 24 Quarry Rd. at 6:05 a.m.

I burst out laughing. Clover stopped talking and turned from the counter to face me. “You find vaccination records a source of amusement?”

I tapped the paper. “This is priceless. Did you read this?”

She struggled not to look annoyed. Carrying a plate on which she’d placed a sandwich made with burlap bread, she looked over my shoulder. I read the item aloud. “ ‘Vegetable refuse’? Now there’s something new.”

“You didn’t hear about that?” said Clover.

“How would I? I’m no longer on the soirée circuit. I’ve been branded the town curmudgeon.”

“You have not. In fact, you are the town savior, in the opinion of seventy-three parents arriving to see their children’s fabulous new school this evening.”

“Until someone’s precious little Christopher Robin breaks a toe on the flagstone walk or falls off that fancy jungle gym.”

Clover uttered a noise of exasperation, but she spared me the usual dose of her newfound philosophy about the magnetic effects of negative thinking.

“But this.” I pointed to the paper again. “This wins a prize.”

She sat down across from me and told me that some fellow named Jonathan Newcomb had awakened to find his brand-new Hummer filled with corn husks. “Like, jam-packed with the stuff. And there was this big sign pasted over the entire windshield, and it said, ETHANOL, ANYONE? And they put it on with the kind of glue you can’t get off—in New York, they use it to glue on notices when you don’t move your car for the street cleaner.”

“Who is ‘they’?”

“The police, Daddy.”

“No, I mean the ‘they’ who filled that car with corn.”

“Just the husks. Nobody knows.”

I laughed loudly. I might even have clapped my hands. “That’s the most creative prank I’ve heard of in ages.”

Clover did not partake in my amusement. “Well, Jonathan is on the warpath. He made sure they fingerprinted everything in sight. Like even the hubcaps. He missed a plane, too. His company had an important meeting.”

“Wait. Quarry Road? Isn’t Newcomb the fellow who put down three acres of turf where all that milkweed used to grow like blazes? The field where I used to take you and Trudy to see the butterflies? You know that scoundrel?”

“He’s a dad,” said Clover.

I was baffled by this non sequitur until I realized she was referring to E & F. No doubt Newcomb paid the full, five-figure tuition. Probably times two, for a brace of hey-presto fertility twins.

“Can you imagine,” she said, sounding deeply concerned, “getting all that corn silk out of the upholstery?”

“No. I cannot imagine that.” I used my napkin to conceal my smile.

The minute I finished my sandwich, Clover reached across the table and touched my hand. “There’s something important I have to ask. How would you feel if the two older classes built a tree house in the beech tree? They wouldn’t harm the tree, I promise.”

“Four-year-olds with hammers and saws? That makes sense.”

“They’d be the helpers, the apprentices. They do have wood shop, you know. In all the years of E and F, no one’s ever lost a finger or an eye. And we have this amazing new teacher—the first male teacher, in fact! He has just the most wonderful concept for the project.” She proceeded to describe how the older children—the Birches and the Cattails—would be “studying” architecture.

“Whatever happened to construction-paper collages and masks made from paper plates?” I raised my hands in surrender. “No, don’t tell me. This is the twenty-first century! Rubber cement went out with the typewriter! Wake up, you old coot!”

Clover smiled, indulgently. “Actually, they do lots of collages. But now the kids have glitter glue. It comes in every color of the rainbow.”

“Will wonders never cease,” I said. Though I was glad to see her cheerful again, I’d begun to feel as if we now suffered from what I could only call a humor gap. Unfairly, perhaps, I blamed it on her psychotherapist, whom she liked to quote as if the woman were Jefferson or Gandhi.

Clover sat back and folded her arms. “Daddy, it’s time you took the tour. Really. You will be so amazed. I think you’ll really like it. You will.”

“Will I.” But I gave her my least sardonic smile.

“I promise.”

“Then let’s go.” I stood with a purpose—my hamstrings issuing a sharp rebuke for the last half mile of my run.

As I followed Clover out the door, I could see how attractive she remained, even from behind: she had her mother’s airy grace, the straight spine, that enticingly hapless thicket of hair. She’d let it go from ginger to a golden, variegated gray, a choice Poppy did not live long enough to make. Clover was on the cusp of forty-five, a birthday eight years beyond Poppy’s final age.

Because I’d seen so much of Clover since her return to Matlock, weeks would go by during which I did not consciously notice this daughter’s resemblance to her mother; and then, whenever it rose to the surface again, I felt the familiar, vertiginous tumble of emotions: relief at the presence in the absence (that something of my wife remained) and sorrow at the absence in the presence (that my daughters would always remind me their mother was gone). And the ugly sense that I held a bottomless debt of repentance: for even while I’d maintained my solitude, had never come close to marrying again in the thirty-two years since my wife’s death, still that solitude had been ample with pleasure.

When Poppy was alive, the barn loft was her dance studio. She taught little girls and women of all ages, even a few renegade “sensitive” men. Back in the no-hassle sixties, it was a cinch to turn your barn into a backyard business, to add a bathroom here, a tiny kitchen there. In fashionably rural Matlock, it became a fad. Several architects set up shop just out their kitchen door; art studios proliferated; for a few years, we had a local dairy store, the Mootique. (Trudy and Clover loved to visit those smelly cows and sample the eccentrically seasoned cheeses.) The Episcopal minister’s wife taught natural-childbirth classes in the barn behind the rectory—a place that had been used to store outdated prayer books and props for holiday pageants. She swept out the dust and painted a giant blue dove on the siding that faced the town green. On brilliant cloudless days, it took on a trompe l’oeil effect, as if you could see through the barn right out to the sky. Poppy called it “our very own Magritte.”

I wonder if the zoning board of yesteryear devoted its meetings to getting high. Because all of a sudden, not long after Poppy’s death, everything changed. By the late seventies, well, good luck to you if you wanted to put so much as a spare bedroom over your garage! By the dawn of the new millennium, spaces zoned for commercial use had become as rare in Matlock as families with middle-class incomes. Which meant that Evelyn Fougère—E & F’s legendary progenitor and directress—found herself in a grand pickle when, at the end of a ten-year lease, she and her school were politely banished from the parish house of the Congregational church. The deacons had voted to take in a nonprofit organization that found homes for refugees from African countries where chopping your neighbors into little pieces had become a way of life. Many heated letters appeared in the Grange, but the CC deacons held fast to their conviction that the town must extend its evanescent goodwill much farther afield.

According to one rumor, Evelyn’s persistence in attending the Episcopal church across the green from the CC had tipped the scales against her, but what was the point of parsing the verdict? She was desperate, and she did her homework. My barn, grandfathered as an “educational facility” thanks to Poppy’s classes, was the answer to her most secular prayers.

I had kept Poppy’s studio exactly as she left it: the long mirror spotless, the barre polished, the festive Mexican rugs rolled tightly and stacked in a corner. After her death, it took a good ten years for people to stop asking me if they could rent or even borrow the barn (about the same duration it took for them to give up on me as the perfect partner for yet another nice, bookish woman who’d missed or been jettisoned from the marriage trolley). I knew perfectly well what people thought: that it was a shrine to my guilt. I didn’t care what they thought. I would have the studio cleaned every few months and visit just often enough to check for invading wildlife. Otherwise I never expected to see it altered. But Clover’s crisis changed all that.

Evelyn Fougère had the nerve to pick up the phone, call me, and ask outright. (Whatever happened to the discretion of making such requests by mail?) “Percy, you’ve heard the news, I’m sure,” she said, “so I’ll get to the point. I need your barn. The children need your barn! I do not have to tell you how essential this school has become to the town. I know that sounds conceited in the extreme, but it’s simply a fact. You owe us nothing; you don’t even have a grandchild who needs a space—and believe me, I’m not above such incentives!—so all I can do is throw myself on your mercy … and maybe remind you of my longtime friendship with Clover? Remember the summer you rented us a pair of ponies?” Her laughter was nervous and imploring.

I had been waiting for a pause in which to concisely, not too impolitely, demur—it did not help her case that she so readily addressed me by my first name when I had always been Mr. Darling to her—but then her suggestion of an “incentive,” followed by her reminder that she and Clover had been girlhood chums, set my rusty mental cogs in motion. Bargain with the devil! warned a shrill inner voice, yet it so happened that I had just hung up from another painful conversation with Clover, who’d told me that what she now felt certain she wanted to do (yes really really certain this time!) was “something with little children.” I had listened sympathetically, but forgive me if I also rolled my eyes, suspecting that what she “really really” felt certain about was that she should never have abandoned her husband and her own children. What she felt was nostalgia and remorse. But I’d kept these thoughts to myself.

So after letting Evelyn’s laughter dwindle to silence, I said, “Make me a proposal. And maybe I’ll make you one in return.” From her involuntary gasp, I knew that, in exchange for a five- or ten-year lease on my huge, picturesque, appropriately zoned barn, she would gladly hand over not just her firstborn child (a comely aspiring actress at Juilliard) but her island house in Maine. Instead, I secured a decent job for my confused, rootless daughter. And I agreed to keep the rent low as long as Clover hung on to that job. If anyone could keep Clover on track, it was the shrewd, creative, nurturing Evelyn. Maybe that’s what Clover needed: a boss who knew what made small children tick, how to make them happy, how to help them grow. Because that’s how I secretly saw my daughter—as a small child in the body of a forty-four-year-old woman.

But a bargain with the devil it certainly was. All summer long, I refused to go anywhere near the barn, let alone set foot inside. I knew my resistance was petty, but I could not yet relinquish my need to preserve the one place where my wife’s spirit still reigned supreme. On many a day, I turned up Beethoven to drown out the whine of electric tools, the hollow tumbling of two-by-fours, the merriment of hardworking men telling lewd jokes in a foreign language.

One day, while I was reading Trollope in Poppy’s old dressing room (from which I had no view of the architectural assault), I was startled by a quivering brilliance on the ceiling, the kind caused by reflections off jewelry or rippling water. I went to the window and looked down just in time to see the sections of that great, long mirror pass by, strapped faceup to the top of a van, hurling sunlight back at the sky. I was seized with a possessive panic, as if I had happened upon a burglary in progress. I made it halfway downstairs, at a clumsy gallop, before I realized that I had no use for those mirrors. Someone had taken the care to remove them intact; perhaps they would go somewhere they were needed. Perhaps they would once again reflect the limbs of young, supple dancers. It had not occurred to me before that my hoarding them in that deserted barn had been selfish.

After I knew that the contractor had finished the taking away and begun the bringing in, I asked Clover about the rugs; I would find a good home for them, too. Poppy had collected the rugs over two trips we took to Mexico, one to cavort on the beach, one to see archaeological ruins. On the second trip, she was pregnant with Clover. The rugs were primitive, brightly striped and flowered squares woven with a soft, furry wool—perfect, said Poppy, for “barefoot work” in the winter.

“Oh, Daddy, they were destroyed by moths,” Clover told me. “They fell apart completely when I untied them. We had to throw them away. I hope you don’t mind.” She searched my face—worried, I could see, that I might be angry.

“I suppose they would be,” I said, speaking gently. “I ought to have wrapped them up, years ago.” What a waste.

Why should I give a hoot about those old rugs? Why wasn’t my entire, loving focus on Clover, my oldest child, the one who needed my help—far more than I or anyone could give!—and who, right then, was genuinely excited to be the new assistant to the esteemed director of Elves & Fairies?

That Thursday in August, as I followed Clover down the long slope from the house to the barn, I had to admit that she looked as proud of this fresh endeavor as I’d seen her look about anything since the first few years of her children’s lives.

New grass already grew where stacks of lumber and the trampings of workmen had stripped my lawn bare. I noticed for the first time that the jumbled stones in the walkway had been evened out, that an apron of dark green rubber formed a subtle patio at the entrance to the barn. My driveway no longer petered off into dandelions and timothy but lassoed back on itself, forming a loop where parents could drive through to drop off and retrieve their progeny.

Was I ready to face the mutation of my wife’s favorite refuge into a warren of crayon-colored nooks and crannies, where the closest thing to Merce Cunningham or Balanchine would be a game of musical chairs? And what if this were something I should have done long ago, by way of atonement?

Yet I would not allow my good mood to be shattered by feelings of futile guilt. I retraced my attention to the image of that wretched Hummer—the automotive equivalent of a big-city cockroach—stuffed to the gills with corn husks. Someone in Matlock had a fine and devious sense of humor. Perhaps there was a God.

When I muttered to myself, “Ethanol, anyone?” Clover turned around and gave me a funny look.

I said, “Lead on, my dear.”

Because the barn was set into the hillside descending toward the pond, one entered the loft from ground level on the side that faced the house. The old double door still served as the main entrance (though reinforced and painted that lurid purple). Above it, a faux-rustic sign bore the school’s wincingly adorable name. (Efforts by the school’s lone set of gay parents to change the name, because of its homophobic associations, had been squelched. Evelyn had published a letter in the Grange about protecting “authentic” fairies from the evils of political correctness.)

“So, get ready!” Clover opened the doors dramatically, like that vapid young woman on Let’s Make a Deal, a show that Poppy and I used to laugh at together, only half watching, as we danced around the kitchen making dinner.

Clover’s promise held: my admiration escaped me in a simple, wordless exclamation. It was, indeed, amazing. Evelyn’s husband, Maurice, was the architect given free rein—and when I saw what he had done to my barn, I understood why a small hush fell over any gathering into which he walked (and I understood, too, why they could afford a waterfront house in Vinal Haven and a ski hut in Vermont). The man was a master of light.

Predictably, yet logically, a long hallway bisected the space, beneath the spine of the roof. The classrooms to either side were partitioned with walls containing doors and windows of widely varied dramatic shapes: not just the shapes you might expect (star, crescent moon, hexagon, diamond) but elegantly simplified silhouettes of a turtle, a bear, an owl, a howling wolf! There were new skylights, too, which admitted vertical rivers of light.

“Good Lord,” I exclaimed, irresistibly moved.

“You see? Isn’t it just heavenly? And it’s all super-safety glass,” said Clover, knocking on one of the windows. “Practically impossible to break.”

Along the outside walls, shelves painted in a dozen shades of green and purple held plastic bins of wooden animals, silk scarves, pom-poms, crayons, miniature scissors … all the tutti-frutti paraphernalia of a childhood pictured in magazines. On the paneling between the skylights hung posters of wildflowers and exotic birds; on the floors lay soft multicolored mats; in smart blond shelves stood books with extravagantly artful jackets. From the angled ceiling of each room hung a fan. Swiftly yet almost silently, they stirred and cooled the air.

“Good Lord,” I said again. “And to what slum did we send you and your sister for nursery school?”

“There was no Elves and Fairies then,” said Clover. “There was just Mrs. O’Connor’s playgroup in the basement of the Artillery.” She turned to look at me. “Which was just fine, Daddy. We loved it.”

She led me down the long hall toward the back; halfway there, to one side, I glimpsed an alcove holding three elfin toilets. The tiles formed a glittering mosaic of the sky: midnight blue and gold, van Gogh’s cosmos boiling with comets.

I remembered then that Maurice’s firm specialized in art museums. He’d designed a wing at the Fogg during my final years at Harvard.

“Come see the view,” my daughter urged.

Filling the back wall of the loft, from my waist to well above my head, was a vast triangular window. Below us lay the pond as I had never seen it, for this wall had always been solid, opaque. I felt almost dizzy as I surveyed it—not because I have a fear of heights but because it seemed inconceivable that I could view this place I knew so well, better than almost any other place in my entire life, in a way I had never viewed it before.

“How can this be?” I muttered.

Clover laughed, misinterpreting something I hadn’t meant to say aloud. “How it can be,” she said, “how it came out like this, was through the incredible generosity of all the people who wanted us to get it exactly right. Not to mention you, Daddy. Without you, God knows where we would be. If we’d be!”

I did not look her in the face, not wanting to share her raw emotion. Instead, I continued to survey the landscape stretched below me. I saw that the maples on the far side of the pond were already hinting at fall, a blush of orange in their crowns I would never have seen from the ground. I saw the roofs of the Three Greeks, a trio of Greek Revival houses that shared the opposing shore. I saw the pale hot summer sky as the wide plane of water so faithfully portrayed it. And for the first time, I saw the exact shape of the pond, not just as it is pictured on maps of the town but as it exists in nature: a paisley, an attenuated raindrop, a tear.

A phone rang. Clover went back down the hall. I heard her voice: “Elves and Fairies! Clover Darling here! May I help you?”

“Good heavens, Poppy,” I whispered. “What a world.”

“What a world indeed.”

My heart seized as I turned around. Smiling at me from inside one of the classrooms was a pixieish young man, wiry and slight as a gymnast, his hair a compact yellow shrub.

“Ira Schwartz,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you jump.”

We shook hands. Churlishly, I withheld my name. Pointlessly, too.

“You’d be the heroic, legendary Mr. Darling,” he said, cocking his head slightly. “I’m the new guy here, but I know all about you.”

Rampant freckles, a coy smile: the perfect Puck. Then it came to me. I laughed. “Ah yes. You’d be the fellow who wants to turn my poor old tree into a high-rise hotel.”

“Oh that tree, can I tell you … rarely have I met a tree like that. It’s so”—he shook his golden head—“so royal.”

“Yes, it is.”

“But I assure you, Mr. Darling, that what I propose to do—and only if you’re willing—won’t compromise your tree in the slightest. Not one bit.”

Down the hall, I could hear Clover involved in a conversation about toilet training (apparently now called toilet learning).

I leaned toward the pixie and said, “Do you know why I’ve allowed my life and my property to be thrown helter-skelter by this endeavor?”

Finally, I’d silenced the fellow. He regarded me unwaveringly, however, eyebrows raised, respectfully attendant. “Well,” he finally said, “I’d be curious to know, but only if it were my business.”

“It’s not, but I’ll summarize. Family. Not money, not altruism, not—not—a nostalgia for the company of children.”

He nodded, but his hands stayed in the pockets of his rather tight blue jeans. “Mr. Darling, I can take no for an answer.”

“Young fellow, I’m not giving you an answer. I’m giving you a context.” I spoke cheerfully, not disdainfully.

“I didn’t mean to confront you,” he said. “I’m sorry if it seemed that way. I guess I interrupted your tour.…”

I looked at my watch, if only to give us both a graceful out. “My people will be in touch with yours.”

It took him a moment, but then he burst into courteous laughter. “And my people will be ready to negotiate. I shouldn’t tell you this, but they’re softies.”

He went back into his classroom, and I retraced my steps down the long, lovely hallway. Clover, still on the phone as I passed her office, made a desperate face, but we waved to each other. I blew her a kiss.

Outside, the afternoon heat struck me like a mallet, and I decided it was time for my final naked daylight swim. From mid-May to late October, I swam virtually every day, rain or shine or fog, and I hadn’t owned a pair of swimming trunks in God knew how long. A week before, Clover had told me in no uncertain terms that I was to give up this habit; never mind that I made my way between the pond and the outdoor shower in a towel.

I do not believe in ghosts. Yet undeniably, over the years since Poppy’s death, there were times when I swam in the pond and felt haunted: not by Poppy herself (that might have felt merciful, in a way) but by the doubts that I would never, ever share with anyone about the way in which she died. Swimming, for me, has always been a kind of meditation, not a form of exercise. The wild silence of “my” pond was a part of that meditation. Crickets, frogs, songbirds, peepers—each in its season—set the rhythm of my breathing and my brain. (I had learned to shut out the occasional distant mower.)

Half an hour later, as I drifted placidly on my back, watching the clouds above me do the same, a whole new sound invaded my world: from open windows, the bantering of the teachers as they readied the loft—the school—for the inaugural gathering that night. Voices carry surprisingly far across water. Except for Ira, the would-be tamer of my tree, the voices belonged to women, all maternal in the extreme, blessed with sunny outlooks and sunny laughter to match. “Did you fill the sand table, Joyce?” “Oh, aren’t these new smocks adorable!” “I love watching the first-time dads scroonch down in the tiny chairs, don’t you?” And then the pixie spoke: “Do you suppose that if Dick Cheney and all those joint chiefs were forced to hold their meetings in preschool chairs, maybe we wouldn’t be in this ghastly war?” Uproarious laughter followed. One of the women said, “Ira, that is a beautiful thought.”

I beheld a sudden mental projection of my heirloom beech wearing, like a turban, a miniaturized Guggenheim Museum.

I rolled over and swam the length of the pond, back and forth several times. I tried to concentrate on the pleasure of my increasing fitness rather than the treacly human birdsong that was, I feared, to taint a ritual whose importance to me no one else could ever know.

As for my running routine, that was exercise pure and painful. I had decided to make it a daily obligation in April of that year, on the day after my seventieth birthday, a month after my retirement from Widener Library: a time in life when it’s easy to see yourself as headed downhill fast. And so, though I would vary my route in other ways, I always turned left at the foot of my driveway, aiming myself up the long hill toward the old meetinghouse and the town green.

Not long after settling into my regimen of touring the nearby streets on a regular basis, I began to notice a number of onerous signs that the character of my town was under siege. Especially disturbing was that I did not know whether these changes had been going on behind my back for years or had arisen recently, even suddenly; whether I could hope that, if the latter was true, the changes might somehow be reversed.

I noticed the first affront in May, the day I decided to turn onto Fox Farm Lane—a road I had not taken in years, since it is a self-referential loop serving only its residents. I’d passed but a handful of houses when I noticed that several wore new coats of paint in highly untraditional colors, that a cobbled drive had been laid where I remembered a long dirt track, that two dozen young maples had been planted at robotically regular intervals along the boundary of a lawn, each one cabled and braced, replacing a good length of the tumbledown antique stone wall flanking the road. I was thinking what a pretty penny those trees must have cost, what a tasteless shame it was to have dismantled that wall, when I rounded the first sharp curve and saw it.

I would have been no more shocked to come upon a trailer park than I was to behold the addition on the Harris Homestead: a vast, malignant cube of clapboard and glass jutting abrasively into the surrounding woodland. It was nothing short of a cardinal sin against the soul of that fine, stoic saltbox.

The Harrises have not lived in their eponymous house for nigh on two centuries, but this was the sort of town—or had been the sort of town—where people who bought such a house, formerly the sole dwelling on your typically rugged New England farm, regarded themselves not as owners but as stewards, keepers of the historic flame. The addition featured an aggressively shiny picture window and bulbous skylights—three!—as well as a new chimney in a rough stone that clashed with the center chimney of faded brick.

Had our relationship been true to its cordial façade, I would have rushed home and called my next-door neighbor—Laurel Connaughton, chairwoman of the Historical Forum—to inquire about this atrocity. The opening of Elves & Fairies in my barn was hardly the crux of our covert feud; there was her Nosey Parker quest to open a wall in my own ancient house (in which she believed there was a “secret passageway,” based on her furtive, inebriated knockings at a Christmas party many years past) and, dating even further back, our endless dispute over the maintenance of shoreline on our side of the pond.

Year after year, Mistress Lorelei insisted on “grooming” the tall grasses and thickets on her part of the perimeter, imperiling the communities of bullfrogs and birds that relied on this tangle for habitat. Without my permission, however, she could not spray for mosquitoes. In part just to irritate her, I had installed half a dozen bat houses on the trees that divided our two lawns. (Actually, my grandson Robert installed them.) She was terrified of the creatures and tried to make an official protest. Hal Oxblood, director of the Conservation Commission, informed her that bats consume several times their body weight in mosquitoes on a daily basis, thus fulfilling her ultimate objective. I did not correct him on this point, though Robert had told me it’s a modern myth: a useful myth, he pointed out, since bats need all the good PR they can get. (In fact, he told me, their appetite tends toward moths and beetles.)

Alarming discovery number two occurred a week or so after my unsettling tour of Fox Farm Lane. The first premature heat wave had struck, and the sky was clear, yet all of a sudden I felt rain as I ran onto Wharton where it forks away from Quarry. Puzzled, I stopped. I held out my hands. Lo and behold, the people who’d bought the Weisses’ house (people who lived a quarter mile from me but on whom I had never laid eyes in their year-plus of residence) had installed an in-lawn sprinkler system. Where did they think they were living, Grosse Point? Yet I had seen no complaints about this—or about the architectural ravaging of the Harris Homestead—in the pages of the Grange. Was I the only citizen who regarded these developments as vulgar and outlandish, a sign that the end of Matlock as I knew it was surely at hand? Perhaps the absence of outrage in the letters column was in itself another sign of the end.

I began to hunt for further aesthetic offenses—and therefore saw one nearly every day that summer, from the faux Williamsburg streetlamps planted in front of our nineteenth-century meetinghouse to the sudden, stunning absence of the magnificent alluvial boulder that had rested literally forever at the bottom of Cold Pond Way. (Who in the world had removed it? Where in the world had it gone?) Yet what convinced me we had crossed a line was something far less monumental: my sighting in July of two Bernese mountain dogs, a pair of opulently pampered creatures as black and shiny as limousines—and good Lord, nearly as big—fancy-pantsing along my road with their nymphet owner, her derriere barely the size of a grapefruit, her mane a cunningly gilded fleece, her T-shirt flecked with rhinestones.

Clover had mentioned the dogs earlier that month, gushing on about what gorgeous animals they were, but my gut response on seeing them in the flesh was not so admiring. I looked at their collars—green bands printed with rows of red lobsters—and at their owner’s cantaloupe-colored loafers and in a synaptic flash recalled what old Ben Stewart had whispered to me at the candlelight service two Christmases past, just before his final heart attack. “Percy, mark my words: our lovely village has become, alas, an enclave.” I had humored him with agreement, though at the time I thought he was merely bitter about his sons’ insistence on selling his house, the surefire real estate bonanza outstripping all fondness for their childhood home, with its wide lazy porch and its pocket orchard of eight wizened apple trees that bore fruit without any coddling.

As soon as I got home that day, the day of the dogs, I went straight to my OED (which Robert irreverently calls my “big dic”). I did not even pause to shower; sweat dripped from my bushy eyebrows onto the magnifying glass as I scowled down at the page. Enclave: a portion of territory entirely surrounded by foreign dominions. Ben was an English teacher at our top-notch elementary school, so he used words like surgical instruments.

I sat down and began to take a mental tour of Matlock’s sinuous roads. Our one gas station, manned for decades by Vince Kaliski, a veteran of Okinawa whose wife ran the Girl Scout troop, had closed ten years before. Even the nearby house where Vince and Mary brought up their boys had been razed. More recently, Coiffure Cottage, a beauty salon dating to Cretaceous times, had morphed into a modern art gallery. Buck and Calvin, the plumber and the electrician I engaged to keep my house in working order, had sold their own houses and retired to Florida, none of their numerous sons willing to succeed them—or able to afford our rapidly bloating taxes. Since their departure, I had been forced to employ tradesmen from several towns away, fellows I would never encounter with pleasure at the P.O. or the deli counter at Wally’s. Some might have referred to Vince, Buck, and Calvin as “ordinary fellows” or “salt of the earth.” Such terms are merely code for men who’ve led lives in which boyhood dreams become a luxury, a whim, before boyhood even comes to an end.

Where were these men now? Were they still alive? Even our elementary-school teachers, the Bens, could no longer afford to live among us.

When I e-mailed Robert about the dogs, I typed into the subject line Scylla and Charybdis. During my evening swim, I had a grandiose vision of myself as a lone, graying knight in his drafty castle, surrounded on all sides by Philistines of a novel variety: well schooled, well nourished, well informed (with information convenient to their collectively blinkered conscience), and sure of the ergonomic traction with which their stylishly countrified shoes met the ground.

I was so worked up that night, I could not resist calling Robert’s mother as well. Trudy listened—she’s a good listener, which I’m sure makes her popular with patients—but she was hardly sympathetic. When I told her how much I missed Vince, Buck, and Calvin, she pointed out that I’d never socialized with them.

“Socializing is not the only sign of kinship,” I said. “You women are not so aware of this. We knew what it was to have a meeting of the minds without some knitting circle. And now it seems as if whatever men I do see about town—and let me tell you, it’s rare to spot a man under sixty by daylight!—these men hold down hocus-pocus jobs. They’re ‘derivatives traders’ or ‘IT consultants.’ They have squeaky-clean nails and flannel shirts that came straight out of a mail-order parcel from L.L.Bean—which of course now belongs to some retailer run by the mob in Bayonne, New Jersey.”

“Dad, those guys are prosperous, and so are you. You hate to hear it, but you have more in common with them than you ever did with Mr. Kaliski or the guys who cleaned our oil tank.”

“No, I disagree with you there, my dear. And if you want to discuss income—isn’t that what you mean when you refer to prosperity?—I’m sure I never made half what Buck did! I understand he bought quite the boat after selling his house and cashing in his retirement savings.”

“I’m not talking numbers, Dad, and you know it. It has to do with … station in life.”

“Class, is that what you mean?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“But that’s my point. This used to be a town with many classes.”

“Barely.”

“We lived comfortably together, so you wouldn’t have noticed. We did not need ‘great rooms’ and three-car garages and central air and—”

“Now you’re talking values,” said Trudy. “Which have changed since the days you’re talking about. You think Mr. Kaliski, if he were still around, wouldn’t want a hot tub?”

“I wish you could have seen this town when your mother and I found this house—for a song! The roof was about to cave in, and anyone else would have given up on that barn. But not your mother. She said we would make this a ‘house for the generations.’ Some of our neighbors, people who didn’t know us from Adam, volunteered to pitch in. It was like an old-fashioned barn raising.”

“Dad, I’ve heard all this before. It’s sweet. You and Mom lived in a different time, believe me. But you know what? Let it go. Because listen, can I tell you something, Dad? You are turning into a crank! You’ve always been on the verge, but now it’s finally happening.”

The tour of my barn that was no longer a barn left me restless, despite my swim. So there I stood, just a few hours later, in The Great Outdoorsman. This establishment is the linchpin of business in motley downtown Packard, a town twenty minutes from Matlock that might as well be on the other side of an ocean. At its center, threatening to topple into a sluggish forgotten waterway, huddle three vast, mostly abandoned brick buildings that once housed shoe factories and a mill; only one has been renovated, bravely declaring itself to be the Packard Arts Center. The town’s houses, though old, are weary, not stately; its woods are more weedy than sylvan. Packard is like a poor relation to Matlock, invited to share a cup of grog at the gift-giving holidays; which is to say that Matlock residents fill The Great Outdoorsman and Packard’s other modest shops when their pockets are feeling a mite shallow. It also boasts a DMV office with a blessedly short line, a consignment shop whose furniture is perfect for your children’s first dormitory rooms, and a small, struggling cinema with third-run movies and lumpy velvet chairs from which the occasional spring protrudes to rip an unmendable hole in your trousers.

But TGO, as it’s known, is one of my favorite stores, because it’s bright, filled with unpretentious useful things (from long johns to snowshoes), and still run by the family that founded it sometime around the Great Depression.

My mission that day was to procure the swimming trunks with which I had promised Clover I would henceforth gird up my loins. I must have looked a little lost as I ran my hand through a rack of repellently slinky, skimpy garments, because a young woman came over and asked if I needed help.

“Let’s see,” I said. “If you have access to a time machine that could transport me back to an era when men wore bathing suits that actually concealed something, the answer would be yes.”

She laughed. “Oh, these are just the Speedos.”

“As opposed to the Slomos?”

She laughed again, her amusement genuine. I felt pleased with my sly little quip. “That’s very funny,” she said. “But follow me.”

For the second time that day, an attractive woman was leading me forward toward the future. This one took me all the way across the store, through aisles filled with clothing for climatic conditions at the opposite end of the seasonal spectrum. TGO was not air-conditioned, and I began to perspire at the mere sight of all that fleece and flannel.

“Here are the more traditional trunks,” she said when we reached a rack near the fitting rooms. “There’s not a lot left, I’m afraid. But all the swimwear’s half off now.”

“Doesn’t anyone get a yen for a new suit in the midst of a heat wave like this? And do you honestly believe that someone’s going to purchase anything made of suede?” I pointed to a row of jackets lined with sheepskin.

“The world is a strange and often illogical place,” said the young woman. “The answer to both of those questions would be yes.”

This was not your typical sales gal.

I turned my attention to the three swimsuits left in my size. At least they were cut to my expectations—and dirt cheap—but there was nothing subdued or solid. Two were faux Hawaiian, the third printed with a madras plaid I associate with people who join country clubs. I pulled out the two Hawaiians.

“Well!” I turned toward a full-length mirror outside the fitting booths.

“Don’t you want to try them on?” asked my handmaiden.

“Not necessary. But lend me your opinion.”

With a comic flourish, I struck what I imagined to be a surfing pose, legs akimbo, knees bent. Waistband stretched between my thumbs, I held one and then the other suit in front of me. “Devil? Or the deep blue sea? Pull no punches.”

She stood back and narrowed her eyes. I noticed that she did not look like one of the freckled Irish wives from the large family that usually staffed the store. She was about Clover’s age, deeply tanned, and her hair was strikingly dark. I wondered if she cared that anyone could see it was dyed.

“Hmm,” she said. “The pink pineapples would be a daring choice. You would turn heads in that one.… The hula girls are actually more conventional.”

The pink pineapples (depicted on an aqua background) were indeed quite gaudy but ornamented a suit with a longer cut. Perhaps it would seem irrational to make the demure choice after having swum buck naked for so long, yet such was my preference. “Daring it shall be,” I concluded.

“You won’t regret it.” My handmaiden held out her hand, and I extended mine to shake it. But she was merely reaching for the hangers.

“Silly me,” I said when our hands collided awkwardly. “I thought I was to receive your congratulations. I will have you know that this is the first swimsuit I have purchased since I was in college.”

“Well then, I’m glad you’re headed back to the water,” she said.

I was about to explain my situation to her when I stopped myself. I laughed and shook my head.

“What’s so amusing?” she said.

“I’m having one of those—what youngsters so blithely call ‘a senior moment.’ I thank you for your cordial assistance.”

“A genuine pleasure,” she said, and she seemed to mean it.

At the cash register, I counted out exact change and told her I didn’t need a bag. I also remarked that I had not noticed her working there before.

“I started last month,” she said, “and I’m just part-time.”

“Well, I hope to solicit your sartorial discretion in the future.”

“What a charming thing to say.”

“Likewise,” I told her. “There is a dearth of compliments in the world these days.”

She expressed her agreement and handed me my new suit, neatly folded, along with the sales receipt. Then she said, “It’s always nice when the last customer leaves me smiling. Thank you for that.” I glanced at the large school clock on the wall; it was nearly a quarter past five. Almost any other clerk would have rushed me out by now.

She locked the front door behind me and waved through the glass as I settled myself on the red-hot vinyl upholstery of my car. Whatever refreshment I’d gleaned from my earlier swim was moot. All the way home, I kept the windows wide open and drove as fast as I dared along the country roads. (Daring, yes that’s me! I thought, laughing at the image of myself all decked out in oversize magenta pineapples.)

As I approached my driveway, I was chagrined to see the bunch of balloons tied to the much larger mailbox now adjacent to mine, the one that blared elves & fairies (purple letters, sans serif, lowercase). I groaned. “Now it begins,” I muttered. In two hours, the place would be crawling with E & F’s eager-beaver parents. I’d rented the movie Cape Fear (I was on a Mitchum kick) and planned to watch it, with my dinner, in front of a fan in Poppy’s dressing room. Never mind the heat up there; no one would spy on me.

The second thing I saw was the dark-skinned fellow who showed up at Mistress Lorelei’s every so often to tend to her flowers and shrubs. In recent years, master shyster Tommy Loud (a grade-school classmate of Trudy’s) had expanded his snow-and-tree-removal business by importing a literal truckload of foreign workers to mow lawns, build showy walls, and maintain swimming pools (another distressing new trend). Generally, they were dropped off by the half dozen, along with an armada of high-powered mowers, blowers, and trimmers. You could hear their work a mile away: a plague of locusts on steroids.

But this fellow arrived solo, worked hard, and then seemed to vanish as if into thin air. Once in a while, I’d nodded to him through the trees. He had nodded back.

Now he paced at the foot of Lorelei’s driveway, looking at his watch and wiping the sweat from his face with a gray rag. He appeared agitated, and I could hardly blame him. Thanks to Lorelei’s passion for keeping nature at bay, the foot of her driveway—paved, of course—was bathed in late August sun.

I parked my car by the house and walked back. “Hello!” I called out. “Need anything there?”

He looked startled to be addressed, and I wished that I had some language other than poofy French at my service.

“Sir,” he said, and he bobbed his head.

For a moment, we stared at each other in perplexed silence. Then he said, “I have been waiting for the truck nearly an hour. Could I … telephone?” His accent was strong, yet all I could tell was that it wasn’t French.

“Of course,” I said. “Come on over.”

“Thank you.” He made a great fuss of wiping his feet at the front door.

“Oh just come on in,” I said. “I’m the world’s worst housekeeper.”

He entered and gazed slowly around. I pointed to the phone. Still he paused, looking at his hands, which were covered with Mistress Lorelei’s high-class topsoil. He held a large rumpled paper bag.

“Listen,” I said. “Come wash up and get a drink. You look like a fugitive from the Foreign Legion.”

Insistently, I beckoned him toward the kitchen, where I poured him a glass of Clover’s mint lemonade while he washed his hands at the sink.

“I thank you,” he said before he drank the lemonade—which he did in one long draft.

“Now don’t get brain freeze, young man.”

He stared at me for a moment. He must have thought me mad.

“Oh don’t mind me.” I handed him the cordless phone Robert had attached to the wall by the fridge.

I left the room while he made his call. A moment later, he came into the living room. “They forgot me.” He smiled calmly. “I’ll go wait again.”

“Please wait on my front porch, in the shade,” I said. I saw him out the door, and I pointed to the wicker chairs. “Here. I insist. You don’t even have a hat. You can see your ride pull up right through those trees.”

Tentatively, he sat. He looked older than most of the boys I’d seen on Tommy’s trucks; late twenties, perhaps. He had an unmistakably Mayan profile, dignified yet vaguely equine. I wondered what long, sad journey had landed him here, a lawn serf in Matlock. I didn’t want to know how little he was paid by Tommy Loud. I hoped he didn’t have children. Not yet.

“What’s your name?” I said impulsively, holding out my hand (and thinking, fleetingly, of my gaffe at TGO). “Mine’s Percy.”

He took my hand firmly, held it more than shook it. “Celestino.”

“Well then, Celestino,” I said, “make yourself at home. Seventy-three strangers I’ve never so much as shaken hands with are about to do the same.”

I left him on the porch when the phone rang.

“Robert!” I said when I heard my grandson’s voice. “I have something hilarious to recount.” I went to the kitchen table and found, just where I’d left it, the town paper open to the police log.
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Every Thursday for more than forty years, the Grange had arrived on my doorstep by 6:00 a.m., almost always before the Boston Globe. The paper had been through its ups and downs, but during the past few years its subscription rate had risen to record levels, since the latest editor in chief was a retired Pulitzer winner from the Wall Street Journal. (Yes, only in Matlock.) Which meant that the news, provincial though it was, would be delivered with efficiency, taste, and very few typos. (And that editorials, though eloquent to be sure, would bellow, COLOSSAL IF DODDERING EGO!) Yet there was still gossip, triviality, and quaintness aplenty. Christenings and confirmations (High Episcopalian) appeared on the same page as the obituaries—right across from yard sales and the scores of high school lacrosse games. Once, even Girl Scout and 4-H badges had been listed. Our resident columnist, holding forth for the past twenty years, called herself the Fence Sitter, though she was anything but. If opinions were underdrawers, she would be Fruit of the Loom.

When Poppy was alive, I saw the paper first, before I left for Cambridge. I would circle for her the funniest or most bucolic item I could find. When I returned in the late afternoon, she would have countered by circling for me another source of amusement. I would find the paper folded open to her selection, beside it my glass of red wine, on the long rough-hewn table in the kitchen. As I took my first sip, I would gaze over the lawn toward the barn and, beyond it, the glassy veneer of the pond. Even in winter, with all the windows shut tight and glazed with frost, I would hear the music, and sometimes Poppy’s voice, strident or praising or keeping time in song. Poppy taught her lessons—always sold out, often with waiting lists—until the very day she died.

Left to raise our teenage girls, I kept many of our rituals intact—even those that hadn’t involved our daughters. So I continued to circle my favorite item in the paper every week, to leave it displayed on the table. Perhaps I was hoping that when I came home, Trudy or Clover might have taken up her mother’s side of our frivolous duet. But no. The paper would be in the garbage by the time I returned—or buried beneath a haphazard stack of textbooks and schoolwork, a plate of Oreos, a balled-up sweater. What a silly hope that was. I had so many silly thoughts and hopes about the girls back then—and no one to help me sort them out. Once, quite recently, when I hinted at regrets about those times, a much older Clover said, “Oh Daddy, you were deranged, and you deserved to be.” Well, I thought unkindly, and you would know about derangement, would you not?

When the girls were small, I heard Poppy tell one of her friends, “I don’t see how you could ever have a favorite when there are just two: one will always and forever be your first, the miracle baby, the one who paves the way, strikes out for adventure—the intrepid one, the one who teaches you how to do what nature intended all along—and the other, oh the other will always be your baby, your darling, the one you surprised yourself by loving just as desperately much as you loved the first.”

Pursuant to such sentimental partition, Clover ought to have been the intrepid one, the maverick, and Trudy the eternal infant, the one to cuddle, to indulge your adoration. It did not turn out that way.

Poppy and I had named our daughters not by consulting our family trees but by following our passions and then our ideals. When Clover was born, Poppy and I still felt like newlyweds; in the hospital room, as I beheld this new creature, this bundled beauty, I kissed my wife and said, “Flower from a flower.” We swept aside Rose, Iris, and Lily for a wilder, less pretentious cousin.

Not fourteen months later, our second child arrived the day after Jack Kennedy was murdered. Such a solemn, bittersweet occasion, that birth. “We must give her a strong, virtuous name,” said Poppy. Tearful over the violence and calumny of modern times, we named her for the first woman who had lived in our ancient house, in what we fancied an era when goodness had been essential to human survival. Truthful and Hosmer Fisk had settled here, next to Hosmer’s older brother, Azor. From records in the library, we learned that Hosmer and his bride struggled to grow potatoes, turnips, and pumpkins in Matlock’s stony soil; four of their seven children reached ages at which they, too, could work the farm. Two lived on to have children of their own. Hosmer’s descendants had persisted in our house for three more generations.

Over our friends’ polite bewilderment, over our mothers’ united dismay, we named our second daughter Truthful Darling. To us, it was a gorgeous, steadfast name, one that mingled courage and honesty with tenderness and love. Alas, it became a source of profound embarrassment to her the minute she set foot in school; even professionally, in her byline on dry articles in lofty medical journals, she has never used it.

Shortly before my retirement, Trudy had been appointed chief of breast oncology at the leading cancer hospital in New England. Her picture appeared in a national magazine, in an article about groundbreaking female physicians. There she was, my own daughter, the baby of the family, posed in her office, an expression of businesslike dignity on her face, a stethoscope sprouting like a silver orchid from a pocket of her white jacket. My phone rang itself silly. I heard from friends I hadn’t seen in years—friends of Poppy’s, that is.

Clover had led a much more varied life than her little sister—but that variety reflected a series of false starts, not bold adventures. After college (where she majored in sociology, a subject whose revelations she never shared with me), she worked as a waitress in a coffee shop, a gymnastics instructor, a ticket vendor in a Broadway box office, a clerk in a pharmacy, and, perhaps most memorably, as a uniformed parking valet at Boston’s most expensive seafood restaurant, less than a mile from her sister’s medical suite. Through her twenties, Clover lived with an equally eclectic succession of men, most of them with equally unfixed ambitions. And then she married a supremely decent fellow with a steady job as, of all things, an accountant. She met him when he kept her out of jail for having failed to pay self-employment tax for several years running.

Marrying Todd and having children seemed to cure her of her peripatetic predilections; I made the naïve assumption that Clover had found her vocation in family. Leander and Filomena were the normal, healthy “perfect” set of New York City children, to whom my daughter appeared to be devoted. I have a photograph of them on their prosperous Brooklyn block, little Filo sitting in a stroller, clutching a stuffed penguin, while her brother, Lee, rides shotgun on some skateboard contraption at the back. Clover stands behind and above him, her smile grand, even grateful (Todd the photographer, surely).

Filo and Lee were six and nine years old—both, finally, in school for a good deal of the day—when their mother began to lose her way. I must speak in such hazy terms because she did not confide in me; only later, from Todd, did I glean any reliable information—though even he was not terribly specific. I thought he was simply respecting her privacy or, poor man, embarrassed. At any rate, I believed my daughter’s life was just swell until the night, three years ago now, when Todd called me to say that Clover had apparently “run away.” He stated this with so little panic that I laughed. And then he asked if she’d spoken to me. Was she even, perhaps, on her way to Matlock?

He had come home to find the children alone in the apartment. They reported that their mother had brought them home from school and, while fixing them a snack, had accidentally dropped a pile of plates, which smashed on the floor. She had begun to cry hysterically and then had shut herself in her bedroom. Eventually, she had come out with a suitcase, assured Lee that his father would be home within the hour, told him to stay inside with the door locked. She said she would return in a few days.

Five hours later, Clover turned up at Trudy’s house. She stayed for two days, after which we talked her into returning home. What ensued was a horrendous month during which Clover slept a good part of every day and ate very little. Todd, whose composure rivals that of Mount Rushmore, became frustrated and impatient. Nearly every call he made to me began with “Has she told you anything?”—as if I would be my daughter’s prime confidant.

Finally, under pressure from her sister, Clover agreed to see her gynecologist; Trudy had a theory that the emotional turmoil was biologically based, hormones gone haywire as Clover entered the “change of life,” and that the problem might call for a pharmaceutical fix. The gynecologist, whom Trudy later branded a hyperfeminist charlatan, agreed that Clover was experiencing a traumatic “perry” menopause (whatever in God’s name that might be). Instead of drugs, however, she prescribed an all-female therapy group. After four months, Clover announced that she needed to take a “sabbatical” from marriage and motherhood.

I heard only bits and pieces of this mortifying drama, much of it (to my shock) via young Robert, who was still in high school at the time. Often at first, and then only rarely, Todd continued to telephone me. I began to realize, from the jargon he used, that he was already consulting a lawyer.

And then, one February evening, an alarmingly thin Clover showed up on my doorstep: torrents of tears, no suitcase, not even a decent coat.

How hard I struggled to hold this daughter and console her, rather than shake her till her bones rattled, ask her what was missing in that brain of hers, why she seemed chronically unable to take responsibility for the lives of herself and her children. What kept her from becoming—and this was stunningly unkind, but it passed through my mind in the worst moments of the crisis—the sort of übersuccessful, überconfident, überenlightened grown-up that nearly every other child from her generation raised in this town had become? Now, and the irony did not escape either of us, she was about to start looking after the freshest generation of these children, the charmed little darlings of Matlock.

Filo and Lee were now nine and twelve. They came north to visit their mother every other weekend, every other major holiday and school vacation, and for most of the summer. Over and over, their father drove from New York to the same pizza parlor in Hartford to deliver them to their wayward mother or pick them up again. Logically, I ought to have seen more of them than I would have if Clover had stayed put, but she tended to keep them close when she had them, as if to make up for her lack of presence in what I’m sure they regarded as their “real life” in New York.

As I spoke with Robert on the phone that evening—heard about his new classes, the apartment he was renting off-campus with one of his pals—I carried the phone onto the porch outside the kitchen. When I opened the screen door, a long cylinder toppled against my foot and rolled across the boards.

Half listening to Robert itemize his classes, I picked up the object: a cardboard tube, on which was written this note. Dear Mr. Darling: Enclosed are the tree house drawings. I hope you’ll be intrigued. I hope you’ll approve! I am open to suggestion. Yours, Young Man Ira.

Audacious, the pixie.

I returned my attention to Robert, though the scene before me proved yet another distraction. The pond, mimicking the sky, was already tilting toward a robust persimmon. The days might still be scorching hot, but they were becoming noticeably shorter.

Down at the barn, Clover was busy affixing a welcoming banner over the door. As she stood on a step stool, reaching as high as she could, I fought against the judgment that her short flowery dress was unbefitting her age. Clover had always been one of those spritelike girls who simply never stop being girls. And why should they? It’s the girlishness that gets them what they need: everything except true independence, or what we used to call maturity. She was a puzzle, this daughter of mine.

Robert was describing an “ethnic studies” course with some trendier-than-thou title like Issues of Immigration in Modern Society—something to fulfill a certain necessary requirement, to help make him a well-rounded student—when I realized that Clover could use my assistance. I told my grandson I had to get off the phone. I called down the hill, “Hang on there, daughter!”

Considering all her shortcomings, all her failures, you might assume that I did not love Clover as much as I loved her sister. Wrong. Call me arrogant, facile, even ostentatious in my disapproval, but one thing about Clover that always touched me deeply back then, that moved me to private tears, was this: she did not blame me for her mother’s death or for the mistakes I must have made in trying to become, thereafter, both parents in one.

Countless times I had wondered, as I did on that pink, hazy, tropically warm evening just over a year ago, how Poppy would have handled this daughter differently; if she would have steered Clover to steadier ground—yet not as often as I had wondered what I might have done (or not done) on another, equally sultry summer night to alter whatever simple chain of events had led to Poppy’s drowning in the pond.
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