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Through lane it lay—through bramble—

Through clearing and through wood—

Banditti often passed us

Upon the lonely road.

The wolf came peering curious—

The owl looked puzzled down—

The serpent's satin figure

Glid stealthily along—

The tempests touched our garments—

The lightning's poinards gleamed—

Fierce from the Crag above us

The hungry Vulture screamed—

The satyr's fingers beckoned—

The valley murmured "Come"—

These were the mates—

This was the road

These children fluttered home.

c. 1858
 no. 9 in The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson
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November 1962

That night I fell into a sound sleep almost as soon as I pulled the covers around me. But I awoke at dawn with words, sentences, half-effaced thoughts insisting on being heard. "Maybe he'll be okay now" was tumbling around in my mind like a mantra. Maybe he'll be okay now—now that his father is dead. Maybe that's what he needed... And what was that thought about J. D. Salinger? Salinger, Salinger— "Uncle Wiggily in Connecticut." I'd read the story a few years ago. What was it I was just thinking about. . . just before I woke up? I sat up straight in bed. I tried to remember the story.

Two women, one married, meet in the married woman's suburban house on a winter afternoon. They were friends in college. The unmarried one thinks the married one is lucky to be prosperously set up, but we see that the married one is drinking too much and is fiercely unhappy. There's a little girl named Ramona who has an imaginary friend. The drunken mother doesn't seem to like her daughter very much and has absolutely no sympathy for a girl who is such a loser that she has an imaginary friend. That much I remembered. Where did Uncle Wiggily come in? I lay back on the pillow and looked at the ceiling. There were no sounds in the house, which was a relief.

The married woman tells her fiend that she had been in love with a man who was killed in the war. She says he made her laugh. She remembers that while she was running for a bus, she twisted her ankle and the young man said, "Poor Uncle Wiggily. "As she recounts the story, you can tell she thinks that was the sweetest, wittiest, and most original thing anyone ever said to her. She repeats the words, only I think this time she says, "Poor old Uncle Wiggily."

The story ends with the mother asking her friend plaintively, "I was a nice girl, wasn't I?"

What did it all mean ?

The man who talked to her of Uncle Wiggily is dead. All that innocence is gone, and with it any tolerance for whimsy she may once have possessed. Yet her memory of a kinder past is more real than the alcohol-blurred present in which she's living.

The man who created Uncle Wiggily and embodied innocence in our lives was gone, too, along with his last despairing years as he watched his son disintegrate. By some alchemy of thought, those events were falling away in my mind and an innocent past was coming into focus. I fastened on the idea that all the horror would disappear now and my father would emerge as a healed and happy man.

We were a nice family once, weren't we?
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 ONE

* * *





CHAPTER ONE

1953: Amherst, Massachusetts

In those years I spent a lot of time in the dumbwaiter, moving up and down behind the walls, listening to voices. I sat with my knees up: sometimes I clasped my arms around my legs, sometimes I kept my hands on the rope that extended in a loop from the top of the house to the bottom. Two lengths, thick and prickly, were suspended side by side. One for up, one for down. It was dark inside the box, but never entirely black. Faint light seeped in from the square doors that opened on each floor.

No one knew I was there. I was invisible. I could eavesdrop to my heart's content. I was like blood flowing through a vein, silent and purposeful. There were certain confusing incidents I was trying to interpret, and I hoped I was on the trail of truth. The problem was, I had too much information.

A good person is happy; a happy person is good. I knew this without a doubt because we were wrapped in a dream of perfection, a dream created and refined in vivid detail by the collective imagination of my family.

How warm and cozy it was in Snow Lodge! How bright were the lights, and how the big fire blazed and crackled and roared up the chimney! And what a delightful smell came from the kitchen!

I could jump right into that world. The Bobbsey Twins at Snow Lodge. Granny or Grampy—I wasn't sure which—wrote it. I was inside the boundless optimism and could hardly wait for time to unfold its treasures. The fact was that when I looked around my own life, I saw something so similar in its physical outlines to that mythic ideal that fictional boundaries tended to fade in my unformed, overactive mind.

Our family was suffused with stories. Dad's often-told tales of traveling through the desert with an Egyptian prince, Mom's romantic memory of falling in love with the most debonair, handsome, sophisticated man she had ever met: my father. The stirring story of my grandmother's life: suffragette, pioneer newspaper woman, author of books . . . But the stories that held us most in thrall were fashioned by my grandfather, and their most distilled form was also the most improbable. After writing hundreds of books in numerous popular children's series, he became rich and famous by creating a rabbit who wore a top hat and tails and lived in the most idyllic small town America ever produced. His name was Uncle Wiggily, and he inhabited Woodland with Nurse Jane Fuzzy Wuzzy and their animal friends. A rabbit! Yes. The Uncle Wiggily Stories were the bestselling children's books in America for decades before I was born and my grandfather was still a celebrity on their account. I was known at school as the granddaughter of Uncle Wiggily.

My mother expected my brothers and me to be as kind and well-mannered as Uncle Wiggily, and also as energetic, successful, and well-groomed. I was being brought up on the morality of a make-believe rabbit.

Was she right? Perhaps Woodland was the best place to look for an ethical model. But if that were so, where would I find reality? If, as I was beginning to believe, life wasn't like my grandparents' books, was happiness merely a fantasy? I didn't accept that, but my self-appointed mission was to discover the unvarnished truth. My survival, I sensed, depended on it. I was sure the answers were here in this house, this enormous, magical house—the first great love of my life.

IN 1948 Dad left his job at The New York Times Magazine to be a full-time writer, and in celebration of his release from formal employment he bought a "nicer" house in a sleepy New England college town: Amherst, Massachusetts. The house had its own name. It was called The Dell.

That was all I knew—except that I gathered my mother was unsure The Dell was right for us. At age five, I had no idea why. When we drove into Amherst, I was spellbound by the town's aura of settled calm. Its generous village green was bordered on one side by the princely buildings of Amherst College and on the other by a craggy town hall, a brooding, ivy-covered church, and a group of small stores. The leaves of the old maples on the Common were beginning to turn gold.

At the bottom of the Common, where the white brick Lord Jeffery Inn sprawled in calm splendor, we turned down a narrow road called Spring Street. My three-year-old brother Brooks and I were looking out of the car with the windows cranked down. We came to a shaded crossroads, the air moist and fragrant. Down on the right was a long building with a white porch, which formed a T with the end of the street. It defined the view like a stage set, its windows sparkling in the afternoon sun. Dad said it was called Valentine Hall—such a romantic name!—and it was where the Amherst College students took their meals. Looking to the left from the crossroads, we could see a large stone church with a hefty spire. I can't recall any people at all on the sidewalks that afternoon; in fact there was an eerie sense of isolation from the real world, almost of a lost village under an enchantment.

Mom held five-month-old Buddy in her arms. Was she apprehensive? I cannot recall. As we entered the driveway of 97 Spring Street, our car tires crunching on gravel, I found myself repeating silently, "The Dell, The Dell," as if the name could explain the kingdom that opened before us. Dad stepped out of our Packard and looked at a house wrapped in shingles, its rooflines and corners as softly contoured as the land. He smiled like a man who has taken possession of his magic castle, within which his life will be blessed.

It looked to me like a giant playhouse. I couldn't see the whole shape of the place at first. The sheer size of it prevented me from taking it all in from my low perspective.

Knowing my father's innate modesty, his shy, deferential, soft-spoken manner, I was surprised that he had bought this imposing place. It's true that in private he was unusually elegant. He carried a vermeil-engraved cigarette case and kept his many pairs of gold cuff links in a silver box that said ASPREY on it. He wore silk bathrobes (from Sulka, I would later learn), ascots in cool weather, and finely cut clothes even for gardening. Now his public image would match his private preferences.

I ran around the side to a wide terrace of rose-colored stone overhung by a white arbor encircled by thick arms of wisteria.

Tall doors, their leaded glass panes divided into beautifully balanced curves and angles, completely shaded from the bright afternoon light, looked black under the arbor. I peered through them at a diorama of dark wood.

I ran around another corner of the house past a giant beech tree. The terrace opened up to an even larger expanse bordered by a low stone wall. Looming at one end, and looking alive with power, was a massive stone table in the shape of a mill wheel set on a pedestal. Dotted along the lawns, with tranquil distances between them, were many kinds of trees, one laden with apples. I was tempted to run down there and pick one, but I could hear my mother calling me.

She and my father simultaneously came out of the house from two different doors that opened onto the terrace. They were laughing. Brooks stepped carefully, his blue eyes wide with discovery. My father lifted me up into his arms.

"What do you think of your new house, Les?" he asked.

"I love it, I love it, I love it..."

"We're going to be happy here," he said.

"Oh, yes!" I answered, hugging him hard, my arms entwined around his neck.

Inside, standing in the hall, I felt dwarfed by the scale of the rooms. The house was designed so that windows were always in view. No matter where you were, light shone in—prismatic and softened by the extraordinary windowpanes. The outdoors was so present that even though the walls were dark, I had the impression that the slightest change of sky, like a cloud passing by, would be reflected inside.

I could see that Dad was in another world. It seemed, even to my five-year-old eyes, that there was something about the feeling he had inside the house—perhaps the dimensions of the rooms, or something as simple as the color of the woodwork, or a particular smell, or maybe a sliver of light on a floorboard—something that made his heart beat faster, a flutter of joy that invaded his chest, a sudden tearing of his eyes. My mother watched him with love.

Everything about The Dell amazed me. The carved crystal doorknobs felt smooth and sharp in my hand, on the walls were lights that looked like old-fashioned oil lamps, doors slipped into wall pockets, and the walls were as thick as my forearms were long. Each door had a large brass plate with a medieval-sized keyhole.

A peach marble fireplace adorned the dining room, and I recognized the Dutch door from which my mother had emerged when I was standing on the terrace. To the left of the fireplace was a swinging door that led to the butler's pantry and a peculiar kitchen. Stretching along one whole wall, beneath mullioned windows, were a black sink and counter. I'd never seen a black sink before. Red birds congregated in the arborvitae hedge that walled one side of the back driveway.

I ran from the kitchen into a narrow corridor from which you could walk up a back stairway or down gray steps into the cellar. Several feet up from the floor, at the level of my shoulders, was a small, square door with a round brass pull. Why would a door be up there? I called Mom: "What's this?"

"Look and see," she said, opening the door and lifting me up. "It's a dumbwaiter, and it goes all the way up to the top of the house and all the way down to the cellar."

A dumbwaiter! Plans began forming. Ahhhhh ... What possibilities.

"Here's something else, Les. Wait till you see this!" Mom opened the door at the end of the corridor. It led to the front hallway, past paneled woodwork under the main staircase. It was made of what Mom called buttonwood—a buttery light brown. Her fingers searched and found a tiny wooden knob. The panel came away to reveal a dark space with a long coiled hose.

"Mrs. Churchill, who built this house, was afraid of fires. That's why the walls are so thick, and that's why this hose is here. It reaches to every single corner of the house. Isn't it wonderful?"

It surely was. A dumbwaiter, a secret panel... I was awestruck.

Back in the hall and through another door, I found the best room of all—a big library with yet another marble fireplace, bowed windows, a very large desk, and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Boxes of books were strewn on the floor. I figured we could put them all away and still have space for more. We would fill up the whole room with books. What bounty.

Later, in a state of restless ecstasy, I was taking a bath in a tub that was so long, my mother had to hold me so I didn't slip under the warm, soapy water. When she helped me out over the side and wrapped me in a towel, our voices echoed. The floor was covered with thousands of tiny diamond-shaped white tiles in gray grouting. I couldn't get over all those minuscule tiles; there was something so precise and exorbitant about them. They gave me a strange joy.

A white radiator sat fat and placid under a big window through which the day moved into its last pale moments. The porcelain sink was almost above my head. But that was because I was so small. I stood on a chair and looked into an old, dark-streaked mirror. My eyes looked back at me. Behind me was my strikingly vivid mother, darkly beautiful. She leaned down to pick up Brooks and was gone from the mirror. I studied my face for signs of something. I appeared more knowing than I had yesterday in our utterly familiar Rye home. Today was the beginning of the adventure that would be my life.

Filled with the manic energy of a freshly scrubbed child, I ran downstairs to find my father, who, I believed, was the one person in the world who truly understood my feelings. He stood in the kitchen, playing with an odd-looking contraption attached to the wall.

"Look at this, Les!" He was excited. "This microphone connects to tubes in the walls that go to all the rooms. We can call someone upstairs from here."

Indeed, a small metal megaphone protruded from the wall. Next to it hung a black disk with tiny holes in it. My father put it to his ear.

"Let's call Mom and Brooks!" I said.

"Mabs! Mabs!" he yelled into the opening. Everyone called my mother Mabs. Her name was Mabel. "Mabs!"

After waiting some minutes and yelling some more, his face lit up.

"She's there, Les! Listen."

I put the receiver to my ear and heard a muffled noise. It was my mother's voice sounding as far away as a star. I yelled hello to her.

"I think mice have gotten in there," my father said, not at all concerned. "Anyway, isn't it marvelous?"

Oh, it was marvelous. Everything was marvelous.

My mother showed me the bedroom she had chosen for me off a spacious rectangular hallway. I loved its central position, so close to the grand staircase and not far from another set of wide stairs that climbed to the third floor. I had my own fireplace, with a deep mantel, and cabinets behind the woodwork, which I imagined I would fill with secret papers.

The walls were a muddy color, which didn't bother me in these heady circumstances, but Mom promised that soon I could pick out my own wallpaper. There was a door between my room and Brooks's, which I intended to lock.

My father sat with me, as he often did while I said my prayers. I got on my knees next to the bed and prayed fervently for blessings on everyone in my family. Then I said the Lord's Prayer, knowing, with absolute certainty, that God was listening to me—even in this strange, new room. For my father's benefit, I recited slowly, drawing out my moment of stardom in the universe, breathing into the syllables, making words like "art" and "hallow-ed" sound as round and resonant as possible.

Then my father tucked the sheets up under my chin. His face registered the radiant contentment of a man who has just stepped into his chosen role in life. He was lord of a castle, with a sweet princess for a daughter, and I fell under the spell of his design as deeply as Sleeping Beauty.

As he stroked my hair, he read to me from Stevenson's A Child's Garden of Verses:

"I shut my eyes and sail away And see and hear no more."

FIVE MONTHS LATER, the shades were down and the drapes drawn in my mother's room, but on this bright winter day, the light soaked through anyway.

Laughter hurt her, she told us, even if it came from downstairs and was barely perceptible in her room. So we kept ourselves quiet.

I saw her rise halfway up from the bed and face the wall behind her. She raked it with her fingers, as if the wall were between her and the absence of pain. Tears soaked her cheeks. Then she vomited.

My mother's migraines were scary. She was so small—barely five feet, and one hundred pounds—and the headaches were so powerful that I was afraid they would break her entirely. Sitting by her side, trying not to make any sound, changing the washcloth every half hour to keep it cool, I liked feeling the curve of her brow, her bone structure so delicate and vulnerable under my hand. She needed me, and I could help. It was a simple exchange. Satisfying, in the way caregivers understand that on a basic level they can meet life's demands.

Recently, though I was barely six, I'd begun to have the uneasy sense that my mother was feeling inadequate to the demands of her own life. She had contributed a backbreaking amount of physical labor bringing the house up to her standards—which meant abolishing the pervasive darkness of the original walls. She tore down the brown flowered wallpaper and put up white fabric on the walls in the hall and living room. She'd also made sweeping living-room curtains on her big sewing machine.

Every Saturday she assigned me a cleaning task, usually emptying the baskets and dusting, while she vacuumed. We had a cleaning woman who came for only a few hours once a week, not enough for a house that size. As a helper, I alternated between being fiercely efficient and subversively dreamy, so I was either, in her words, "perfect" or "impossible." There was little in between.

One Saturday morning soon after her migraine, I was humming and finishing up dusting the upstairs, in my perfect mode. Buddy was asleep in his playpen, and Brooks was in his room building a toy log cabin. Even as young as that, I was subject to wild mood swings. But that day—perhaps because of my mother's recovery from her migraine, which always seemed like a miracle after the maelstrom—I felt steady and limitlessly capable. When my chores were done, I decided to ask Mom if there was anything more I could do.

I found her sitting on the floor of the hall, a dust rag in her hand, crying. Aside from the headaches, which happened about once a month and lasted two days, my mother was resolutely cheerful. She was a person who believed in the power of smiling and singing, who spoke of birds as if they were her friends—Oh look! A yellow warbler is visiting our tree. Isn't it lovely! Her greatest insults were to call a person "unattractive" or a situation "unpleasant"; to her mind it was everyone's duty to make the world a happier place. I was shocked to see her in tears.

"We should never have bought this house ... I told your father ... With you children ... all I have to do ..." She put her head in her hands and wept. "It's too much ... I can't cope." Her shoulders shuddered with her sobs.

Instant alarm. Headaches were one thing. They were caused by something physical, I thought, and as such weren't threatening, because they passed away like mumps and flu. But her words undermined my fierce belief that this house and our lives were virtually perfect.

"I can help you," I said, hoping to sound convincing. "We can do it together, you'll see."

She looked up at me, startled. She hadn't meant to speak. Her round brown eyes looked like dark stones at the bottom of a stream.

"Would you get me a Kleenex, dear?"

I ran to the bathroom and brought back toilet paper.

After she blew her nose and wiped her eyes, she patted my back. I would have preferred a slow rub or a still hand on my shoulder, but her way was to pat quickly, as if she were sending a friendly telegraph.

"I didn't mean anything, Les. Forget what I said. I was just in a state, just a little tired."

"Don't you like our house?"

"Of course I do. I was just feeling a little low. It's nothing."

She got to her feet, squared her shoulders, and lifted her head so her lovely neck lengthened. She wore her cleaning clothes: gray trousers, a white blouse, and sneakers on her size-three feet. She ordered her shoes from the catalog of Cinderella, which stocked tiny shoes for grown-up women. She had tied a red scarf around her head to protect her hair from the dust. The whole affect was acutely feminine and pretty.

"I would never want you to think that I didn't agree with your father on something as important as our home. We're very happy we moved here. Your father and I are in complete agreement."

It was like an icy breath from the universe when she talked that way. It was confusing when she said things like "your father and I are in complete agreement," because it was hard to find the truth in formal pronouncements.

"Okay, Mom."

"Did you finish upstairs?"

"All finished."

There was a silence then, the two of us breathing quickly, stifling the unspoken.

"Would you like to make a snowman on the terrace with Brooks?" she asked, her voice achingly hopeful.

"Sure." I didn't want to. Brooks was too young for me to play with. He was so sweet and vulnerable that I felt alternately protective and resentful.

"Let's call him and get on your snowsuits."

Instead of the snowman, we made angels. Brooks's enormous blue eyes fixed gravely on the gathering clouds. His breath made mist in the frozen air, creating droplets of ice that fell back onto the perfect features of his handsomely formed face, which was pink from the cold. His arms and legs moved to form the wings and skirt of the angel in the fluffy snow.

I peeked into the library windows and saw my father standing at his desk. I knocked, and he turned around and waved back.

When we came inside, Mom made us cocoa, then took Brooks upstairs for his nap. I wandered into the library.

My father was sitting on the couch, reading typed pages from a loose pile of papers beside him. A fire popped behind the black mesh screen. I loved fires. I picked up a poker, moved the screen aside, and pushed the logs around, rearranging them on the andirons so that air could move through.

"Thanks, Les," he said affectionately.

As so often, he had a distracted, distant air that night, which I took as a challenge to draw him into our world. His thank-you told me I had succeeded, though I had noticed lately that there was also an uncertainty in his manner that I couldn't breach. I sensed it as the merest wisp of a chill that the fire did not touch.





CHAPTER TWO

As you perhaps know, some authors are so modest that they hide their real identity under pen names, and this is a case where we are sorry to state that we can give you no information concerning this author further than to say that he is a live, wide-awake American who is well known not only in the book field but also in other lines of literary endeavor.

—Edward Stratemeyer to an inquisitive Tom Swift fan, March 19, 1930

To the right of the fireplace was a wall of books in faded, once-bright colors with spirited titles: Tom Swift and His Airship, The Bobbsey Twins at Meadow Brook, Baseball Joe in the Big League, Dave Fearless Wrecked Among Savages, Through Space to Mars, The Motor Boys Over the Rockies, Six Little Bunkers at Uncle Fred's, The Curlytops at Sunset Beach, The Moving Picture Girls Snowbound, Dorothy Dale's Camping Days, The Racer Boys to the Rescue, Bunny Brown and His Sister Sue and Their Shetland Pony, The Outdoor Girls at Rainbow Lake ... There were hundreds of volumes here grouped together, all with similar bindings and titles. The authors were Victor Appleton, Laura Lee Hope, Frank V. Webster, Clarence Young, Roy Rockwood, Roy Eliot Stokes, Lester Chadwick, and others with equally stalwart names.

I started having a near-hallucinatory reaction to these books— almost as if I heard voices behind them—when my parents told me the most incredible thing: my grandfather wrote them all, except for around forty written by my grandmother, and half a dozen written by my father when he was in his twenties. How could that be? Why all these other names? The concept of pseudonyms was explained to me, but the problem was that the names had strong identities and shimmered with specific associations. Richard Bar-num, Alice Dale Hardy, Margaret Penrose ... I simply couldn't accept their unreality. Didn't Elmer Dawson and Nat Ridley live somewhere in houses with staircases and kitchens and families?

My grandfather was known to me as the author of Uncle Wig-gily, but if, as Victor Appleton, he also wrote Tom Swift, it meant that he had another identity—in fact many identities, like a master spy. And what about Granny—Lilian Garis—or was she Laura Lee Hope? Family lore had it that besides her Judy Jordan, Nancy Brandon, Connie Loring, Barbara Hale, Joan, Gloria, and Cleo books (under her own name), she had written all the early volumes of The Bobbsey Twins, but I later discovered that only the first two were hers. Grampy actually wrote the next twenty-five, but he allowed her to take credit for them among family and friends. Why would she want credit for those books when she'd written so many of her own? Why would Grampy allow it? Why didn't the world know what they actually did write? Was it a secret? I wanted to understand, but every time I got an answer, another question presented itself.

My parents often mentioned the name Edward Stratemeyer. They said Granny and Grampy signed fake names because Edward Stratemeyer asked them to. Dad, who also briefly worked for Stratemeyer, had explained it to me several times. Stratemeyer hired writers to write books for his "syndicate." He owned the copyrights and paid his writers flat fees, usually seventy-five dollars. The writers signed contracts giving away their royalties and promising never to reveal their identities. That way Stratemeyer could hire other writers if the first ones died or didn't please him, and the phantom authors could go on and on earning him profits.

No one wrote as many books (more than three hundred) for the syndicate as Howard Garis, who was good friends with Stratemeyer. Well, if they were such good friends, how come Stratemeyer didn't give Grampy more money when The Bobbsey Twins and Tom Swift took off? Dad shrugged. "That was the deal, and your grandfather never asked for more. He's a very gentle man."

A very gentle man. Not a satisfying answer.

"Dad never bothered much about money," my father said. "Anyway, he made so much on Uncle Wiggily, which, of course, had nothing to do with Stratemeyer, that he put all that work-for-hire business behind him."

What about other Stratemeyer writers? My father explained that Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys were also ghostwritten.

"So Carolyn Keene and Franklin W. Dixon aren't real either?"

"No." Dad shook his head. "Those writers are actually Mildred Benson and Leslie McFarlane."

"And they didn't get paid more when the books sold so well?"

"No indeed."

"Did they mind?"

He didn't know. A somber, veiled smile played on his face whenever we talked about Edward Stratemeyer. My impression was that Dad admired Stratemeyer for his enterprise in getting rich but hated him for taking advantage of our family. Another uncomfortable subject for Dad was that Grampy seemed to be an endless source of creativity. The stories just flowed out of him. I sensed there was something potentially crushing in such an avalanche of words.

Dad had had his successes, but he'd never been able to match his father's. How could he ever measure his power as a writer against the mythic influence of the wonder boy Tom Swift and the model of American domesticity embodied in the Bobbsey Twins?

Those series books, published during the first great surge of mass marketing in the United States, were devoured by generations of children who absorbed the enthusiasm, propriety, confidence, and general can-do flavor of these stories. The children grew up with these fictional models embedded in memory. It was a picture of the American dream that was measured against the realities the children encountered, and the influence of these books was incalculable. Even today, in the twenty-first century, families still name twins after Freddie and Flossie or Nan and Burt—the two sets of Bobbsey Twins. Stephen Wozniak, cofounder of Apple Computers and the man credited with starting the PC revolution, says his inspiration was Tom Swift. "He's always been a hero to me.

What is it like for a son to be born into the family who created all that? As an emerging person, he had a lot of fictional heroes to live up to, and as a writer, he had a preposterously enormous output to compete with. Mom had told me how proud Dad was when he got a ten-story contract with Liberty magazine in the late 1930s. I also knew, but couldn't begin to comprehend, that when Dad was offered the contract, Granny told him he was in over his head. He'd shown her! Every one of his stories was featured on the cover. But why would she say that to him? Did she think he had no talent? Or that he was lazy? Or did she suspect some hidden flaw that would doom him to failure? She apparently tried to stop him from covering a state corruption trial for the Waterbury Republican, insisting that he turn down the job because it would be too difficult for him. Granny was ignored, Dad took the assignment, and the paper won a Pulitzer for his articles. Why she underestimated him was a mystery to me, but I was proud of him for standing up to her.

As soon as Uncle Wiggily became a bestseller, Howard Garis was followed around by groups of adoring children wanting him to tell a story. I tried to imagine how Dad must have felt, perhaps walking home from school, seeing all those children clustered around his father on the sidewalk. I should think it would have made him feel left out.

Here he was now, though, encircled by his own family, sitting in his own library, with only one wall of books to remind him of his heritage. The rest of the room contained his collection of European and American literature, in stark contrast to the children's fare produced by his parents.

"Les," Dad said to me from the couch as I warmed myself by the fire. "I have something to tell you. Something exciting."

His voice was strong with certainty.

"Look, it's snowing again," he said. I sat beside him on the couch. We watched wet white flakes float outside the window against the gray sky.

"What's the exciting thing?"

"I know why I bought this house."

This was a startling piece of news on many levels.

"I bought it so I could start a magazine."

A magazine! Did he always think The Dell was for a magazine, or did he just figure it out? I thought he bought the house for us.

"I'm calling it The Pioneer. A lot of people will be coming and going. It will get pretty interesting around here. Your mother will have her hands full, so I want you to be a big help to her."

"Does she know about the magazine?"

He laughed. "Of course!"

"Is she excited?"

"Sure, she's—well, it may take her a little time, but... no question she's excited."

But just because he said it that way, there was a question. She was already so busy! As if reading my mind, he added, "She may be a little nervous now—naturally—it's a big step. But believe me, she's going to love it." He explained that the library would be the main office, but that people might be off in other rooms, too, working on "copy." And, of course, they'd be using the third floor, that huge space with my favorite windows under the eaves.

Dad reminded me that he and Mom had met when he worked for the Waterbury Republican and she was writing drama reviews. A generation earlier, he said, in 1896, his own parents had met in the city room of the Newark Evening News. So publishing a magazine was the most natural thing in the world for him. It was in his blood.

"Your mother will be writing for the magazine," he said solemnly, by which I was to understand that he was bringing her into a noble cause. It occurred to me that Mom might get more headaches, but then again maybe not, because she might prefer working on the magazine to caring for us. I had a fleeting moment of panic imagining that responsibility for the house would fall on me.

"I'm counting on you, Les, to be a big girl." Dad put his arms around me.

I snuggled up against his tweed jacket. "I'll help a lot, you'll see.

TWO MONTHS AFTER DAD'S ANNOUNCEMENT, I lay on my bed with my hands behind my head. The cold New England sun imbued the surfaces in my room with a flat vitality. I stared at the wallpaper. "Are you sure} Really sure you want that one?" my mother had asked me when I chose this paper at the North Adams outlet. So sure, so absolutely sure I was, and I was right.

She couldn't understand why I was drawn to something that was not only without color, but looked unfinished—simply line drawings of figures on a white background. A woman on a swing, a man nearby, a tree, a split-rail fence, a bush, and flowers. That was all. The woman is smiling, her whole body animated as she kicks her legs in the air to propel her higher. The man is seen from the back; his arm reaches out to gesture to the woman. The woman is looking in his direction, possibly staring past him, possibly connecting with his eyes. What makes this picture unusual is that the lines never meet each other; they taper out into space or drift from one figure to another, casually supplying the shape of a face and the beginning of a leaf with one stroke, then drifting away before completing fully any form. The woman's body never quite reaches the swing; the man's foot doesn't touch the ground, as if the drawing were still in the process of being completed.

I never tired of studying it, dreaming into it, analyzing it, filling in histories, and finishing lines. Some days I thought the man loved the woman, but the woman was more interested in her solitary swinging than she was in him. In another mood, it seemed to me the woman was only killing time on the swing, hoping, praying, that the man would come, and now there he was, and her happiness was complete. When I didn't make up stories, I studied the lines—how one fed into the next and the next, flowing into the repeat, where it all started again. I looked for someplace on my wall where the lines were different, trying to memorize their exact placement so I'd be able to recognize any deviance.

I never found the slightest change in the drawing, but, in the same way I searched for a four-leaf clover (which I had also never found), I kept on the hunt. The man and woman were completely real to me. What's more, they knew by now that I was watching them, but they didn't care.

I was watching everything, and there was much to see. Somewhere in this house was John Hackett, the man my father had hired from Look magazine to help edit The Pioneer. I thought he was in love with my mother, the way he stared at her, and he always seemed to have a glass of whiskey in his hand. He had the whiff of a big city about him, not only because of his rumpled dark clothes and boozy voice; there was something sophisticated and rough about his wide-gaited walk, something tough and attractive about his knowing face. But I was sure my mother only loved my father—except possibly for Pancho Gonzales, whom she had never met but whose tennis career she followed and talked about as if he were a god.

John Hackett had left New York and was living with us. He stayed in the guest room at my parents' end of the upstairs. The room had a balcony, lucky him.

There was another man named Robert, who peeled out of the driveway in a secondhand car my parents bought for him to sell advertising in the area. He was handsome but very short.

True to Dad's prediction, people were coming and going like crazy, and my mother was on the verge of hysteria, except during the cocktail hour, which calmed her down. My father was very much in charge. I heard him say to Mom, "I want lunch for seven," and she spat something back at him. But she made the lunch, and the voices in the dining room were loud, including hers. One night, when Mom and Dad were slowly climbing the stairs together after a long day, she said, "Roger, I'm so stretched."

I wasn't called upon to clean more than usual. I think Mom resigned herself to the constant messiness of papers and coffee cups. To take up the babysitting slack, Mom gave a young couple the upstairs apartment on the other side of the landing (separated from my room by a linen closet) in exchange for working on the grounds and watching after the three of us. Their advent provided me with two more avenues for spying. The dumbwaiter stopped behind their apartment, and I would wait in there, yearning to be part of their love for each other and listening for signs of the intimate things grown-up couples did. I never heard anything conclusive, just provocative murmurs and laughs. At night, after I turned out my light, I would creep into the linen closet and sit against the door that led into their space—a door I was forbidden to open. I was interested in the true life of a family that didn't make up stories for a living. But at night they listened to music, which lulled me into grogginess so that I hardly remembered making my way back into bed.

During those hectic days, I was in a state of constant excitement, not knowing whom I'd meet around the house, coming away from every encounter with the certainty that life was high adventure.

The Pioneer, A Magazine for New England, practically made me swoon with pride. The painting on the cover of the first issue was of the Old Grist Mill in South Amherst on a snowy day, seen behind the simple bridge that crossed a narrow stretch of river at that spot. I thought it the most romantic picture I'd ever seen.

Each issue started with the statement,

If you work in a town, work for it. If you live in a town, live for it. Help advance your neighborhood. Speak well of it. Stand for its civic and commercial supremacy. As long as you are part of a locality, do not belittle it. If you do, when the first high wind comes along you will be uprooted and blown away and, probably, you will never know why.

—Charles G. Dawes

Of course at the time I couldn't judge the content of The Pioneer. Looking at it decades later, I see that in fact it was a pleasant, atmospheric combination of articles on local issues; poems about New England; book, music, movie, and theater reviews (my mother wrote about books under the name Eleanor King); romantic short stories with names like "Escape in Egypt" (most by my father, some under his name, some signed with obvious pseudonyms like Roger Clark); drawings by the New Yorker cartoonist Lombard Jones; quirky columns like one about maple sugar houses; a sports column about area events; and cheerful ads by local merchants for fishing gear or fresh meat or new cars. There was also a column called "Household Hints," by Elizabeth Robinson Brooks—who was my mother using a combination of her family names:

If you are running a home you must realize you are performing the most important job in the world—creating the background of America. Prepare, then, for this job as you would for any other; see to it that you are well-dressed for your work in fresh, tubbable cottons or other suitable attire, that your hair is brushed and don't forget the lipstick!

The second most important item is Organization. Spare your nerves and those of the rest of the family by having a system in your home—it is the greatest single attribute of any home-maker. . .

. . . Monday, washing; Tuesday, ironing; Wednesday, mending and checking over clothes; Thursday, upstairs (or bedrooms and bathrooms if your rooms are on one floor); Friday, downstairs; Saturday, kitchen .. .

A daily schedule should start with the dusting and tidying of your living room first so that it is presentable if anyone calls. This can, in most cases, be accomplished while waiting for the morning coffee to perc or the cereal to cook; when you have done the breakfast dishes and the kitchen is straightened, finish the downstairs, then the bedrooms and a quick rub around the bathrooms and you are ready for your Job of the Day on your weekly schedule.

She ends with a recipe for meat pie.

How 1949! And yet she was writing fantasy. My mother was neither calm nor organized, but she was indeed dedicated to being a homemaker, while not being unaware of how pretty she was or how talented (she was an amateur opera singer), and dreaming of maybe one day meeting Pancho Gonzales. She was an eager, tiny, dark beauty, with three children and an impractical husband who fancied himself a magazine publisher.

During that time he sat at his desk in the library greeting a stream of people who hoped to be published. A handsome, dark-haired poet named Doris Abramson emerged from the house one day when I was sitting on the front steps. With the ceremonial restraint that would always characterize her movements, she slowly lowered herself down next to me. It was the beginning of a friendship that would continue all the years I lived in Amherst. In her low voice, she said conspiratorially, as if we were peers, "You know, I was frightened to approach the man in the big house who had his own magazine. But when I saw his eyes, I knew I had nothing to fear. He is one of the gentlest men I have ever met."

Here was his first message to his readers:

Writing the first editorial in a new magazine is a difficult task. It has seemed to me (thus eschewing the editorial plural immediately) that an editorial policy is best achieved by saying what you think at the time you think it. People have made fools of themselves by carrying around opinions long after they have worn themselves out, like mongrel shadows.

There are lots of things I could speak of, that I could wrap with words which would echo as meaninglessly as a political harangue. But that would be useless, because I would not have an honest faith in those things; I would be writing what looked and sounded good but was not good. There is little sincerity in the editorials appearing in the large newspapers and magazines. Those editorials are fashioned as carefully and designedly as a bullet. They are the product not of one mind, but often of several. Their object is to stun the reader into remarking "Well, by golly, that is so, isn't it!"

Such fancy journalism is hard to achieve, and is highly paid for. Perhaps this whole piece is actually dictated by jealousy. But I honestly believe that I am not smart enough to know all the things an editorial writer is supposed to know. 1 shall not, therefore, be an editorial writer, at least for some time. I shall devote this page to letters from readers, and let them form the editorial policy of this magazine. I may, sometimes, get mad enough to fight back, just as anyone would, but for the most part each letter which appears on this page is going to be an editorial. . . So .. . I'm going to sit back and listen.

—R.G.

It seems to me, reading this as an adult, that Dad's statement is a curious amalgam of misplaced diffidence (after all, it was his magazine), hidden resentment, and just plain fear. Or it could have been simply a testament to his modest nature.

IN THE EARLY SUMMER of 1949 the magazine had published five issues and my father was working on the sixth. The house was upset.

Activity in The Dell had begun to shrink. People came less and less about the magazine, and my parents had an argument about John Hackett.

I heard Dad say, "He comes in here, and first he wants to take over the magazine, and now he wants to take over my wife!"

"Don't be silly, Roger! It's nothing of the sort!"

"He's a drunk!"

"He has a problem, that's true," Mom admitted.

"It's getting worse."

This was at night, and I was sitting on the landing in my seersucker pajamas listening to the goings-on downstairs. I wanted to keep on top of the forces that were threatening our family peace. If I knew the worst, maybe I could affect the outcome.

Recently my grandfather, a stocky man with bright white hair and kind eyes, had come on a sort of state visit. I always enjoyed seeing him. He and Granny lived in a rambling white house with large mullioned windows in East Orange, New Jersey, on a street called Evergreen Place. The few times I had visited, I felt embraced by the warmth of their deeply colored Persian carpets and the generosity implied by a box of chocolates with more choices than I'd ever seen. And I was charmed by the eccentricity of the sink Granny had installed in the music room so that her doctor, who examined her there on his house calls, could wash his hands without having to use the "lavatory." My favorite object, though, was a small steam engine Grampy had in his basement, which he kept polished bright silver. Granny was always afraid he would burn himself using it, but he would take us downstairs anyway to demonstrate the steam.

He was still writing six Uncle Wiggily stories a week for newspaper syndication, and he had a radio show, which we often listened to, gathered around our big Philco. His program was introduced by Brahms's Lullaby; then Howard Garis came on, saying that even if things got scary for a moment in the story he was about to read, everything would come out all right in the end.

On this cool April day when he visited us in Amherst, he looked uncharacteristically grim. He and my parents entered the library and closed the door. "I just can't carry ..." I heard Grampy's booming voice, which he quickly lowered. When they emerged, my mother was red-eyed; my father and grandfather both looked angry. Without staying for dinner, Grampy left for the three-hour drive to New Jersey.

"If only we had more time," my mother murmured quietly to my father when we came inside after watching Grampy's car pull away from our door.

Soon John Hackett went back to New York. After he left, Mom said, "Oh, Roger, wasn't it funny when John said Greenfield was so small they pull the sidewalks in at night?" She always reached for something cheerful when the mood turned bleak. Dad laughed lightly and put his arm around her shoulders.

A man named Ralph Copelstone Williams, an artist who lived in Amherst on Lincoln Avenue and who had done covers for my father, presented himself, fedora in hand, to bid goodbye. "It's been an uncommon pleasure," he said in courtly tones. He shook hands with my parents and made his exit.

My mother, seeing me standing to the side, put her arm around my shoulders, guided me out to the terrace, and sang,

"'A, 'you're adorable,
 'B,' you're so beautiful,
 'C, 'you're a cutie full of charms.
 'D, 'you're a darling and..."

Dad was back in the library with the door closed. 
I knew the magazine was over.
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