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This is a book of memories. Within it I have tried to bring to life fragments of family history as entwined with the history of Burlington, Massachusetts and northern New England from the early seventeenth-century into the nineteen-fifties. My experiences are augmented by stories handed down in my family. I was a child in the nineteen-thirties, a teenager in the forties, and a youngster seeking a vocation in the fifties.
Events are recorded as accurately as memory and a modest amount of research can make them. In rare instances where historical records are thin or missing, I have filled in with plausible elaborations. The people I have written of, many now deceased, lived considerably larger lives than the portions I have selected to represent them. In an attempt to provide a semblance of the living solidity they once possessed, I have invented conversations I no longer remember or never heard and thoughts I never could have known. I have given two or three minor characters new names to replace names I have forgotten.
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THE MUDHOLE
At the western side of the Mudhole a clump of soft grass hangs over the edge where a boy can lie with his head and shoulders over the water and tickle a pickerel. The bank is vertical and the reeds that grow a few feet downstream do not intrude. Two feet below the surface the bottom consists of soft, white sand, scantily overlaid with a silt of decaying black vegetable matter that scatters in wisps under the legs of tadpoles, the probings of minnows, the flickering tails of brook trout, or the feathery fins of pickerel as they hover motionless in the shadow of the shore. Small children fish here with gauze nets attached to wire handles. The silt swirls around bare toes and heels and settles to leave no mark of their passing.
On the opposite shore, a clump of shrubbery shades deep water and conceals a four-foot blacksnake that slithers forth, head erect and eyes shining, leaving a wake of v-shaped ripples as he disappears under the branches again. Swimmers avoid the shrubs, and the snake does not expose himself for long or travel far when their bodies disturb the nearby water. A granite boulder rises a couple of feet above the water not far from the snake shrubs to provide a platform for fishing or diving. Away from the boulder the water deepens quickly as it slopes toward the bottomless part of the hole, where divers try but always fail to touch bottom. This is not the bottomless swimming hole on the Middlesex Turnpike where we were told that gangsters sank a murdered man in the nineteen-twenties. On that occasion the Middlesex Turnpike swimming place turned out not to be bottomless when the police raised the bloated body, still wired to the engine block.
At the Mudhole in the nineteen-forties, I am one of the children who thrill to the thought of endless water beneath their thrashing arms and legs. We hold our noses in our left hands, raise our right arms, and plunge feet downward to where probing toes feel only water and then rise to burst through the surface, gasping for air, proud and pleased that we have found neither mud nor sand, nor human remains. There is a war on, but that is far away.
After the hay is in or the barn swept out or the chicken houses cleaned, there is nothing better than to stand waist-deep, soaping off the sweat and dust and flecks of straw, and then dive, breast-stoking underwater to the bottomless center and to rise with eyes open through ever-lightening water, shake the suds from the hair, brush it back from the eyes, and circle back to shore, avoiding the snake.
“Did you hear what they’re doing to the chicken houses on State Road?”
“What chicken houses?”
“Near the Civic Club, along the hillside.”
“Hillside?”
“Facing the road there.”
“There’s no chickens in them. They’ve been empty for years.”
“They’re turning them into houses.”
“Houses? What kind of houses?”
“People houses.”
“You’re kidding.”
“No joke. People are going to live in them.”
Live in chicken houses? At that the rest of us break into the mockingbird refrain, “Listen to the bullshit fly. Listen to the bullshit fly.” The bearer of the news turns red, but in his certainty he slits his eyes, thrusts out his chin, and issues a challenge. “How much do you want to bet?”
None of us has much change to bet. One turns his back on the question and takes a flying cannonball leap off the roadside into the deepest part of the pool. The rest stand quietly. Memories flood over us. Chickens have been part of our lives. We have kept chickens in small houses in our back yards. We have severed more heads with axes at woodpile chopping blocks than we can number. We have watched as the Italian woman twists living heads to break the spinal cord and draws a knife across their necks to drain the blood. We have scalded and plucked both hens and roosters. We have pulled out pink and purple entrails and dropped the inedible parts into garbage pails. We know them by name and color, white Leghorns, buff Rhode Island Reds, and we have braved sitting hens’ beaks to take warm eggs for breakfast.
We have seen a chicken hypnotized by placing its head under its wing until it turns immobile with sleep.
We have turned eggs daily in incubators and watched the cracking shells and emerging beaks and wondered which balls of fluff would turn into hens and which into roosters, and we know the excitement of opening packages of mail-order new-born chicks, all carefully sexed. We have kept baby chicks apart from the adults in low wooden frames with chicken wire on sides and top, moving the frames to new places when the ground becomes fouled and grassless.
We know the rank weeds that quickly outstrip the grass in empty chicken runs and have played in and out of the multiple chambers of abandoned henhouses with whitewashed walls and decaying support timbers where dust-motes dance in the light that slants from broken windows.
We know that chickens are the dumbest creatures on God’s green earth.
Things change after wars. Two decades earlier, in the nineteen-twenties, my father was one of those who swam at the Mudhole. Among those who swam with him was a slightly older man, a veteran of the War to End All Wars, who was descended from a Minuteman who fought at the Battle of Lexington. My father’s great, great grandfather had died at Lexington. So they had that in common. And swept up in the enthusiasm of youth and patriotism, in the fall of 1918, on his seventeenth birthday, Dad had dropped out of college to enroll in the Marines, not knowing that less than a week later the sexton of the Congregational Church would be tugging at the rope, throwing his body upward, and tugging and tugging again to arouse the steeple bell into celebratory clangor for the Armistice Day promise of universal peace.
Burton Perkins swam at the Mudhole to remove dusty, dried specks of feces and litter that clung to his body when he had been cleaning out the henhouse or pushing horse and cow dung from stalls in the barn through trap doors into piles that accumulated in the cellar and later were taken from there to be spread on the fields. He swam there when his hands were hard and scored with dirt from handling the stones of the new cellar hole, crinkly with the concrete that held the stones together, slivered with the timbers of the house that was rising on the old foundation after the fire of 1921. These were necessary reasons for escape from the farm. But his swimming was also part of a regimen designed to rebuild health shattered by malaria and yellow fever contracted in the Dominican Republic.
The two men coughed together, spat out lungers in amused and ironic competition, and swapped war stories.
“The Belgians and the French. The women. You never saw such women.”
“The Senoritas in Santo Domingo. Oh, my.”
“You couldn’t understand a word they said. Except ‘Yank.’ That was a word they knew. Jesus, did they know that word. It helped make sense out of everything else. And thankful? You never saw such commodities of thanks.”
“Commodities? Commodities of thanks?”
Laughter and slaps on the back and deep, retching coughing.
“Caramba. Santo Domingo. Nombre de Dios.”
“It never paid for the deaths, though.”
“Never.”
“And the near deaths. The walking wounded.”
Their clothes lay nearby on the grass. They reached into pockets for pipes and plug tobacco, which they cut and silently stuffed into bowls. A match flared and was drawn down twice, first into one bowl and then into the other. Then the burnt head snapped off as the match was shaken to extinguish it and fell on exposed flesh close to pubic hairs.
“Jesus.”
“You don’t want to start a fire there.”
“No, youngster, as a matter of fact I don’t.” He rubbed at the sore place. “Thanks for the advice. You are possessed of a wisdom beyond your years. You should run for Congress. Damn, that hurts. If I did start a fire there, though, I could probably spit it out before it reached the tall trees.”
“Did you see many die?”
“A few. You?”
“Just a peasant hanging on a barbed wire fence.” He let the words hang for awhile, coughing. He remembered the bandolier trampled in the mud, the ragged clothing, the bearded face, swollen and fly-infested. “He was already dead,” he said, “and pigs had torn his belly open and were eating in it. His intestines trailed on the ground.”
“Shit.”
“His hat was on the ground beside him, a straw sombrero about a yard wide, but the pigs left it alone.”
“Didn’t like straw?”
“I guess not.”
“When men die from gas they bubble at the mouth. Their eyes roll back and they bubble. It’s all bloody and it rolls down their chins.”
“Did you see much of that?”
“Enough. But I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve been back a while. You can tell stories too often. Tell some of yours.”
He told of tarantulas so big you could hardly cover them with a hat.
“Maybe that’s why the pigs left the sombrero alone.”
“Maybe. They have a bite that will stun a horse.”
“The pigs or the sombreros? Or the women?”
“The tarantulas.”
He told of swimming away from burning white sand and the shade of green palm trees into the jewel-like blue of the Caribbean in water as warm as a bath. He told of being swept from shore by a rip tide that thrust him under and carried him so fast he was a mile out to sea and far out of breath before he realized that the way to escape the pull was to swim a parallel course to the shoreline into calmer water that allowed him to swim back in. He didn’t tell what happened to others swept out on the same tide.
A millwheel once turned where Terrace Hall Avenue crossed Vine Brook. For decades it whirled on its axle, powering millstones that turned their grooved surfaces one on top of another to grind the grain of the neighborhood. The miller never thrived, but he got by. When the mill was gone, the timbers of the building and the wheel were carted off for reuse in barns and cowsheds. The iron that bound the shaft ends to keep them from splitting went to the forge and emerged as cut nails and horseshoes. The millstones, halved with star drills and wedges, found continued use as doorsteps. Muddy shoes scraped but did not come clean on the scored grinding lines that ran from the axle holes outward to the rim. By 1922 almost nothing was left to tell that there had been a mill at the Mudhole, or before that a low and muddy crossing in the neck of a swamp where deer stopped to drink and bears ranged the surrounding woods.
Early in the crossing’s history, townspeople placed logs on other logs to form a bridge that allowed the water to flow below. More logs formed a corduroy road on the mud on both sides until the road reached higher ground. When the millrace was built, cut stones rose in the place where the bridge had been to support the millwheel. Cuff Trot helped with this project, built to last longer than logs. He took pride in his work, and did not hurry. When he was hot, he threw his clothes aside and splashed in the water with the trout and the pickerel. Superstitious, he did not take off the charm that circled his left arm. Its rattles came from a six-foot timber rattlesnake he killed with a shovel as it slid from between boulders disturbed with the runners of a stone-laden sledge. He was urging the ox forward, when he heard the whisper of the rattles and sprang into action at the sound of the Old Enemy. It was spring and there was snow on the ground and the snake should not have been there, but the sun was hot, the snow was melting and running in little rivulets, and there it was. Venus plaited the rattles into an armband of jet-black horsehair. She was a wondrous weaver, and it was the luck of the band that got him safely through the Revolutionary war. Cuff was a free man, now, working for wages, and a free man needed his free time. So he splashed in the Mudhole, but he wore the band and he stayed well away from the blacksnake that sometimes shimmered out of the darkness and into the sunshine on the other side. He had been a slave. He had fought in two wars. There were things he needed to forget, things he wanted to remember, and things he needed to think about. Meanwhile, he worked with stones, shaping and piling them so that they would last.
In the time of the mill, farmers brought their grain and stayed to talk. They watched the wheel drop its spent waters in bright cascades into the bottomless pit by the boulder. In that deep dark, the waters turned on themselves and swam into sunlight at the lip of the hole before wandering through meadows that emptied into the Shawsheen River. The farmers talked with a kind of wonder of how other impoundments and spills turned more wheels. A few miles to the north, the Concord River drove bigger mills until it met the Merrimac, whose fearsome power turned the wheels of the Boott Mills, where Lowell mill girls captivated the imaginations of nineteenth-century social reformers.
Burton Perkins was to marry one of the last of the Lowell mill girls, but in 1922, as he lazed in sunshine on the grass or plunged into the water to probe for a bottom he never could reach, he did not see into the future. Overhead the breezes whispered to him, and in their soundings he could almost hear the voices of miller and farmer marveling at the abundance and strength of the waters of the earth, the wonders of the canals that engineers built to channel and level the flow and to bridge lesser waters that were of no use to them, and the displacements that began with the laying of iron rails to move commerce more quickly than could the waters that nevertheless endured to continue their flow, as they did here between stones set in place by Cuff Trot over a century before the Great War.
The way to tickle a pickerel is to lie over the bank when the sky is hazy or the sun slanted so that it does not throw your shadow directly into the water beneath you. Arrange yourself so that a hand and arm can be insinuated into the water without causing ripples or disturbing the pool to roil the silt on the sandy bottom. The pickerel will be holding motionless in the stillness with a fanning motion of his pectoral fins, much as a dragonfly employs his wings to hover in apparent weightlessness near a reed or flower stalk. If you scare him he will dart away before you know that you have moved. But you must move, move your hand and arm only, very slowly, with index finger extended. If you are successful, you will touch his side and stroke it gently. He may quiver briefly, to let you know he can dart away when he wants to, but he won’t want to and you may stroke him until he does, when his decision will be quick and he will disappear like summer lightning.
After the attack on Pearl Harbor, adult swimmers at the Mudhole became few as it turned into a resort mostly of children and teenagers. Men seldom came in dusty from hayfields, for the hay was not needed on farms where draft horses gave way to tractors and milk cows ceased their relevance in a town where Bustead’s Dairy delivered milk daily by the bottle. War workers carpooled to shipyards in Boston, South Boston, or Quincy, or were bussed to Raytheon in Waltham. As part of the Victory effort, children were released from school to squat, weeding ineffectively, in rows of vegetables so immature they didn’t know what they were, though they smelled like parsnips. In summers in the wartime nineteen-forties, Fred Graham hired young teens to pick green beans and heft crates of iceberg lettuce in and out of concrete washing tanks at two dollars for a day of nine and a half hours. That was much better than the dollar a day such work paid in the nineteen-thirties, if you could get it. Older teens took the Boston and Maine Railroad in the mornings from Woburn into Boston to join the shape-ups of broken men seeking work on the docks as stevedores while the months and years rolled them toward their time.
At the Mudhole in the nineteen-forties, boys and girls played chasing and capturing games, “Ringalevio” and “Blacksmith, Blacksmith, All Drop Hands,” both in and out of the water, laughing and slapping. When enthusiasms waned, they soaked up the sun, spreading towels with wartime carelessness on the surface of the macadam road. A boy would emerge dripping from the water to bend sidewise and pick a three-inch bloodsucker off his leg. He would impale it on a stick, turn it inside out, the black outer skin replaced by the pink inner alimentary tract, and leave it on the macadam to die and dry in the sun. Another would drop his swimming trunks to display a pale, white moon, creased between its cheeks, as he ran his tanned figure across the road to dive from the bridge, heaving the moon upward and then down from view in an elaborate arc that ended with a splash beyond the stone pilings. He would turn on his back in the water and yell “Lighthouse Island” as he thrust his white, erect penis upward, while the water lapped around his pubic hair. Girls looked elaborately elsewhere.
Families continued to keep chickens until war work made them unnecessary for the Sunday table, unprofitable to sell, impossible to care for or to hire others to care for.
Only those who have tried it can tell how long a couple of boys will work at scraping a three-inch accumulation of shit and straw from the floor of an airless henhouse. Twenty-five cents for each of a dozen such houses sounds like easy money to a twelve-year old, but the shovels are blunt and the shit and straw stick like concrete to the wooden floor. A hoe works no better than a shovel. Dynamite might help. An enterprising fellow might cut it into blocks, stain it red, and start a brickyard. Dust and feces swirl in the light that filters through the oilcloth window. No air enters through the nine by ten inch chicken door because its closing panel has been lowered to keep the hens outside in the yard. The boys will prop open the shed door that let them in and grow increasingly envious of each load of shit that they fling with shovels through that narrow rectangle of light and air. Grit and determination will push them toward the earning of at least their first twenty-five cents. They will work until lunchtime or until they finish the first house, but then they will collect their money and go swimming. They won’t be back.
A day worker in a hen yard has been known to pick up a fat Rhode Island Red by its feet and fling it squawking over the wire fence and into the woods on the other side. If a cousin happens to be passing through the woods with his twelve-gauge shotgun, he will blast it into a mess of blood and flying feathers and take it home. “I thought it was a pheasant, Ma.” No questions will be asked. It will make good eating if the eaters watch out for the lead pellets.
“A chicken house for people? You must be kidding.”
“It’s Paddy O’Brien that’s doing it.”
“Even so . . ”
“He is, I tell you. I swear to God.”
“Listen to the bullshit fly.”
“Bullshit, my ass. How much do you want to bet?”
BURTON
On a day midway into the long lean years of the nineteen-thirties, Burton Perkins lays down his hay rake and finds a little shade by the side of the wagon, under an apple tree. Dan stomps the ground nearby, nibbling stubble and waiting for the hay to be loaded. Burton hocks a lunger and spits it to the side. He is sweating and still needs periods of rest. As he reclines against the tree, his eyes close and he slips into a reverie.
His sister Alice sits in a pool, blocking the downstream outlet. One hand rests on a steep, mossy, and grass-tufted bank, the other in the water by a gently sloping, softly sanded, and lightly silted rise on the other side, sun-dappled in the slanting light of a June afternoon. The waters flow slowly around her. The fingers of her left hand rise and fall beneath the surface. Her wrist is angled by fluid refraction and fragmented by the ripples of the water's slow passing. She lifts a finger and then another, crablike, and returns the tips one after another to the sandy bottom, where minute black particles of organic debris swirl in lazy protest against the inaudible thump. Her legs are spread to form a V, toward which he, her older brother, drives the sucker, a small bottom feeder doomed, outwitted, in the wrong pool, at the wrong time.
What witchcraft of the mind or tongue
Makes times so old while we’re so young?
Among the several pools in the Sewall woods, he likes best the smaller pool that gives momentary stay to a lesser flow further upstream from where they trapped the sucker. There a natural dam had formed between a tall white pine and a gray, mica-flecked granite boulder, with tree roots and rock cupping the soil against its continual will toward erosion. Water escaping between roots and boulder splashed vertically two feet into the brook below, swirled, gathered, and rolled over smooth and rounded stones, washing them through fall and spring, winter and summer, for fifteen feet under the open sky before it disappeared under the flat gray stones of the bridge to lap against its stone supports, black in the darkness. Younger, he sometimes would kneel on the stone bridge to drop sticks into the current and turn to crouch again on the other side to see which sticks emerged into the light and which remained in darkness. Or he would lie with his hands gripping the rough-split granite edge, pitted with green and gray lichen, watching motes of insect life flow downstream over a sandy and stony bottom that must bear immutably imprinted within it the footprints of men and women who had crossed this place before there was a bridge to keep their feet dry or to bear the weight of their horse-drawn sledges and wagons. Framed in antiquity, the bridge was barely wide enough for the horse and sledge that still brought wood up to the house for the winter.
The pool that welled behind the dam tree and boulder was barely big enough to float a toy canoe with its red paint flaking from bathtub immersion, its cloth sail stiff and yellowing. He would push it out with a stick to catch the current and then capture it with the same stick before it bumped along the granite boulder and sailed over the waterfall. Air stood still on the floor of these woods even when wind sighed in the trees and bent their branches against the sky. His paddlewheel boat, made from a shingle, driven by a rubber band and a notched spool, would sputter to the middle of the pool and circle lazily in the current before it picked up speed and nosed toward the falls.
This pool was too broad for leaping.
It was not deep enough for swimming.
It held too much muck for wading.
It was too close to its source for fish.
Water bugs, skimmers and skippers, rippled its surface.
In spring, before the ice and snow fully melted, the soggy ground to the south sprouted profusions of skunk cabbages. In the next minute on that same dryer ground, violets, blue, and blue and white, and rarer yellow, painted their bright changes against the season's prevailing green and erased with fresher fragrances the memory of skunk cabbages crushed by children’s boots. Moments later, north of the pool, where the undergrowth fell into a deeper shade as it rose toward an ancient stone wall, June erupted in pink lady slippers. When the wind was down and the world paused for breath at midday, the sun stood high and still and the beams that filtered through pines and oaks warmed the earth, stunning the soul with the smell of first things.
In winter, light slanted from low and afar to the frozen ground, glanced from ice and snow, and shattered into shimmering shards on the granite boulder. Tramping boot-shod by the thick-iced pool, he kept his mouth closed against frost, drew deep breaths of winter luminescence through a constricted nose, inhaled delight as the season's spirit rose sharply upward toward his human brain, smelling of things that last always, before it accepted the lungs’ insistent downward pull.
Nine was the right age to come to Burlington. Nine was old enough to absorb in awe the story of the brother who ate Paris green, lied, gasped, vomited, and died. Not he, insisted this brother, not he had eaten it. It was the baby who ate it and you could see that the baby's mouth was still smeared with it.
At nine years old as he wandered the wooded lots of his family's farm, he thought of his sister Lillian, the baby, a year and a half old, and he waiting in the womb to be born, and he imagined he had writhed and turned in sibling empathy and had emerged six months later with an embedded memory of a stomach pump, and of a gasping, sucking, puking sensation, and of something so terribly wrong it would be difficult to live beyond to the point where it could be truly forgotten, for it would be a story he would be told again and again. He had heard of the green smudge on the baby’s lips that drove the parents into a frenzy of misplaced activity, and he knew that the brother must have put it there, perhaps even tried to coax the baby to eat the poison, but the sister was alive to greet his own birth just seven months later. He had no true memory of the brother whose life was torn from his before he knew he had a brother. In place of the memory he held within him a knotted emptiness filled with warnings.
The Perkinses came to Burlington to live in a square, two-story house newly built on the old foundation to replace the Sewall Mansion that had stood on that land since early in the eighteenth century. The well on the top of the hill continued to provide its cold, sweet water, lifted from the depths by a long-handled well-sweep, and later, after another fire, when a new well with an electric pump had been installed, the old would continue in use as a cooler for butter and eggs, dropped on a cage into its depths and retrieved by backward turns on a windlass.
History sat on that hill. It sprawled in the cellar and lounged through the fields and woods. Built by Sergeant Benjamin Johnson of the Indian wars, the original house passed to the Reverend Thomas Jones, Welsh minister of the Congregational Church erected in 1732 at the top of Lexington Street, close to the town center. Nearby, the Old Burying Ground enclosed by 1910 the earthly remains of Reverend Jones and ministers who succeeded him in that house and in service to that congregation through two centuries and the beginning of a third, and the bones of their families, and those of Cuff Trot and Venus Rowe.
Depicted as the Sewall House on the Burlington town seal, the parsonage closed out nearly two hundred years of existence when it burned to the ground on Friday, April 23, 1897, four days after the Patriot’s Day celebration marking the one hundredth and twenty-second anniversary of the Battle of Lexington. In anticipation of a new century less ample in personal space than the one that was passing, the congregation constructed a smaller parsonage in the town center, close to the Boston Post Road and directly on the route planned for the steel rails of the interurban trolley to Woburn.
Left behind were a cellar hole with its charred stones and timbers, a barn and some lesser farm buildings, three wells, a curved driveway turning back to grass and weeds where it ran between the century-old elms planted by Cuff, and the hundred acres that remained into the twentieth century as a reminder of the large tracts claimed by early settlers, one of whom was Burlington’s Reverend Samuel Sewall, great grandson of the more famous Samuel Sewall, diarist and witchcraft judge, who still earlier had been allotted three hundred acres on Monday, November tenth, 1718, as his portion of the three thousand acres shared out among the proprietors of what was then called the Land of Nod.
The hundred acres, with its wells, barn and outbuildings, and a new house built on the old cellar hole had now become the Perkinses. Here they could enjoy the advantages of country life that were rapidly disappearing from Medford and other cities closer to Boston. From the Sewall land, Medford was nine miles, Boston thirteen. Burton’s grandfather, John Perkins, helped with the move. A few years later, he fell from the roof on the house in Medford and died.
The emptiness that opened within the boy after that fall he associated with the noonday sun glinting off the Medford rooftop. Seen from above in the perspective given from the bank of the reservoir where he had gone to mourn, the roof etched massively into his memory and the house below it dwindled to littleness, a toy house for stick figures. It seemed no longer to open a welcoming face to the road winding down the hill from the college. The side yard with its sunken rain barrel, its lilacs, and spiderwort had blurred to teary fuzz. He could not see the back yard where he had handed clothespins to his grandmother to hang the wash and built castles with shavings left by his grandfather’s planes on the floor of the shop. As he looked downward from the reservoir, trying to get his bearings, he felt the ground shift under his feet, he turned dizzy, and sat and waited for the swell and rush of tons of water to break through and carry him, roof, rain barrel, lilacs, spiderwort, clothesline, shavings, and woodshop into oblivion. But the grass did not part, the dam did not open, and after a while the heaving earth subsided. The sun declined toward the west. Wisps of cloud shaded and dappled the sky with streaks of purple and red that played their light over a darkening roof. He sat. After a while he stood and turned from the empty and lurid shingles to stare into the dark, deep waters of the reservoir.
He was warned to stay off roofs. Of the house. Of the henhouse. Of the shop. Of the cow shed. Of the barn. He was warned to stay away from the edges of haylofts. He was warned to stay out of the woods in hunting season and keep away from the unused well in the field on the other side of Lexington Street. He knew about Paris green, knew where the container sat on the high shelf in the shop, not far from the sprayer that would spread it in diluted form on the fruit trees and vegetable plants
The streams, pools, and boggy places of the Sewall land fed their waters into Sandy Brook, Vine Brook, the Shawsheen River, and then the Merrimac, where they drove the millwheels of Lawrence, Haverhill, and Newburyport before they emptied into the Atlantic Ocean at the northern end of Plum Island. Burlington was on high land. From Cuff’s elms at the edge of Lexington Street, the road to the east curved flat for a hundred yards, bordered by stone walls and met by others running perpendicularly to establish borders between woodlands, orchards, pastures, and fields, and then continued its run steeply upward between more stone walls until it reached the open space that surrounded the Church. Another climb to the side of the road led to the top of Church Hill, a rocky outcropping that with nearby Bennett Hill formed two points on the crown of one of the highest elevations in eastern Massachusetts. From the top of Church Hill a boy could look southeast to the golden dome of Bulfinch’s Statehouse, shining on the top of Beacon Hill. A dozen miles further in the same direction, the Great Blue Hill thrust its dark hump into the sky in enduring testimony to the power of its original name, Massachusetts, a hill, a bay, a tribe, and a commonwealth.
Westward that same boy could see with the eyes of the first European settlers the upward curve of Wachusett Mountain, north of Worcester, and he could imagine the wilderness struggle of thirty miles that lay ahead for those who in the earliest days looked to reach it. On a farther horizon, fifty miles to the northwest, Mount Monadnock marked the western boundary of New Hampshire, near the state lines of Massachusetts and Vermont. To the north, the land dropped away down a watershed drained through Billerica and onward to Lawrence by the Shawsheen River. Eastward, it fell in waves of diminishing treetops toward Salem and Marblehead, cities unmarked at ocean’s edge by heights that could be seen at this distance, but they were there, clearly there, beyond and to the left of the ragged hills of the Middlesex Fells.
From the pool by the pine tree, the rock, and the waterfall above the old stone bridge, he could trace the Atlantic Ocean to its source.
Following the bank upstream from the pool, he left behind the skunk cabbage and violets and lady slippers. Walking past the sugar maple with its spile hole dry and empty after the March tapping, he climbed over the tumbled stone wall of a boundary long forgotten and came to a boggy thicket nourished by springs that rose from ground fed by rain and from melted snow and sleet absorbed into the soft turf of the blueberry hill in McIntire’s field on the other side of Lexington Street. Walking in the rain on this hill he was as close to all beginnings as it seemed possible to get. When the sky cleared and the sun burned away the rising mists he could walk up Lexington Street and see from Church Hill, almost, almost, to the salt ocean toward which all sweet water tends.
Setting the sail and launching his canoe on the rare breeze that filtered through the trees, watching it drive crosswise to the current, or, when there was no breeze, setting in motion his rubber-band driven paddle-wheel shingle, he could defy the downward sweep and long, fluid pull of gravity, until the wind failed or the rubber band went slack and the small craft hesitated, wavered, and nosed toward the fall.
He traps the fish in the sopping folds of Alice’s dress. It flops there helplessly, its brown tail flipping the surface of the water into shards of light that gleam and glitter from smooth scales and protruding eyes. The light strikes with equal force the glittering, gleaming, dry upper creases of white cotton, and the same light casts into ominous shadows the inner creases of the poor creature’s trap. He holds the fish carefully in both hands, keeping its body moist. He thinks about taking it home and releasing it in the well across the street from the house. He will attach a rope to a pail and lower it gently to the bottom. He will wait until the warmer water within the pail absorbs through its galvanized sides some of the well water’s frigid cold and then he will maneuver it to the stone-lined side and tilt it gently against a protruding rock until the waters mix and the fish swims free. Food might be a problem. He thinks that crickets and grasshoppers and maybe slugs and spiders will fall through the wide cracks and from the rotting undersides of the boards that cover the well. He doesn’t know whether a bottom-feeding fish will rise to take the surface blips. He is afraid it won’t.
At nine he tramped on wooded paths little changed in their forest generations from those that felt the feet of Indians who kneeled to cup their hands and drink from the streams he knew so well. They hunted white-tailed deer that in his day still stood stock-still in the shadows or broke from cover to clear a falling wall and vanish again, ghost-like before a boy’s astonished eyes. But he learned that time cannot always be cleared with the graceful freedom of a leaping deer or a boy’s imagination. However easy the passage from shaded woods into sunlit field and over a wall of frost-shaken stones might be for a boy or an Indian, it was not always so for the earliest Puritan settlers. Against the sometimes hostile presence of the natives, Francis Wyman built an escape tunnel from cellar to woods so that in an hour of desperation the emissaries of European enlightenment might silently pass forth, hidden from the daytime sun’s treasonable discovery or the urgent flashing against the night sky of a home in flames, ironically finding security within the dark forest they had come so far to subdue and possess.
He has never entered the Wyman tunnel. But he has visited the house and seen the slender portholes built for musket defense against hostile Indians coming out of the trees by the Shawsheen Meadows. He can see the fire arrows arcing in the air and hear the popping of renegade muskets and the slamming of bullets into the walls of the house, splintering the wood sheathing. Puffs of musket smoke arise from the portholes to cloud the blue sky. He knows the story of the woman tomahawked by her door on a Sunday morning at the end of Francis Wyman Road. He has rubbed his hands over the bloody stain on the cracked and weather-bleached door where it still stood two hundred and fifty years later on a shed across Bedford Street from the West School, and he has dreamed bloody dreams of the murderous Indian hanged in chains and left to rot.
At nine in his own cellar, he smudged his hands poking among the blackened Sewall stones, playing that if the right stone were pushed it would roll back to reveal a passage to hidden groves, a doorway to wonderful realms unlimited in potentiality by the hard edges of history and the softer borders of legend.
In dreams he emerged from a dark and damp tunnel, where the roots of trees encroached and clods of dirt dropped from the ceiling, to find himself on a sun-drenched carpet of moss beside the still ripples of a sparkling stream. Tall pines stretched toward a blue and cloudless sky. From their tops he would be able to see to who knows what distances. But these were trees too tall to be climbed. Their trunks rose broad and straight to branches he could not reach from the ground. The birds that came to rest within their branches spread wings to soar and dip in a region limitless in the sun, and at night marked in its extremities by stars that reached to infinity.
In the landscape of dreams and imagination he walked in a timeless reality only one step removed from the changing woods of his waking explorations. Other feet had trod these paths, crossed this bridge, lingered by this pool. Other hands had pushed aside these branches to be surprised by white mayflowers shining from the gloom. And would trod, and would push, as long as the woods remained. With the next step, across the brook, or to the brink of the hill, he might suddenly confront the past or future. There were times when he was not sure whether he was the boy who had imagined the woods or he was the boy who had imagined the boy, conjuring up a cellar hole, stones, and a hand pressed against them, where before had stood only earth and trees.
On his twelfth birthday, in November 1913, he was given a single-shot twelve-gauge shotgun. That was five years after he had first fired a gun, when he had walked with his father to the bank of Alewife Brook and pulled the trigger on a twenty-two rifle, embedding a lead bullet in the mud on the opposite side. The brook was low then in summer and the alewives were not running. In Burlington he first accompanied his father to shoot with the twenty-two at pine sticks propped against the side of the sandpit, away from the mysterious hole where some burrowing animal, perhaps a fox, had constructed a nest. Now the twelve-gauge was his and he was free to roam the hundred acres. He knew to load the gun only when he intended to use it, to aim it only at things he intended to shoot, to unload it before returning home, to check it once more and place it empty of shells in the corner by the back door, handy for hawks and crows. He became a hunter of pheasants, squirrels, and rabbits. Those he shot, he skinned and cleaned, picking out the pellets, and after his mother had cooked them he ate them. He stretched the skins of the squirrels and rabbits and dried and tanned them, tacking them to the door of the machine shop by the side of the barn.
He never hunted deer with a gun. His heart leaped and his throat tightened when he saw a deer bounding through a field and over a stone wall, with Kit in pursuit. For a moment he could not cry out, but when he caught his breath and called and whistled the dog came back, although sometimes not until long after. Deer tracks in the winter snow brought him up short, and he always turned to follow, knowing he would not catch up.
In the Marines he had earned his expert sharpshooter medal, five years after he first carried his own gun. He was away four years. Later he seldom carried either a shotgun or a rifle. After the arrival of better roads and more automobiles, strangers increasingly hunted the land, despite the signs.
KEEP OUT
No Hunting
No Trespassing
Police Take Notice
His father cursed. He cursed. They puffed in anger on their long-stemmed briar pipes. In hunting season they pastured the cow and the horse by the barn, close to the house, away from the woods. The dogs ran loose, and one came home limping and bleeding. Shotgun pellets rained from the sky into the rose bushes.
In 1912 a huge chestnut tree stood at the bottom of the easterly curve of the driveway, next to Lexington Street. Planted by Cuff at the same time as the elms, it supplied nuts roasted on the hearth by generations of pastors and their children and by the boy’s family in their early Burlington years. After the blight took the tree, it was sawed off and remained as a stump four feet high and four feet across that continued to send up from its living roots the ever-green shoots of its striving for immortality. His father cut them back regularly, in forlorn knowledge that they could not live and in his pursuit of his new ambition for an even carpet of green lawn. The cow Bessie nibbled at them and at the lawn indiscriminately in those hours while his father was at work in Boston and his mother loosed her from the spent pasture by the barn to graze in greener fields.
Ivy trailed up and around the stump. His father framed and painted in black letters on a white background the sign that for many years stood out from the ivy to grace the stump with its historical reminder:
Here, on the Morning
Of the Nineteenth of April
1775
John Hancock and Samuel Adams
Sought Refuge
in their
Flight from Lexington
Hancock and Adams had stopped briefly that morning at the James Reed house on the Lexington line, before moving on. Rumors and alarms followed. They had no way of knowing how the battle was progressing. If the British routed the Minutemen and pursued their fugitive leaders from the nighttime darkness of Lexington Common to Reed’s on Lexington Street, they would now be advancing along Lexington Street toward the house of the Widow Abigail Jones, later the Sewall house, still later a blackened and ash-filled cellar hole, and then the house built on the old stones to shelter the Perkins family in the shade of an ancient chestnut tree that later became a stump with a historical marker.
The British did not come. On that day they rushed on to Concord, were turned back at the bridge, and retreated through Lexington to Boston. Instead of harboring British troops, the Reed house became the first prison of the revolution, holding captured British soldiers. Hancock and Adams did not know this.
Abigail Jones is preparing a meal for them when a man arrives from Lexington warning of pursuit.
And so they take to the woods.
Cuff Trot and the Reverend John Marrett help Hancock and Adams push their carriage to safety, hampered momentarily by the small brook with the sandy bottom where their ankles sink deep into freezing water and Cuff swears he will some day build a bridge.
When the witchcraft judge and diarist Samuel Sewall rode over Bennett Hill on Monday, October 26, 1702, the State House had not been built and would not be built for almost a century. He guided his horse over a road that was scarcely more than a wilderness path strewn with the red and yellow leaves of fall, following a trail pressed by Indian footsteps. At the foot of the hill he passed the Cutler house, and, just past the top, the Winn log cabin. The Marion Tavern would not be built for some years to come. Its site stood on a wilderness height halfway between Boston and Lowell, awaiting a tenant. This was seventy-three years before the Hancock and Adams flight in 1775, the same year that the last bear was shot in the parish.
The prospect from the crest of Bennett Hill was lost to the Reverend Sewall, hidden by trees that lined his path, or he might have cast his eye northward over his claim of three thousand acres of the Land of Nod, land contested in court for many years. But he did not descend from his horse. "Waited on the Govr to Wooburn, dined there: From thence to Billericay. . . ," he wrote. One hundred and sixty-six years later that entry remained in the diary in the Sewall House on Lexington Street. After the death in 1868 of Burlington’s later Reverend Samuel Sewall, it passed into the keeping of the Massachusetts Historical Society, where it escaped the fire of 1897 that turned the house to ashes.
Nor had the State House been built or the last bear shot when the Indians gathered to sit cross-legged in council on Chestnut Hill. Later, a time came when arrowheads ceased to turn up regularly in the glistening earth spread open by the white man’s plough, but the figures of the Chestnut Hill council remained as ghostly presences on twentieth-century Memorial Days, when families sweated in their Sunday best on folding wooden chairs trucked down Bedford Street from the Town Hall, listening to band concerts and orations, and rifles joined in skyward salutes to honor the men in graves where bright small flags sprang from cast iron shields that dotted the hill as reminders of recent wars, and those men from earlier wars honored by identical flags placed annually in the iron standards rusting beside the graves in the Old Burying Ground up the street.
There are no stones for Indians on Chestnut Hill, in the Old Burying Ground, on the Shawsheen Meadows, on the Sewall lands, by the small pond and waterfall, by the stone bridge, among the blueberries on McIntire's hill, or on Church Hill, looking westward to Wachusett.
When he was a boy he built a box trap, baited it with a carrot, and set it in the briars not far from the pool where he sailed his boats. He caught a rabbit that entered the box, took the carrot, and was startled by the whish of the string and secured by the falling lid, but the trap stayed in its place, forgotten throughout the fall and winter. When he opened it among the marsh marigolds and may apples of spring he found only fur and bones.
On the day that he and Alice caught the sucker they thought they would bring it home to the unused well on the other side of Lexington Street. But there was a half-mile of woods and fields between the pool and the well and the fish would have to be kept alive, not flopping as it was now in his sister’s dripping skirt. They needed a bucket with water in it, but didn’t have one. He took the fish from the skirt, wetting his hands first and holding it carefully before lowering it into the pool to release it, watching it thrash tentatively to get its bearings and then swim away downstream.
TRUE AS AN ARROW CAN FLY
The notch on a pillar on the porch remains the only evidence that the Jones family once lived in this house. That and a fading photograph of twenty-five Joneses, relatives, and friends, some of the friends soon to be husbands of the Jones girls, gathered in front of the porch, surrounded by patches of snow, on Christmas, 1926. Within the house it is possible that between the studs the plaster of the walls hides love letters and real estate and tax records and a diary or a Bible inscribed with births, baptisms, and deaths. Such things happen.
If the house is still there. And if someone has not replaced the walls or removed the porch or its three square pillars.
The pillar is to the left of the steps as you face the house, to the right as you come out the kitchen door and cross the porch. The notch is about three feet above the floor at the height that a short, right-handed man, swinging an axe comfortably, would strike with one down chop and one up to mark a victory, much as a gunslinger in a dime Western or a silent movie might notch his gunstock after a kill. It is a good mark, and would survive the layers of white paint brushed on every few years for nearly three-quarters of a century. Across the street, on the smooth bark of a beech tree, I long ago carved my initials and the initials of a girl whose name I later forgot, enclosing them with a heart. The initials and heart swelled with the bark of the tree for a few years, but disappeared not long after the war when the treed and open spaces of that part of South Lowell gave way to housing. By that time my grandfather was long dead.
At the time he marked the pillar, he surveyed it with satisfaction, carefully wiped the blood from the axe with his taunting rag, laid the axe on the porch floor, threw the rag aside, and settled into the wicker rocker for his customary smoke before supper. After supper, he would get out the jew’s-harp and twang away at lumberjack songs or Welsh hymns, beating an exuberant and heavy-footed time with mud-stained, high-topped shoes. Or he would take up the banjo and pick out the song he had written in support of the Townsend plan.
Come all ye good voters all over this land
And rise up together to make a good stand,
For cash to the aged will build prosperity high,
And this is not dreaming or pie in the sky.
I am sure the house lasted at least into the early decades after the war, but although I was sometimes in Lowell in those later days, I didn’t seek it out. Passing by the end of Lawrence Street in the nineteen-fifties, I saw the same general store, later an IGA supermarket, and observed the tavern of no great prosperity with the stone wall still in place behind it. My mother told how, as a girl, she watched in flood time as a drunken man staggered his way home along the top of the wall, falling first to the left, getting soaked, climbing back up on the wall and resettling his dripping hat on his head with a defiant tug, falling to the right, getting soaked, climbing back up, straddling the wall to get his balance, then getting both feet on top, pushing at the stones with both hands to assist in raising himself to a semi-erect position, resettling the same dripping hat with the same defiant tug, falling and rising again, adopting a semi-crouch to keep his center of balance low, extending his arms out to the sides for balance, falling again, and so up and down for a quarter of a mile to high ground, where he lay down with his head against the wall for a pillow to sleep off the stupor before proceeding home.
This was only one of her stories. Another with a similar motif concerned the drunk who left the tavern with a jug under his arm. Night came on early and the man trudged slowly, heavy with an anticipatory guilt, knowing that his welcome at home would not be warm.
“He drank, too much, you see, and on payday sometimes he spent his money in the tavern . . .”
“’What’s a tavern?’”
“A place where people drink liquor, bad stuff that makes them drunk, so they stagger, back and forth, like this, and on payday sometimes he spent his money in this tavern before he got home to the mother and the children.”
This was in the bad old days before Prohibition.
“Well, his way took him near a cemetery, and the shortest way was to go right through it. Right through the cemetery in the black of night. Can you imagine? With all the dead people lying there under the stones?”
We could imagine it all too clearly.
“There was this owl in a tree there, and naturally he called out, ‘Who? Who?’ “’It’s just me,’ said Paddy, clutching his jug closer. He was beginning to shiver, because he didn’t expect to hear a voice in the cemetery and he didn’t know who it was. The wind was rustling in the leaves and he thought someone was behind him, but when he looked there was nobody there.
“’Who? Who?’ repeated the owl.
“‘Who wants to know?’ said Paddy, clutching the jug fearfully. He had come to the very darkest part of the cemetery, where the path wound down a hill, past a haunted meadow and onto a wooden bridge across a boggy brook.
“‘Bob White. Bob White,’ called a bird from the edge of the meadow, near the brook.
“Paddy stopped and listened. He was beginning to tremble. The bird called again, ‘Bob White. Bob White.’
“’No yer not,’ said Paddy. ‘Yer not at all. Bob White’s me friend. Dead and gone these ten year.’ But he was beginning to wonder, because of course he knew the place was haunted.
“’Bob White. Bob White.’
“‘Then what do yer want, Bob,’ said Paddy, clutching the jug even tighter, but he was pretty sure he knew, for many’s the time they had spent a happy evening sharing the liquor from that same jug.
“The wind whistled shrilly in the top of the trees, and Paddy asked again, because he wanted to be sure.
“No answer.
“He took a step toward the plank bridge over the boggy brook. He clutched the jug until his knuckles went all white. By this time his face was turning white, too. He was sure the place was haunted.
“He stepped on the plank and awakened a giant bullfrog.
“’Jug o’ rum, jug o’ rum,’ said the bullfrog.’
“That was enough for Paddy. ‘Take the jug o’ rum, ye divil,’ he says. “I don’t want it.’
“He threw the jug into the bog, and ran for the other side, for he knew the devil could not cross the water—that’s true, you know, the devil can’t cross water—but right in the middle he slipped and fell in and he didn’t find his way home until morning.”
The house on Lawrence Street might still be there because my grandfather built it well, laying each stone of the foundation, setting each stud and rafter in place, hammering each nail, plastering each wall, shingling both sides of the porch railing, fitting the cap on top, placing and trimming end posts, one of them notched everlastingly. It was too good a house to tear down, although certainly gone today would be the back land with its creek and small pond, drained and filled for other housing. Gone, also, would be the chicken house and yard where Pete, the ill-fated rooster, strutted protectively around his harem. Gone would be the side yard with its grape arbor, its pear tree, its gooseberry bushes, its frayed, battered, and mossy turf.
“Let’s go hunting,” I said one morning as we spread out on that turf, watching the clouds slide by the ripening pears, tired of the game of mumblety-peg. I sat up, slapped the jackknife “over the world” of my left hand, pulled it from the ground, wiped the blade and folded it, and put the knife in my pants pocket. The day was sticky and overcast, but the sun was burning through the haze and it was cooler in the shade of the pear tree and would be cooler still in the woods. My bow and three arrows were new and untried. The red and blue band of the headdress ran across his forehead, and from the middle a long turkey feather poked straight up, dyed red. My cousin, Little Earle, would rather fish but we knew there was no luck in the pond behind the house and very little luck recently in the river, either from the stone-lined bank of the mill-pond, or from the wooden ties of the train trestle, though from both we could drop our hooks into very deep water. It was my bow and his birthday. In six days it would be Earle’s birthday and then I would lose my slight edge of seniority.
“O.K.,” said Earle.
“Yes,” said Robert.
Simple Billy, a neighbor from across the street, would tag along. At twelve, Billy was by three years the oldest and strongest, but he was not much taller and had no friends. Billy was slow.
As we passed the chicken yard, I ratcheted the bow across the chicken wire and Pete flew against the fence, his talons grabbing at the wire, his bill picking angrily at the bow and catching the trailing end of string that hung there. I pulled the string loose from the bill that held it in the hexagon of wire and rapped the fence twice, hard, with the flat of the bow. Pete squawked and fluttered backward, wings wind-milling in the dusty air, black feathers tousled, yellow hackles erect on his neck, his green snake-skinned feet wide-spread and threatening, his bill open and poised for battle. Landing heavily, he stood his ground in the settling dust, wings out, hackles erect, bill open and breathing hard, beady eyes watchful and alert. Robert dodged behind me. Billy was off to one side, two steps back, jumping up and down, flapping his arms like wings, with his mouth open and slightly drooling. Little Earle, who had gone ahead, turned now and was grinning, watching. Pete had been known to get out of the chicken yard by flying over the fence or finding a hole and squeezing through.
I drew the bow back and slapped the fence again. Pete stood, watching. Approaching the fence, I stooped and reached out a hand to the lush grass that edged the enclosure alongside the bare earth and chicken droppings within. I kept my face well back from the wire hexagons, warily watching Pete, whose talons were firmly planted on the ground. I pulled a handful of grass and with it a solid lump of roots and dirt, then stepped back and lofted it over the fence where it fell among flattened chicken turds within a foot of the unblinking rooster, who stood his ground.
“Give me an arrow, Robert.”
I put the notch to the bowstring, held it between two fingers and steadied it with my thumb, drew back and aimed at the rooster’s shining chest.
The arrow flew straight to its mark, true as an arrow can fly. The rooster hopped once backward and fell on its side.
The tip of the arrow hit a twisted fence wire that sent the shaft astray so that it went less than halfway through, waggled wildly back and forth, and slid back to fall harmlessly into the grass.
Although I didn’t know its days were numbered, I didn’t shoot the rooster. Instead, we went around to the back of the henhouse, out of sight of Grandpa Jones and the other adults, where, with my knife, I scratched lightly at the tarpaper on the wall until I had drawn a cartoon rooster with a big head, outstretched wings, and oversized claws.
Then we took turns at target practice, shooting the arrows into the tarpaper. Most bounced harmlessly off the planking underneath, but a few stuck and stayed.
“This is boring,” said Earle.
So we followed him to the pond. We walked its marshy shore and stood on the earthen dam to watch for the carp we had seen but had been unable to catch on hooks. If one came close enough to the shore we could shoot it with an arrow. None did. A frog plopped into the water. Another watched, green and brown, from the reeds a yard from shore. He was visible only as a top of a head and twin bulges of vertically slitted eyes, glinting in the heat. Robert took his turn with the bow to shoot at a big polliwog with well-developed legs sitting in the shallows below the surface of the water, but missed as the water angled the arrow away from his aim. His was the last turn, accepted with the same stoic acquiescence that accompanied his last turn at bat or mumblety-peg, his place as last and smallest in line when they threaded the single file paths through the tall meadow grass of summer.
When the ripples cleared, the polliwog was gone, leaving a small swirling of mud at the bottom of the pond and water skippers returning to their places by the reeds. I took the bow from Robert and pulled the arrow from the mud. A devil’s darning needle clung to a reed near shore, spreading its veined and nearly transparent wings, holding in abeyance for the moment its threat to sew together the lips of liars. I lightly touched the stem of the reed with the mud-tipped arrow. The leaves shook and the darning needle lifted off in a sparkle of iridescent blue, hovered nearby, and alighted again.
Simple Billy caught a polliwog and offered it to Robert in hands cupped with mud and water, but we made him put it back. Even Robert didn’t want it.
It was hot. We followed the brook past the dam and pond, through the meadow and into the woods. Under the trees the ground was firmer, the grass less luxuriant, the air cooler. Safely out of sight of adults, we asked to see Billy’s underwear. He was wearing, as he often did, his sister’s white cotton and flyless undies. He was not ashamed. They were what was clean in his house and he had learned long ago to take what he could from the general clothes basket and get away before incurring obscure wrath from his sister or mother. He was pleased to entertain the rest of us. So we danced around in a circle and sang:
Hi Yo, Silverware,
Tonto lost his underwear.
What the heck does he care?
He can get another pair,
At the New York World’s Fair.
Then Simple Billy pulled up his pants and we continued the hunt. Billy shot at a squirrel and missed and lost the arrow. We took turns shooting at a knothole in a tree. Some shots were close, some not.
Later we came out of the woods. In 1939, the Tewksbury Road was still dirt, with a narrow grassy shoulder at its edge. Stacked on the shoulder by a dry culvert were three bags of cement, a pile of sand, and a long-handled shovel. No houses or cars were in sight.
“Hey guys!” Billy said, pointing.
“It’s only cement,” said Earle.
“And sand,” said Robert, who immediately squatted by the pile and began shaping a roadway up and around the mountain for the stick cars he would find in the woods.
“There’s a shovel, too,” I said, but at first I didn’t move to pick it up. “Look,” I said. I was back in the woods now, where the brook lay no more than seventy-five feet from the road, pointing to a narrow place where the water ran deeper between two hummocks. “We could build a dam.”
“What if someone comes?”
“Who would come?”
“The man who owns the cement.”
“It’s nobody’s cement.”
“You think it dropped from the sky?”
“Do you see a house?”
Billy went out into the road and looked both ways. “I don’t see a house,” he said.
“It fell off a truck,” said Robert.
“Yeah,” said Earle. “And when it fell it piled up there in a neat pile.”
We looked at the three bags of cement lying by the side of the road, stacked one on top of another.
“And then the truck came back,” said Earle, giving Robert a poke in the ribs, “and it dropped a pile of sand. And the driver never noticed that the sand was right next to the cement.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said, “And then the truck came back looking for the cement and sand. It hit a bump and the shovel flew out and landed in the sand pile, handle up.”
“Somebody would see that,” said Robert, rubbing his side.
“No, they wouldn’t,” I said. “The guys in the truck couldn’t see any of this because the woods are haunted. They knew it was haunted because the trees reached out for them with their branchy fingers, clutching at the truck and going ‘screeeee’ along the sides.”
Robert winced.
“So they left, driving like a bat out of hell, and just around the corner there,” I pointed in the Tewksbury direction, “right about where that big tree is, the dark one with the awful shadows, something big and hairy jumped out of the woods ‘AAAHaaaaaaaaa’ and et ‘em up. Truck and all.”
Billy had already taken one of the bags of cement and was walking backward, dragging it toward the woods. He stopped now and looked over his shoulder and into the shadows under the trees.
“The owner went away and died,” said Robert.
Earle was laughing uncertainly, but he reached for the second bag of cement and asked for help. I put down my bow and arrows, and helped Earle heft the bag into the woods. Robert and Billy followed.
“The owner forgot them,” I said.
“Lost them,” said Earle.
“Got et up,” said Robert.
It was hot work.
In the shady, moist air of the woods, we fanned midges away from our faces. We placed the three bags in the weeds and mud at brook-side, where the hot, sun-soaked paper sacks began to cool and take on the surrounding damp. Then we brought the sand, taking turns a shovel-full at a time, piling it near the cement. The three who were not carrying the shovel sat on the grass and watched skippers and lucky water beetles circling where the brook slowed and eddied before breaching the hummocks. They slapped at horseflies.
“How are we going to mix it?”
“With the shovel.”
“There’s no board.”
We stopped carrying the sand when we had accumulated only a small pile. Billy wanted to know why they needed to mix it. Couldn’t they put the cement in the brook and shovel the sand on top?
We looked at him.
“If you don’t mix it,” said Earle, “it won’t harden.”
“Yes, it will,” I said “and if we leave it in the bags it won’t wash away. It will harden. Billy’s right. And we won’t need the sand.”
We had two bags in place between the hummocks and were lifting the third when the truck drove up. The driver got out and looked at the remaining sand. We could see his wrinkled brow, his deep-set eyes, his puzzled frown. Earle stood ankle deep and barefoot in the brook, but he came out now and sat down on the bank to pull on his socks and shoes, not stopping to wipe the grime from his feet. The rest of us hunkered down like small animals to watch the man as he strode up and down by the side of the road. His thin lips opened on carious teeth and he squirted tobacco juice into the dry pebbles at the culvert’s end. The truck door stood half open, its chrome handle shining like a promise in the sun. The cloth upholstery of the truck was ripped, with cotton stuffing showing. On the seat by the shaft of the gearshift, a dull black object gleamed metallically, a lunch box maybe, or a gun.
The man was angry. He took off his finger-greased felt hat and slapped it against his leg. His hair was long and a two-day stubble peppered his face. He wore a dark suit, bunched at the knees and elbows. Under the jacket a blue cambric shirt lay open at the neck.
Earle had his shoes on and was trying to get them tied, but he was fumbling with wet hands and wet laces. “I know him,” he whispered.
The man picked up the bow and arrows and threw them down again. He went to the middle of the street, cupped a calloused hand over his eyes and looked long and hard toward Lowell and then toward Tewksbury. Then he came to the edge of the woods and peered in. He wiped his hand across his forehead along the pale mark of his sweatband and pushed back his lank hair as though to hear better. A squirrel chattered against the silence. The man brushed his hat once more against his leg, but softly this time, and with a quiet intensity, as though the hat itself, the stain on its finger-pinched crown, and the pant leg it whispered against, stretched into a roundness on the front of the knee and irremediably wrinkled behind, spoke of a power and determination that could not be ignored. He parted his lips to spit again between broken, tobacco-stained teeth, a yellow fluid that seemed aimed in our direction. He clamped the hat on his head again and then picked up the bow and notched an arrow on the string.
He didn’t see us.
Then he did.
And then we ran, the man crashing behind us, yelling and cursing. We ran beside the brook and then through it to the other side, through a thicket where branches whipped our faces and clutched at our arms and legs with wicked fingers, running not towards home but deviously in another direction, zigzagging, throwing the man off the track, hoping he couldn’t follow but knowing he could. Robert was in front at first, pumping his smaller legs incredibly fast. Silly Billy followed him. Earle was third. I was in the rear, running with a confused dignity, taking care to stay well ahead of the man, ashamed to show fear but still showing it.
Then came the imagined thump of the first arrow into my back, its steel point thrusting between my ribs and I looking down to see its blunted and bloody head emerging from my shirt, and then I ran faster, almost tripping over my cousin, who picked up his speed in order to stay ahead, and I waited in agony for the real thump of the real arrow, wondering if I would hear it coming or feel it as it entered my panic-stricken body and I kept checking my chest as I ran, looking down for the point that wasn’t yet there, brushing my shirt front with my hand to confirm that my eyes were seeing correctly, and “wham,” a branch tore across my forehead, and I snatched at my back to remove the arrow that might have entered at that precise second and not gone through, but it hadn’t and we kept on running and then we were aware that the man was no longer chasing us. We slowed to a walk, but kept on going.
“I’ll get you,” the man had said. “I’ll get you, you little turfs. I’ll get you.”
“I know him,” said Earle. “He works with my dad.”
After their slow start, Earle and I had passed the other two, but I kept going back in my mind to the part where I was running behind Earle and the arrow was in my back and now I was falling and the second arrow was piercing Earle, who fell also, and Robert and Silly Billy were going home to report their deaths to their families, who would have to return to the woods to recover their bodies. The man would be gone and there would be only a few tire tracks on a dirt road for evidence. Robert and Billy either would or would not attend their funerals and would or would not recognize the man with the heavy eyebrows, hanging hair, and dark, sunken eyes who stood apart from the mourners as the cousins were lowered side by side into their graves beneath the trees of the Edson Cemetery. “I got you,” he would mutter to himself. “I got you, you little turfs.”
None of us was dead then, however, and I had lost only a bow and the two arrows that remained of the three that had been mine in the morning.
And because none of us were dead, none could go home, for the man had probably recognized us and would be waiting on the porch of Grandpa Jones’s house, or, if they went to Earle’s house, he would be waiting there and Big Earle would be furious.
So we started toward Shedd Park, but on the railroad tracks we changed our minds and followed the rails to the forbidden trestle at the river, got safely over and sank down in the grass beside the path that led to Gorham Street. Bees hummed in the clover. Behind us the river flowed toward the falls and the mills.
“What’s a turf?” said Billy.
“It’s a clump of grass,” I said.
“Why did he call us turfs?”
“He didn’t call us turfs,” said Earle. “He called us turds.”
“Turds?” I said.
“Turfs are turds,” said Earle. It’s the way he talks. I know him. He works with my dad.”
“Turds?” I said.
“He talks funny.”
“Oh,” said Billy, but he still looked puzzled.
Then we all looked at Billy and started laughing. “Turf-turd,” we said. We pulled clumps of grass and threw them at Billy, who rolled on the ground, laughing, trying to escape the clumps. He rolled into our legs, bringing us down, and then we were in a pile, rolling and wrestling and laughing in and out of the clumps of turf. The bees abandoned the clover and hummed overhead.
When the afternoon train rumbled by, we stopped wrestling and waved and the engineer grinned and waved back. Then we stood to watch the train recede from sight. When the track was clear again, it was safe to cross the trestle and go home.
A few nights later my mother served chicken and dumplings. Pete’s luck ran out when he escaped from the pen and attacked Robert in the side yard, beating and pecking at his back and neck. Grandpa Jones caught the rooster, brought the blunt edge of the axe down once on the back of his head, then turned it and brought the blade down against the chopping block to take the head off. Scalded and plucked, Pete was soon in the pot.
“It’s your fault, Pa,” mother said. “Always taunting that poor bird.” He had taunted it, too. He would take a rag and swing it at Pete as the bird flew angrily at him, pecking and clawing, his yellow hackles spread wide.
“Look at him go,” Grandpa would say. “Look at him go.” And to the rooster, “Come and get me,” with a swipe of the rag in front of his bill. “Come on and get me.” That was great fun, but the rooster overstepped his bounds when he came to get the grandson. Immediately after the beheading Grandpa wiped the axe clean and cut the notch on the porch pillar.
“Eats pretty good,” he said at the table, brandishing a leg.
After supper he got out the banjo:
Come all ye good voters all over this land,
And shoulder to shoulder like brothers we’ll stand.
We’ll rewrite the charter of this land of the free,
And ink it all over in prosperity.
Then there was the jew’s-harp. After we children went to bed it continued to hum away like all the bees of summer.
LILLIAN’S STORY
“Recipe for a Shapely Tree”
My father had his own recipe on how to grow the well-shaped spruce tree. When visitors saw the tall, perfect tree on our front lawn, they always asked how he grew it so perfectly. He would start in, with a twinkle in his eye, “Wel-l-l, first you have to have a cow”
Mother would break in, “George!”
Father would continue. “Then you go down to the woods and find a perfect little tree” And so it went, with mother attempting to change the subject and father forestalling her.
Mother was born and brought up on a farm down Maine way, and she never could see anything upsetting about having a flock of chickens parading around the yard, or a cow grazing on the lawns: back, side, or front lawn, it made no difference to her. Father was city bred, and while he loved the farm we lived on, he continued to go back and forth to Boston to work, doing his farm chores nights and weekends. He did not approve of the chickens running loose on the driveway or lawn. He considered the large space he had fenced off was sufficient for their needs, especially since he moved the fencing every few years. He especially did not like to find cow dung spotting lawn and driveway; that was even worse than the traces of chickens left around! There was, of course, no reason why either chickens or cow should wander over the lawns. The cow’s pasture was immense.
But my mother’s country-bred eyes could see no harm. Just clean up the calling cards and forget it was her contention. The dispute was of long standing, though I cannot say it ever grew acrimonious. My father was exasperated, but he apparently recognized my mother’s blind spots.
The driveway was semi-circular and within the arc between driveway and street lay a good-sized stretch of lawn. Father decided he wanted trees there to shield us from passersby. So one day he brought back from the woods a perfect little spruce tree which he planted on this lawn space, carefully tending it until it was growing well.
When the little tree was about three feet tall, Mother had one of her spasmodic “freedom for the animals” days and let the cow out of the pasture. The cow made her way leisurely, of course, to the luscious grass on that slice of front lawn where the little tree grew. Heaven knows what thought if any entered the cow’s brain—do cows have brains?––anyway, she decided to sit down. Where do you suppose she sat? On the little tree! It can’t have been exactly comfortable, but sit she did, with resultant damage to the little tree. It was squashed flat! The top was broken down and only the lowest branches seemed undamaged. Mother hastily put the cow back in the pasture before father came home.
When Father drove into the yard that night, no one had to tell him anything. He knew what had happened. He informed Mother in no uncertain terms that the cow was not to be let out of the pasture again ever; he refused utterly to dig up the damaged tree or get another one from the woods, and forbade any of us to do it either. The broken little tree was to stay where it was!
The little tree proceeded to grow and grow. The wounded branches on top healed themselves. The lower branches closed up around the broken tip. By the time the tree was ten years old it was a perfectly shaped treed, a lovely cone rising to point at the top. It is today, more than twenty years later.
But for years, when people exclaimed over that tree and asked how to grow such a beautiful one, my father would start in on his recipe for a perfect tree. Ingredients—a cow and a tree. Just plant a little tree. Then you let the cow sit on it.
The “free to roam the lawn and yard privileges for animals” controversy ceased to be one when the last cow was sold and we began to buy milk and butter. The flock of chickens dwindled down especially after the house burned down. Father remodeled the laundry-woodshed into a new house, and the attached chicken house became a new woodshed, with the chickens removed to a distant house of their own. Called on to furnish food as well as eggs during the depression years, the flock died out.
But the tree lived and grew taller and taller. Invariably, while Father lived, someone would ask him how to obtain such a fine tree. Mother would expostulate more or less resignedly, and father’s eyes would twinkle as he started once again to give his recipe for a perfect tree!
Lillian’s notes:
Written by Lillian M. Perkins, this article was entered in the 1972 Annual Contest of the Manuscript Club of Boston. It won first prize in its division, with 17 points.
The three judges were (and their criticisms):
Jack Authelet, Editor Foxboro newspaper: (he picked it first):
A delightful story which tenderly portrays the evolution of a tale which tells much about family life and the unique situations which fill the treasure of memories over the years. The reader is left in suspense just long enough as he wonders what in the world a cow has to do with raising a tree.
Eleanor Tompkins, librarian Middleboro: (she rated it 2nd):
As judges go, I’m probably “no great shakes.” My yardstick isn’t how erudite or scholarly or grammatical a manuscript is. If the story transports me to another place or time, if it makes me laugh or leaves me with a tear in my eye—then, in my books (no pun intended) that is good writing. I loved this one. I was really there—picking my way across the lawn to avoid the “calling cards.” I could see that tree a-growing—and I saw that old cow a-setting. Poor little tree! But such a happy ending. I have found a little tree—does anyone have a cow?
Brenda Maddox, free-lance writer (from London, England, over here on an assignment)
The dialogue is well handled and the story moves along with wit and suspense. Try to avoid over-literary words out of keeping with the general tone—“acrimonious” jars, for example.
April 25, 1972
Dear George, Barbara, et als:
Thank you for the book—it arrived soon after your letter. Jean and I agree that your introduction reads easily and smoothly, and says something, too! As you say, “us” poets write because we want to or must. You get your living by other means!
Actually, I write more prose of late than poetry. Not stories. I’m no good on fiction, articles etc. I enclose one of my recent efforts! I belong to a writers’ group called The Manuscript Club of Boston, the oldest writers group in Boston, or next to it, I believe! (Founded in 1911). We have a contest every year; four categories. Poetry, Juveniles, Fiction, and Articles or Essays. So I usually manage to write a few things to add to the papers entered. Three judges for each category give their services. We do offer them and spouse a free dinner at our Annual Dinner. This year that’s next Tuesday! I did enter two poems, one “Tale of a Cat” about the Chandler’s cat, it got only two points, rated fourth by one judge. The other was a triolet, called “perfect” by one judge, but he only rated it fifth! So my little article on your grandfather’s little tree, happened before the big house burned in 1921, so it must be forty years ago! In a picture of you and Robert taken on the front lawn, it’s the tree on the right! It really did happen.
As for poetry, well I have a manuscript of collected poems, but who’s to publish it?
I shall be pleased if it’s possible to get rid of the desk. I am not getting any younger, I find! My legs ache more and I do less.
There are quite a few good poets in my club. I plan to take your book in and see if they want to read it! (I find most of them don’t read much. I can’t understand it!). My favorite reading of late is Georgette Heyer’s Regency novels. “Do you know them?
Thank you for the book. What do you do with your spare time?
Love,
Aunt Lillian
The book I had sent her was American Poetic Theory, a collection of poets writing on their art. Aunt Lillian, who always referred to my father as the “baby brother” she pushed in his carriage not long after the turn of the century, was past seventy in 1972. If the tree was planted before the house burned in 1921, that was at least a decade earlier than the “forty years ago” she specifies in the letter, and half a century before the “twenty years ago” given in the story. Perhaps the story was written in the nineteen-thirties or forties, some decades before she sent it to me. Art distorts and memory fails. Later in 1972, Aunt Lillian shipped me the desk she mentions. It was crafted a hundred years earlier by her grandfather, my great-grandfather, John Perkins, a Medford cabinet-maker. I had played in its kneehole as a child and I still have it as it ages into its second century.
It is possible that the spruce tree she wrote of still stands on Lexington Street in front of the re-born Sewall house, erected by a recent owner to replicate the original as it appears on the Burlington town seal. Certainly it was there not many years ago when I drove past. When I was a boy and posed in front of the tree with Robert for the picture taken by Lillian with her Brownie camera, two of the elm trees Cuff Trot planted in the eighteenth century were standing to our left, outside the camera’s field of vision. After surviving the hurricane of 1938, which took down some of our other elms and the cowshed, they later succumbed to Dutch elm disease.
Perhaps the perfect spruce that Lillian wrote about was the tree that caught the attention of the Schraffts, who owned a candy factory in Charlestown and an estate in Winchester. As I imagine the scene, a member of the family saw the tree during a Sunday drive in the country and turned into the Perkins driveway.
“Nice place you have here,” from the husband.
“I just adore the colors of those pansies by the house,” from the wife.
“We’re the Schraffts.”
“We’re the Perkinses.”
“That’s very beautiful tree,” gesturing. “The wife and I couldn’t help admiring it.”
“Well, you see, there’s a secret to growing a tree like that.”
“George!”
“A secret?”
“Not every family can get together the ingredients.”
“I shouldn’t think so. You don’t see many that good. I don’t suppose you would think of selling it?”
“Well, no. We hadn’t thought about that. Maybe a cow, though?”
“A cow?”
My grandfather would have insisted on telling his recipe for a shapely tree, but he would have been thinking all the time of the uses he had for the money. Stubborn, he would probably not have sold it in any case, but he would have had to think of it, and he had not yet heard the price. My grandmother held back for a while, but her state of Maine practicality would not let the opportunity slip by.
“George, you don’t need to sell your tree. Perhaps the Schraffts would like to look at the one by the back corner of the potato field.”
Whether it happened that way or not, I remember vividly the day the lone spruce disappeared from the rise on our northwest horizon, leaving an immense hole with scrubby birches beyond it. With its roots balled in burlap, it was hauled away between the staked sides of a flatbed truck to be planted on the Schrafft estate. My mother wept at its passing, but turned away and wiped her eyes on her apron almost immediately after.
“Why are you crying, Ma?”
“It’s nothing. I was just thinking about a song.” Then she entertained us with her rendition of “They Cut Down the Old Pine Tree,” a sentimental song about a pine tree that was carried away “To make a coffin of pine for that sweetheart of mine.” Her voice broke on the last stanza, but she continued to the end.
Now’s she’s not alone in her grave tonight,
For there my heart will always be,
For they cut down my heart and they tore it apart,
When they cut down the old pine tree.
Robert and I clung to her skirt. A tree is a tree, but the tears seemed excessive to my young mind. It occurs to me now that this may have been not long after the death of her mother, and there may have been other less obvious losses in her life that the pine tree somehow symbolized. I had a dim sense that what had happened was something larger than I was capable of understanding.
My mother loved to sing. She had sung at the weddings of her sisters Mildred and Marion, which occurred nearly at the same time as her own as the flush twenties ended. All six of the Jones girls left home for marriage with great hopes almost immediately thwarted by the Depression. Only the boys, Roy and Andrew, too young to work, were left to help their aging parents. When Grandma Jones died, my mother clung for solace to a song that came to her from Heaven.
She heard her name called, “Gladys.”
She had been weeping silently in bed, next to my father, but she sat bolt upright. She had heard her mother’s voice.
“Gladys, don’t cry. Don’t be sad. I’m all right. It’s beautiful here. I’m happy.” Then Grandma began to sing a song from my mother’s childhood, a lullaby that had always sent her back to peaceful sleep. But Ma was stubborn. She knew she was dreaming, and said so. Grandma sang another old, familiar song and the dialogue continued.
“If this is not a dream, sing me a song I don’t know. Sing me a song from heaven.” Grandma did. The heavenly song, otherworldly and ethereal like nothing from banjo, piano, or Victor recording, eased her heart as she reclined into her pillow and sleep descended.
Dad scoffed, but Ma always insisted that the experience was not a dream. She had been wide-awake and sitting up, “as awake as you are now,” while she talked to the mother she had seen lowered into the ground only days before. And the song was real. She had heard it. She could hear it now in her head. But she couldn’t sing it, for it was not of this world and her mouth couldn’t frame the tune.
The hole left by the tree became our family dump. We burned our trash in it, what would burn. Fires blackened the cans and bottles and broken toys and discarded pots and pans that accumulated there with the burnt edges of partially consumed newspapers and magazines and cereal boxes. The dump was a place of mystery, buried treasure, and adventure. A colony of red ants found a home on a sandy, grass-tufted hill that arose at the rim. Poking with a stick, I discovered that they would run about in a frenzy of defense and on one occasion a giant warrior stood on his hind legs and appeared to spit formic acid toward my small, crouching person. I backed away. Mostly I avoided the ants, but nothing could keep me from the dump. Once I carried a blackened and rusted fire-truck back to my mother with childish accusations. How could she burn my favorite toy? It was broken, she said. She didn’t think I wanted it anymore. I did, though, and I played with it stubbornly for most of that afternoon. Later it disappeared again, but it remains sitting on the grass by my feet, new, unburned, and unrusted, in one of the pictures taken by Aunt Lillian.
Mowing lawns in Winchester a few years later, sitting high on piles of grass in the back of Mike McKenna’s truck as it passed the Schrafft estate, I would wonder which of a multitude of evergreens visible from the road might be the Burlington spruce.
DREAMS
In the fall of 1937 my cousin Janice’s house burned. This was not a dream, but was real, with serious consequences. We were at our desks, learning to add and subtract, in Miss Conley’s second grade class in the Little School, a three-room building recently built to supplement the eight rooms of the old Union School that stood in front of it. Just before noon, the principal called Miss Conley into the hall, and she returned to take Janice away. It was probably October, for I was looking forward to gathering hickory nuts from beneath the tree by the side of the road just before the Perkins driveway. Later, as the tree stood waiting, something drew my eyes to the left and up the hill, where I saw that there was no longer a MacNeill house. Smoke was rising in the space where it should have been. A fireman lounged against his truck in the driveway, talking to Uncle Bic. By this time there was nothing for them to do except watch for flying embers that might ignite the grass or inflame nearby trees. That, and assess the loss.
The chimney stood erect, despite its charred, cracked, and crumbled bricks. In the cellar hole, an awful beauty clung to the tumbled mass of charcoaled and steaming wood and to the melted glass, congealed into unearthly globular shapes that caught and gleamed with scattered shards of the afternoon sun. Little stood in the way it had that morning. Part of a stairway agonized on its side, broken and purposeless. Aunt Alice had taken Janice and Nancy to Grandma Perkins’s house across the street.
This was a troubling ending to an ordinary school day. More troubling still was the lasting vividness of my memory of dreaming of this fire a few weeks earlier. In my dream, I was in my house, not at school. When Alan came running in the door shouting the news, we looked out our front windows to see flames leaping against the sky. At the age of seven, I accepted the idea of precognition with wonder and shame, wonder that a dream could come so effectively to life and shame because I knew I should have told somebody. But I knew I didn’t know the dream was real. How could I? As I puzzled over the dream and the event, I could find no guilt. How could my telling of the dream have changed the fact of the real fire? Nobody would have taken the dream seriously or believed that it contained a warning.
Later, I considered the possibility that I hadn’t had the dream at all, but I couldn’t let myself off so easily. I knew I had had the dream. In time I began to think that perhaps it had crept into my sleep at some point after the fact of the burning and by a cognitive fault I had transposed it in memory to a time that was several weeks before the event. If I had dreamed it, and dreamed it before the fire, it was rational to think that the dream and the fire had no relationship except an eerie coincidence. At times I tried to explain it as an encounter with a world outside our own that my mother claimed had once broken through to her. She had long insisted, and continued to insist throughout her life, that she had spoken to her dead mother, who sang a heavenly song to ease her sorrow, and that she had not dreamed it. My father was certain she had experienced a dream and nothing more. I didn’t know what should be made of my predictive dream beyond its presence in a world not fully understood, and it continued to burn in my consciousness.
Not long after the fire, Janice was diagnosed with St. Vitus’ Dance and confined to Children’s Hospital in Boston for treatment and recuperation. The doctors said the disease was a nervous disorder brought on by the burning of her house and the loss in the fire of her beloved piano. Although Janice was my closest friend, a cousin who lived across the street, whom I had played with since we were old enough to walk and talk, I was not aware that the piano was so beloved. Still, her hands shook spasmodically and uncontrollably when I visited her in the hospital. Cheerful in her convalescence, she had been put to basket-weaving to bring back her muscular control and coordination.
I imagined that when she got well, we would set up a stand by the side of Lexington Street, perhaps in the shade of the hickory tree, and there we would sell her baskets to get a little profit from the experience. She completed some baskets, but her heart was not in it and she was much better at other things. A constant reader, bored to exasperation by the tedium of stick weaving and the endless bed rest prescribed for her, she lifted her life by turning her books upside down and reading that way with increasing and eventually incredible speed. Impressed, I sat at home learning the same skill, but could not match her. I lacked the incentive of long hours with nothing to do except lie in bed and make baskets.
I read Tom Swift and she read Nancy Drew.
My first Tom Swift books arrived ten or a dozen together in a cardboard box presented to me by Grandpa Perkins. In good condition, though not new, they excited me from the moment I saw them, as, in fact, all books did, but this was a set. It didn’t take long to run through them and head to the library in search of more. The originals sat on our bookshelves for years in their uniform Grosset and Dunlap bindings of tan with the colored and pictorial oval in the center of the front cover. I returned to them frequently for the inspiration they provided for dreams of a life filled with mechanical invention and industrial espionage and for the story-telling magic that provided so many situations in which Mr. Damon could find it appropriate to say “Bless my suspenders.” Janice derived similar pleasure from the mysteries and girl-centered detection in her blue-covered Nancy Drews. Of course we swapped books, but we didn’t find the same enjoyment in each other’s stories. And there were other differences. Janice claimed to love the glossy black and white illustrations tipped into the Nancy Drews, for they gave her a sense of what the characters looked like and of the romantic settings where they conducted their detective work. I could not abide the tip-ins in the Tom Swifts, for neither the characters nor the motorcars and speedboats they were always whizzing about in bore the slightest resemblance to the pictures the words established all too firmly in my mind. Our differences about the books were minor, however, when measured against the dreams they engendered and only partially fed. Later, it set young minds to whirling to discover that both series, whether by Victor Appleton or Laura Lee Hope, had come in fact from the pen of one man, Edward Stratemeyer, or from the writing factory he founded and presided over. Other dreams could be built on that knowledge.
Janice’s younger sister, Nancy, was the same age as my brother Robert. When we weren’t reading, we corralled them to shag flies in baseball, my choice, or hold the ropes for skipping “Double Dutch,” hers. Together we sat on the concrete steps in front of our grandparents’ house for games of Stone Steps, where progress up or down the steps was directed by the ability to guess which of two hands brought from behind the back contained the small stone that would allow a forward movement. For a long time neither Nancy nor Robert caught on to the fact that when they held the stone, they signaled its location with whitened knuckles on the hand that contained it. When they did catch on, it was a longer time still before they began to understand that Janice and I were confusing their growing sense of gaming certainties by clutching hard on emptiness and so whitening the knuckles of the losing hand.
We played together in part because we didn’t have much choice. The MacNeill house lay across the street and up a hill past a large hayfield. Ours was next to Grandpa and Grandma Perkins’s, with fields and woods behind and to either side of us. The only other house in sight lay a couple of hundred yards along the street in the Lexington direction, and held no children. Sometimes a grandchild, Betty Ann Myles, a thin, freckled, and red-haired girl from Marblehead, visited to soak up the fresh air of the country. Double-jointed, she was forever turning cartwheels or bending over backwards with her emaciated rib cage pointing toward the sky and her head between her legs in demonstration of a skill we couldn’t duplicate. Although she disappeared from our lives in early childhood, I was told many years later that she had made a career as a dancer in New York and Hollywood. In the other direction, out of sight beyond hayfields and wooded areas, was the summer home of Jimmy and Donald Sleeper. The Sleepers came from Medford and stayed weeks or months for quite a few years, so that for a period I got to know Jimmy, who was my age, fairly well. He taught me to ride his bicycle, and one summer insisted on coaching our baseball games at Simonds Park. For reasons that probably had to do with his asthma he refused to play baseball himself. Decades later, a younger Sleeper from another generation served as my mother’s lawyer as she made her way through the mysteries of nursing home finances.
Except for summer visitors, for playtime during the thirties, it was generally the same foursome: George and Robert, Janice and Nancy.
Much of the time our cousins Alan and Merwin Chandler were not living next door at our grandparents’ home in Burlington. They moved into and out of our lives with dreamlike fluidity, and when they were gone we had no clue where they might be. Although they were invisible to us in their periods of absence, Alan was often no farther away than Woburn, where he lived with his Chandler grandmother, and both were sometimes with their working mother, my Aunt Doris, whenever and wherever she could find a job and place to live, in Waltham or Medford or Cambridge. They lived for a while in Cambridge, I discovered later, because Harvard offered free tuition to townies; Alan entered college there in1942 at sixteen, but soon dropped out, ran away from home, and turned to picking apples in Pennsylvania. For two or three of their earlier years, Merwin attended a boarding school in Maine, perhaps a place called Good Will Farm, where Alan joined him in the fall of 1937. Their sister, Jean, lived part of the time with a Chandler aunt in Portland, Maine. We knew less of Jean in part because of the distance to Maine and because she seemed so much older than we were. For a number of his primary and high school years, Alan spent half of each school year in Woburn, half in Burlington, a transient student who greeted new teachers and classmates every few months. Once with my dad I visited one of President Roosevelt’s Civilian Conservation Corps camps in Burlington, exploring, I think, the idea that Merwin might enroll. There were rough barracks in the woods that were heated by a stove constructed from an empty oil barrel. The corpsmen were in cutting a fire path through a thick and unkempt tangle of conifers and oaks, where planting new trees would have been superfluous. I record these details as illustrative the disruptive shifts many families resorted to in those times.
When he was around, Alan, four years older than I, was my chief model of behavior. He knew the nourishment to be obtained from the shiny dirt of a new-plowed furrow, told me that if I persisted in throwing stones at the giant brown spiders in the orb webs across the broken windows of the barn their mates would come and get me in my sleep, and showed me how to steer a race car by jerking spasmodically at the steering wheel of one of the dead and rusting Fords that sat on empty wheel rims in their next to last resting places by the side of the garage. He rigged up batteries and wires between our houses so that we could press buttons to communicate in Morse code, and, by this time he was in high school, he taught me about Frank Lloyd Wright as we pored over books with pictures of his work. Sixty years later, confined to a nursing home, my mother still liked to remind me how Alan once persuaded Robert and me and Janice and Nancy to urinate in empty jars so that we could climb into the hayloft, wait for Merwin to walk by on the floor below to feed the horse, and pour the contents on his head. She intervened and stopped the plot when she discovered us on the way to the barn, carrying our jars very carefully to avoid spillage.
When they were not in residence at our grandparents’ house, Alan and Merwin continued their dreamlike presence in our days and nights. If we complained that it was too hot to weed the garden, Grandma huffed and told us that our cousins weeded in greater heat with less complaint at an earlier age. Vegetable soup was a constant reminder of the story of Alan’s “There’s a snake in my soup,” Grandma’s sending him to his room when he refused to eat it, and then her shamed discovery of the small worm that had escaped her scrutiny as she cut and cooked her home-grown vegetables for the soup. Ma kept the story alive as rare proof of the fallibility of her mother-in-law.
More significant in our lives was our appropriation of Alan and Merwin’s Tree House, a private refuge beneath a tall white pine that spread its branches by a stone wall on the logging path that ran through the woods behind the house and on to Bedford Street. Someone had cut the tree’s branches to a height of seven or eight feet, from which point they continued to spread outward and down until they made a huge tent, floored with a thick carpet of brown needles. Five feet from the ground, a metal sign, pried with rich irony from some other tree that stood at the far edge of our woods, warned in black, stenciled painting, “No Trespassing. Private Property.” Running partially within the enclosure, the wall provided seating on top of and shelves within the stones. This tree house was a snug and comfortable retreat, hidden from view, protected from sun and wind and all rains except the kind of steady downpour that would keep a child at home in the first place. Nearby, when the air was clear and quiet we could hear the brook rippling its eternal course out of the small pond, over the falls, and under the stone bridge, although a walker on that bridge would be unable to see into our hiding place. Inside, the green light that filtered through the branches encouraged quiet thoughts and daydreams. Only occasionally did that light darken into the gloom that city folk associate with the woods, as when one of the Lowell cousins climbed up and caught the seat of his pants on a branch he couldn’t see.
He hung there flailing in desperate panic as Aunt Marion yelled, “Earle! Earle! A bear’s got you!”
In 1935, a bear was not a possibility. It was a hundred and sixty years since the first year of the Revolutionary War, when the last bear had been shot in what was then Woburn’s Second Parish. Still, we children had seen deer in our fields and when Aunt Marion yelled her warning, the hackles rose on the backs of our necks even as we saw the branch that had captured Earle and he now feared was preparing to bite him. Perhaps we had heard stories of Jane McCoy, a great aunt many times removed, who had gone insane and was eaten by bears in the nearby woods of New Hampshire.
The thought of a black-furred, rogue wanderer from New Hampshire prowling in our woods lay like a sleeping cat, dormant in the backs of our minds. It could stretch its paws, arch its back, and emerge into wholly sentient and alert wakefulness on overcast afternoons, when hours rushed toward evening, shadows lengthened, jays cried shrill warnings from distant trees, and obscure stirrings rustled in shaded glens. There was never on this earth a darker place than that path through the woods when the moon was down, the stars were hidden by clouds, we had stayed too long at the house of Kenny Foster’s deaf grandmother, and were making our way homeward through her world of eerie silence, walking flat-footed so that we could probe with our forward toes to make certain of the path, holding hands in front of faces to ward off clutching branches, engulfed in rising fears of unexpected things unseen. The hoot of an owl at any point on that journey could lift you three feet off the ground.
The first nightmare of which I retain any memory occurred in similar blackness and silence. I was running at night along the roof on the shed dormer of our house, right above the bed in which I lay sleeping, pursued by an upright, hairy creature with long pointed ears, a monkey’s face, and claw-like hands. It seemed a kind of devil. Although no speech was exchanged, we both understood the rules of the game. When the creature caught me, it extended two balls, one in each hand. One was smooth and gray, the other tangled like string tightly bunched into a chaotic, ugly, and menacing pattern, and it was also gray. I was to pick one ball. If I chose correctly I would be allowed to run free. The wrong choice would doom me to a terrifying punishment. Naturally I was expected to choose the more pleasant appearing of the two, but I always knew better. I would point to the ugly ball. The creature would grimace in the fury of its disappointment, but it would allow me to run away. Then it would begin the chase again.
The dream returned regularly for many years and still resides in my memory in pristine clarity. In most ways, however, it seems a mistake to call it a nightmare. I never cried out in my sleep or awoke tangled in bedclothes, sweaty with fear. Even as I slept, I felt in control of the situation. I always knew that I could best such a dim-witted disturber of my nighttime life, and only wondered what he was doing there. After my dream of the burning of Janice’s house was confirmed by the actual burning, I might have been forgiven if I wondered whether the recurring dream of the monster with the claw-like hands and the mysterious offering was predictive of some important future choice, destined to spring from its waiting during my waking days, heavy with threat. Such thoughts, if I had them, did not constitute a burden, for if the dream predicted crisis, it also predicted escape.
I was a frequent and vivid dreamer, generally entertained, seldom threatened. One of my favorites I thought of as “The Land of the Brook Where There Was No Brook.”
Lexington Street constituted a boundary we passed with some caution as children, for although cars were rare on that road in the nineteen-thirties, they could surprise with the speed with which they rounded the curve between the ends of our driveway. On the other side of the road was a hayfield of eight or ten acres. A single apple tree stood in its center and an overgrown asparagus patch at its southeastern corner, next to the stone wall that separated this field from the next one, nearly as large. A long driveway led from the road past the field and asparagus patch to the houses of Janice and Nancy, the one that burned, and the one built nearby to replace it. In the first field, in the short grass of spring, I sometime played golf with a number two iron my grandfather had abandoned. Later in the summer, the whole family helped with the haying. Concord grapes tumbled in abundance along the wall to the right of the pass-through that provided entrance from the first field to the second. The second field served partly as the MacNeill vegetable garden, but most of it lay fallow and untended, rank with weeds and seedling trees waiting their chance to take over when the periodical burning, haying, and plowing came to an end.
At the far end of this second field was a large wooded area, where the ground fell away on a slope littered with granite boulders left behind by glacial retreat and the rain fed a stream that still trickled along the bottom, much as it had, I imagined, when the glacier left. This was a place of high daytime adventure and nighttime magic. The boulders were castles. They were monoliths left by ancient civilizations. They were hiding places for roaming Indians or bears. We practiced lurking around and between them with footsteps that rustled no leaves and cracked no twigs. We searched their sides for runic inscriptions among the lichens. We hid and jumped out at one another with screams and growls. When invaders came too close, we poured boiling oil from their crenellated tops. Scraped into their upper surfaces, we found the shallow cups of ancient ritual and virgins sacrificed to the sun god, whose light fell in knife-shafts through the canopy of oaks. We found box turtles making their slow-footed way through the damp leaves, and the stream abounded with both spotted and painted terrapins that we carried home as pets. At night, Robert and I braved the dark to float a candle on a shingle and watch as frogs surfaced with shining eyes and a tree toad magically appeared in full view, swelled his throat, and broke the silence with his shrill peep.
This was reality. To get to “The Land of the Brook Where There Was No Brook,” you crossed the hayfield, passed through the break in the stone wall and into the rank thistles and Queen Ann’s lace of the second field, and then instead of passing straight through that field to the woods where the land fell away to boulders and a brook, you turned right and headed diagonally into a wooded area that rose toward a site that Grandpa Perkins had designated for a someday house. He had done exploratory digging and tumbled a few stones around the edge of a future cellar hole, but the idea for a home on a hill farther back from the road than his present home proved a dream that long lay sleeping. Still, it was something to think about. In my dream I came to the edge of the woods at this familiar place, and as I entered them I discovered a green, mossy bank on the side of a stream that I knew was not there, and could not be in this place. The familiar turned suddenly strange and expectation hung in the air like a mist. I knew that to cross the dark and slow flow of this stream would be to enter an unknown and mysterious world. Oaks and evergreens seemed darker on the other side, but the ground lay open beneath them, park-like, without tangles of undergrowth, much as New England, with its oak and chestnut canopies, must have appeared to the first English settlers, however wild, untamed, and unhedged they perceived it to be in comparison to their East Anglian homelands.
With a small leap I landed on firm ground on the other side of the brook and walked freely through a pleasant, undiscovered territory. Approaching the top of a hill, I heard a thumping and chanting that seemed to arise from a declivity on the other side, so I crouched and crept until I was flat on my belly, partially hidden by the stones that crowned the brow of what I now saw was very nearly a precipice. Far below, so far that they seemed about the size of ants, a group of natives was dancing round a fire that leapt and cast its embers like upward shooting stars into a dark sky. The hands of the dancers held pointed weapons and oval shields and their bare arms and legs burned with grotesque tattoos and wild paintings as they pranced and shook the fringes of feathered costumes. I now saw that I had acquired boots, a many-pocketed tunic and an explorer’s hat. As I scanned the face of the precipice for a way to climb safely down into the valley, I found myself waking in my bed, trailing into my daytime consciousness the mystery of the brook in a place where no brook was and the strange and unexplored land that lay beyond it. In hours of daytime exploration, I always looked at that portion of the woods with a measure of awe, and I seldom entered very far into it.
That I should dream of adventure in strange lands was no mystery. The first substantial book that I knew in its entirety was Treasure Island. My mother read it aloud twice before I entered school and learned to read for myself. The memory of those summer days, leaning against the shaggy bark of our cherry tree, encircled by a soft, warm arm, pink petals floating downward in an air that smelled of motherhood and new-mown grass, a restless smaller brother squirming next to me on a calicoed lap, ensured the enthusiasm with which I continued to throw myself into books, dreams, explorations, and imaginings. What Robert made of Jim Hawkins and Long John Silver, Blind Pew and Ben Gunn, and the fifteen men on a dead man’s chest, I am not certain, but for me the book opened worlds of wonder. Oxen and wain ropes could not have kept me away from them.
Aunt Lillian enrolled me as a member of the National Geographic Society. Enrolled me! I received a printed certificate attesting to my status among the elite, and I pored over each issue and spread out the maps on the dining room table, imagining. In those Depression years, with a job at the Harvard Trust Company and a book-filled apartment not far from Harvard Square, Lillian stood out from an environment heavy with indigence, welfare rolls, and make-work programs as a model of self-sufficiency and generosity. Later, she gave me A Kipling Pageant, an anthology of nearly a thousand pages, which I still possess, inscribed in her hand, “George Burton Perkins, Jr., Christmas, 1943.” By then I had read Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass (which I seemed always to have known from “Speak roughly to your little child, and spank him when he sneezes. He only does it to annoy, because he knows it pleases” and other verses quoted regularly by adults in our family when we were still toddlers). Dreams, play, and imaginative exploration intertwined also in Robinson Crusoe and Tom Sawyer, Heidi and Little Women, and other childhood classics I read probably by the time I was ten. At thirteen I was ready for the deeper, more serious dreaming of “The Drums of the Fore and Aft” and “The Man Who Would Be King,” and for Kipling’s continual fascination with the occult. At that age, “The Brushwood Boy” spoke potently to my dreaming life with its boy named Georgie, whose recurrent dreams of exploration in a fabulous country begin to come true as he rises to eminence as the youngest major in the British Army in “Injia.” Then, when he returns to England, the space between dreaming and living narrows quickly from loose analogies into inexplicable parallels as dreams become life and life becomes dreams when he meets the girl who has haunted his sleeping travels in the Unknown Continent beyond the Sea of Dreams and learns from her that since childhood she has shared the same dreams.
Dreams in 1943 stood forth in vivid reality against a blurred background of war. My father, a boilermaker in the Boston Naval Shipyard, had wanted a transfer to Hawaii to rebuild ships after Pearl Harbor. The whole family would have gone, but he had bowed to my mother’s wishes and we stayed home. By 1943, he was working twelve hours a day, seven days a week. He did that for two years without a day off, shaving every second day, and periodically alternating day shifts and nighttime. Merwin was in the Army, resplendent in his new uniform, and Alan would very soon join him. Jean had enlisted in the WAVES. Newsreels, newspapers, and radio trumpeted the news from overseas. Rationing coupons and darkened streets and gold stars in shaded windows brought the war home. Fighter planes from Hanscom Field in Bedford roared through Burlington skies. Posters taught us that “A Slip of a Lip Can Sink a Ship.” We thrilled at GI matchbooks with their coded venereal message, “Use Cover, Don’t Get Burned.” Later, the GIs returned to entertain us with the irreverent humor that had kept them going:
You can’t Back the Attack
By fucking a WAC,
Or screwing a cute little WAVE,
But you can lie in the sand,
And do it by hand,
And Buy Bonds with the money you save!
They didn’t talk much about their experiences.
Dreams in 1943 were mostly innocent. Reading brought them home and made them live. I still swapped books with Janice, who had recovered from St. Vitus’ Dance, but we were both more involved with school friends than we had been when younger. By then, too, she had accepted the Union School’s invitation to skip a grade and enter the new High School a year early, but I had declined the same offer because I wanted to remain with my friends. Dad had become increasingly my model for reading and my chief advisor for authors and titles. I devoured his Argosy and Adventure magazines, but couldn’t rival his pace through books. When he returned from his twelve-hour shifts and finished eating, he would lose himself in one of the thirty volumes of Alexander Dumas inherited from his father. He made his way twice through all of them in one year. In about the same time I read The Three Musketeers, The Man in the Iron Mask, The Vicomte de Bragalonne, The Count of Monte Cristo and one or two others, the ones he said were best. Janice could have equaled his speed, perhaps even reading them upside down, but I took more time to savor my books and my dreams.
INDIANS
My father took one look at the blood-red face and the black hair streaming down to the shoulders of his first son and said, “Jesus, Gladys, it’s a throwback. He’s a papoose.”
I lost the black hair in early childhood, but retained the dark skin, so dark in summer that sprawled on the grass in the bright sun by the Mudhole, I was once questioned by another boy as to whether I was a “Guinea.” The question surprised me, for the fact of Indian descent, unquestioned in our family, was so much a source of pride that I hadn’t thought much of sources of dark skin other than Native American. Ours was mostly a Yankee and Irish town, with a smattering of Italians. Half a century later, an elderly black woman in one of my classes confronted me after a lecture to ask bluntly if I had Indian blood. “Yes,” I said. “Why do you ask?”
“I knew it,” she said, grinning triumphantly. “I can always tell.” She could tell, she said, because of the Indian blood revealed in the features of some of her relatives.
In New England, where the Indian presence has been minimal for generations, Indian blood can be hard to certify. My family’s evidence is largely traditional. My grandmother Annie McCoy Jones, had the Indian look, or so it was said. In the laundry room, off the kitchen, she kept a photograph of a woman that we were told was her Indian grandmother, my mother’s great-grandmother and my great-great-grandmother. My mother always said she was beautiful, but although I can still see the picture, hanging above the mangle where she pressed her sheets and pillowcases, my memory of the woman’s face is not detailed enough to confirm the judgment. Certainly she had bright, dark eyes and high cheekbones.
Grandma Jones’s parents were Ernest G. McCoy, born in1848 in Dracut, Massachusetts or Pelham, New Hampshire, and Emma Leola Kimball, born in 1855, probably in Canaan, Maine, ten miles east of Skowhegan. The Indian woman in the picture must have been Emma Kimball’s mother, Lavisa T. Sylvester, who married George W. Kimball. Lavisa would have been born in the 1820s or 1830s in the same area. My cousin Gloria, married to a Maine man with Indian ancestors, long ago corroborated my belief that Lavisa was the source of the Jones’s Indian blood. “Lavisa T. Sylvester” as a name, however, suggests that the woman was not full-blooded and that her ancestry was part French-Canadian. In the picture she was not dressed as an Indian. I know nothing further of her history.
For Indians on the Perkins side of the family, the evidence is slimmer, though there are many prominent cheekbones in family photographs dating back into the middle of the nineteenth century, and among the men of my father’s and my own generation, a universal lack of chest hair. Little was ever said concerning the ancestry of my Grandfather George Beecher Perkins, a mysterious man whose ancestry, apart from his adoption into the Perkins family of Medford, was never discussed and does not appear in the otherwise remarkably full genealogies compiled by my aunt Lillian, the tradition-keeper among his daughters. Among various rumors, there was the one that his mother was an Indian, an origin many families in the nineteenth century would think best to keep hushed. Although my Grandmother Rose Bennett Perkins was most likely to boast of forebears who included her great-great-grandfather, Joseph Coolidge, who died at the Battle of Lexington, she, too, seems to have had Indian ancestors. When my cousin Alan was a child and queried her directly, she replied bluntly, without elaboration, that yes, there were Indians in their past. That would make sense, for the Bennetts, like the McCoys, had roots in Maine. In any family with an ancestry that extends backward to the pioneer days when that state was still part of Massachusetts, the possibility of Indian blood is not remote.
Maine Indians belonged to the Abenaki branch of Algonquians. These “people of the sunrise,” widespread in Northern New England, had contacts with Europeans as early as 1524, when Verrazzano explored the American coast from North Carolina to New Brunswick. Perhaps they had encountered whites even before Verrazzano, for although he enjoyed friendly encounters with most tribes on his journey, the Indians he met in Maine fired arrows at him and his men, shouted insults, and displayed “all signs of courtesy and disdain, as was possible for any brute creature to invent, such as exhibiting their bare behinds and laughing immoderately.” This was probably at Bald Head, by the mouth of the Kennebec River. The Indians there were the Kennebec Abenakis (sometimes called Norridgewock Indians for their upriver settlement near Skowhegan). In 1607, the English set up a short-lived colony at Popham, by the river’s mouth, and after that time European contact with the Kennebec Abenakis continued frequent and contentious, the English bringing trade, Puritanism, visions of empire, and their language from the south, the French countering with competing trade, Catholicism, rival visions of empire, and another language from the Canadian provinces to the north.
Counting two or three generations back into the Indian ancestry of Lavisa Sylvester carries us into the 1760s, midway between the French and Indian War and the American Revolution. That mid-eighteenth-century point also measures halfway between our own day and the greetings extended to Verrazzano. The past is not as far past as we sometimes think. Perhaps the complex regional heritage derived in part from those tribal naysayers still helps to stiffen in New Englanders their traditional independence and reflexive distrust of outlanders bearing promises and gifts.
All Americans tread a soil implanted with long-lost footprints. When Mark Twain’s Captain Stormfield gets to heaven, he has difficulty accepting its nearly infinite extent of different worlds and peoples. After long travels through space, he arrives in the New Jersey district and wonders why there are so few white faces. A friend explains:
“Well, you will find it the same in any State or Territory of the American corner of heaven you choose to go to. I have shot along, a whole week at a stretch, and gone millions and millions of miles, through perfect swarms of angels, without ever seeing a single white one, or hearing a word I could understand. You see, America was occupied a billion years and more, by Injuns and Aztecs, and that sort of folks, before a white man ever set his foot in it.”
Because Captain Stormfield lacks Indian ancestors, he can find no relatives among the red throngs. For the Perkinses, Bennetts, Joneses, McCoys, and other old New England families, the situation would be different. Each new arrival would find innumerably more red ancestors than white in the northern New England district of heaven. Tracing the white line to the earliest settlers at Massachusetts Bay in 1630 carries us back only twelve or fifteen generations. Before that, for hundreds of generations our Abenaki ancestors roamed in mostly untroubled ignorance of the whites. When the great roundup is called and the final tally made, it may prove useful to take the long view. To express it another way, when Grandma Perkins boasted of an ancestry that included settlers who arrived not long after the Mayflower, she sometimes seemed to forget those others of her ancestors who were had been here so much longer.
The Penobscot Abenakis at Old Town were the most visible Maine Indians in the twentieth century, but I never visited them. Located on the next major river north of the Kennebec, Old Town was a long way from Burlington. For Indians in general, I nevertheless harbored a deep fascination. This extended even to those dubious entrepreneurs of the nineteen-thirties and forties who sold beaded moccasins and painted hatchets in fake trading posts along the road to Walden Pond, on the Mohawk Trail into western Massachusetts, and on Routes 1 and 3 into Maine and New Hampshire. As likely as not there would be a wooden totem pole marking their place by the roadside, and a forlorn black bear on a chain would beg for the cups of food you could purchase for a few pennies to feed him.
More interesting than these places was the Penobscot Chief from the Old Town reservation, who appeared periodically on the stage of the new Burlington High School to show us wampum and tomahawks and bows and arrows and utensils made of willow and bark. He spoke of hares and venison and dried blueberries and of traps and birch-bark canoes and how to string a bow and notch an arrow and the habits of deer and moose. I was most intrigued by a hand warmer made of quahog shells, for until then I had not heard of such an implement. Bound together with rawhide thongs, the shells were filled with moss or punk scraped from a tree. When the punk was lit and closed within the shells by the rawhide thongs, it would burn slowly, dispensing welcome warmth on long treks by snowshoe through the deepest drifts and most frostbitten nights. I thought of those hand warmers often in winter as I tracked rabbits and pheasants by ski or snowshoe through the drifts of my family’s wooded acres. During one of the chief’s school lectures, I learned of the Indian practice of dancing through the night in a hollow tree to ward off freezing until the warmth of the morning sun made further travel possible. Although a hollow tree big enough for the purpose stood by the roadside on my way to school, I tried its comfort only in the summer and could muster no desire to dance through the night in its enclosure in the winter. I could only dream of the stamina that kept human legs upright and pumping for so long, but I never wavered in my belief that it was possible.
A fan of the Boston Marathon, I especially admired Tarzan Brown, a Narragansett Indian from Rhode Island, who won in 1936, running so fast that when a press car caught up with the men they supposed were the leaders, they were told that a Rhode Island Indian had already passed. Brown set a new record in 1939, the year he entered two different marathons within twenty-four hours and won both of them. But winning was not everything to him. On one hot April day on his way along the 26 mile and 385 yard route from Hopkinton to Boston, finding himself far ahead of other runners near Heartbreak Hill, he took time off for a quick swim in a neighboring pond. The newspapers still buzzed with his name after he had quit running in the 1940s, when I stood regularly at roadside, close to the finish line, waiting for the Boston Irish hero, Johnny Kelly the elder, to arrive. He was past his prime then, coming in late, his legs still strong, his chest thrust forward, his head held high.
The only Indian I knew more than casually was Arthur Redgate, a Narragansett I worked with for a while, but that came later.
Like Francis Parkman, I had “Injuns on the brain.” Reading The Oregon Trail, I experienced the sensual power of the written word with special piquancy when his description of a campfire meal so fired my hunger that I had to put down the book and go to the kitchen in search of the baking powder biscuits that by a happy coincidence my mother was just then removing from the oven. Few smells and tastes since then have evoked a particular time and place as vividly for me as baking powder biscuits, hot from the oven, spread with butter that immediately melts into the porous surface and drips into the hand of the eager boy who conveys it bite by delicious bite into his mouth and then sucks his fingers clean. Proust’s madeleine may have worked to carry him back to a French provincial childhood, but his telling of the madeleine is for me sensually crossed with hot buttered biscuits that take me back to the window seat on the other side of the kitchen door in a house on Lexington Street in Burlington, Massachusetts, where the sunlight rainbows on the wallpaper from the prism edge of a window thermometer and I am reclined with my feet up on the cushions and my head propped against the wall, reading The Oregon Trail. Years after that reading, I discovered that my boyhood rambles through the nearby Middlesex Fells mirrored Parkman’s time in those same fells a century earlier, when he prepared for his career as a chronicler of the Indians in America by playing at Indians among the rugged and rocky hills and woods. Climbing the fire lookout tower there, I looked down on a forest of trees diminished to moss-like size and imagined Indian hunters roaming beneath them. Wisps of smoke on the far blue mountains that ranged south and west of that tower marked places where tribes gathered to hold council, pass pipes, and consider how to confront the westward push of the newcomers from Europe. In sober fact, I knew that push was completed in the far west over a generation before my time, and in Massachusetts by the end of the eighteenth century, but in the elasticity of imagination the confrontation of cultures remained an ongoing struggle, punctuated in books by comments like the melancholy footnote Parkman appended to a later edition of The Oregon Trail, lamenting the near disappearance by that time of his friends the Oglala Sioux from the country where he had met and hunted with them in 1846.
Of books on Indians that I remember best, Parkman was first. Not long after that, Cooper’s Deerslayer took me another century back in time to a wilderness closer to home, when the young Natty Bumppo began his adventures in the area around Lake Otsego in upstate New York. The time was the 1740s, and Natty’s Delawares were at war with the Hurons. The book is Cooper’s most lyrical evocation of a pristine country of unspoiled beauty and natural abundance, as yet unsettled by whites. If there ever lived a boy who could turn the last page of that book without wholehearted approval of Natty’s rejection of life in the settlements with Judith Hutter in favor of the wilderness, Indians, and freedom, I was not that boy. In The Pioneers, set fifty years later in the same wilderness, Natty is an old man caught up in the life of the first settlers. The mood is elegiac as, surrounded by the slaughter of game, the destruction of the forest, and the intrusions of new laws accompanying the establishment of a civil society, Natty decides to move further west in order to escape the settlements and find a wilderness to die in. By the time of my Cooper readings, I had already witnessed fiery Indian attacks in the 1939 Henry Fonda movie Drums Along the Mohawk. Later I read of Indians fighting with and against whites during the American Revolution in Kenneth Roberts’ Rabble in Arms and Arundel, the latter with its splendid depiction of Benedict Arnold’s 1775 struggle through Maine to Quebec, accompanied by Kennebec Abenakis and French Canadians, among them, perhaps, my ancestors.
Burlington’s Indians were gone long before 1930. Doubtless there were other families with Indian ancestors, but we talked of them no more than we did of ancestors generally. A few families had inhabited the same houses or lived on the same land for generations since colonial times. Some of the men donned uniforms each April 19th to carry muskets and flags and drums in the annual parade in Lexington to honor their ancestors who had fought with the Minutemen at Lexington and Concord. There was no parade for King Philip’s War, a century earlier, in which men from our town had also fought and which continued to remain strong in the collective memory of New Englander. In 1675 and 1676, half the towns in Eastern Massachusetts suffered fire and death. A Massachusetts woman’s Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson remained popular through thirty or more printings into the twentieth century. There were no incursions into Burlington, but Mary Rowlandson’s hometown, Lancaster, destroyed when she was taken, lies only about 25 miles to the west. Closer still, homes in Billerica, Concord, and Chelmsford were attacked and burned.
After Philip’s death, further Indian wars brought continued grief. In 1692, the year of the witchcraft trials, all the members of two households in Billerica were killed. Mary Toothaker of Billerica, a confessed witch who was in jail in Salem at the time, believed Satan had fulfilled his promise to “deliver her from the Indians.” In an attack on York, Maine in the same year, Abenakis killed fifty colonists and captured twice that number. In 1704, another fifty were killed in Deerfield, Massachusetts, with survivors carried to Canada.
Burlington’s memorable death by an Indian happened in 1670, a few years before King Philip’s War. While the rest of her family attended church on a Sunday morning, a young woman who had stayed home confronted an Indian emerging from the hophouse. He demanded cider, which in that day meant hard alcoholic cider. Possibly he had hoped to find it in the hophouse. The woman went into the cellar where the supply was kept, and when she returned he tomahawked her on the head. Blood spurted onto the cellar door, which lay aslant to the open air, as many New England cellar doors did, and still do.
The woman died, and the Indian was captured and hanged in chains. Six years later, when King Philip was beheaded, his severed head was placed on a pike in Plymouth, where it remained for a quarter of a century. Some of Philip’s followers were sold into slavery in Barbados. These and other acts of Puritan severity, however, did little to diminish the ferocity of warfare in ensuing decades. Meanwhile, according to Burlington tradition, the woman’s blood remained as a stain on the cellar door for three more generations, until the house was taken down in 1760 and the door was removed to the barn. When the barn was demolished in its turn much later, the bloodstained door was transferred to a shed that stood on Bedford Street as late as the early nineteen-thirties, across the street from the West School in Havenville. And then it disappeared from sight, a victim of neglect during a period of economic depression. Shortly afterward such a relic of Indian savagery paled in importance beside the tales brought home from newly war-torn world.
For me as a child, the woman tomahawked by her cellar door was a continual presence. I seem always to have known her story. I recall the dilapidated and empty shell of the one-room West School in Havenville, with the white paint flaking from the window mullions, the putty insecure, the veined and wavy glass obscuring a dark and dusty interior. In her kitchen garden next door, a woman still grew string beans in the old way, the vines twining up saplings cut from the nearby woods. I remember my father pointing to the door, or the place where the door had been, and I can still feel on my crinkled palm the cracked and weather-beaten surface where the blood sank so deep and lasted so long. I don’t insist, however. Perhaps it was Dad’s childhood and not mine that saw the bloodstain and touched it with a hand, for I was young and memory wavers like the view through flawed window glass. The door stands in my mind on the schoolhouse and not on the shed, and I seem to have confused the schoolhouse with the Haven Store, empty in disuse, which stood on the opposite side of Bedford Street.
The story reified for me the continuation of a life that in imagination still lurked around a bend in a path, behind the next tall pine, on the other side of a fallen stone wall, or just a short leap across a shallow brook in the woods where I roamed so freely. There, where my red and white ancestors had worked out their individual and common destinies, their lives entered my own.
Between the haunted absence of a bloody door and a one-room schoolhouse, Francis Wyman Road still runs from Bedford Street to Cambridge Street, the old route from Boston to Lowell. In 1666, on the road that bears his name, Francis Wyman built a house overlooking the Shawsheen Meadows of Billerica. On this frontier, wrote a nineteenth-century chronicler, speaking of King Philip’s War, “at that time of direful Indian trouble” the Wyman house “was a post of the utmost importance as a shield against the insidious foe, and hence the reason for the port holes so prominently seen.” Although the house did not deter the lone tomahawker who left the blood stains a mile to the south and died in chains for his trouble, it may have deterred the warriors who later attacked Billerica but did not cross the Shawsheen into Burlington. “All honor,” says the chronicler, “to the courage of Francis Wyman who occupied this frontier post and apparently this very house at that serious time.” The Wyman house still stands. Its continued existence fueled the Indian fire in a boy’s imagination that burned brighter with each new light from the immutable past.
It was easy to believe that the Indian presence remained even stronger upcountry than in Burlington. Northern New England woods were wider and deeper, the rocks rose higher, and the streams tumbled and foamed with greater intensity. Deer, pheasants, rabbits, and foxes trailed through the Burlington woods. North of us were lynxes and moose. Hawks circled in our skies, eagles to the north. Ducks and Canada Geese fed among the reeds of our ponds. Loons lofted their nerve-shattering laughs to the nighttime skies over northern lakes.
In the nineteen-thirties, my cousins Gloria and Maxwell Day lived with their parents in Rumney, a forlorn community on top of a hill near Stinson Mountain in New Hampshire. To get there, Robert and I and our Aunt Doris piled into the rumble seat of a green 1920s Chevrolet. Dad sat at the wheel, Ma in the passenger seat. Dorothy was not yet born. Route 3 ran then along Cambridge Street through the center of Burlington, on through Lowell and Nashua, and up into the White Mountains, so the trip was as easy and direct as any driving could be in those days. At that time, Burlington still had its own Trading Post alongside Cambridge Street, near the center of town. Mr. Blenckhorn, the proprietor, dispensed flour and sugar and kerosene and penny candy and Fourth of July fireworks to families living near the center, and it never occurred to us to think of his establishment as a tourist dispensary. The Trading Post on Route 3 in New Hampshire was something else. A fifteen-foot totem pole stood outside, its brightly painted, hook-nosed faces rising one on top of the other to the outspread wings and beady-eyed, yellow-beaked bird warily eyeing the few cars that pulled off the road onto the sand and gravel parking lot. The store featured souvenirs: mostly Indian-related miniatures, totem poles, wooden hatchets, teepees, birch-bark canoes, beaded moccasins, wampum belts, bows and arrows, but also outhouses with mildly outrageous surprises when you opened the half-moon doors, postcards of The Old Man of the Mountain and Views of Mount Washington. Beside the Coca-Colas and Moxies there were various other tonics, including lime rickeys, sassafras tea, and root and birch beer. Potato chips, peanuts, and crackers nestled near compacted bars of syrupy popcorn, flavored in alternate bands of chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry.
Somewhere along the road, the Polar Caves enticed tourists more spendthrift than we to travel by boat along an underground stream. You could hardly miss it, for signs and billboards for miles along the highway advertised its unique combination of rocks and water and year-round cold. We stopped to look and consider, and were rewarded by employees who patrolled the parking lot armed with cardboard advertising posters that they fastened with wires to rear bumpers, VISIT THE POLAR CAVES, NEW HAMPSHIRE. Aunt Doris said it would be too cold for her. Ma said, “Dad, you take the kids.” Dad said, “It’s getting late. We don’t have time.”
We made a stop in a town where a crowd had gathered on the roadside. Where someone had removed an iron grating from an opening to a storm sewer, people crouched to peer into the darkness at a nest of snakes lying tangled together at the bottom. “Rattlesnakes,” someone warned, “Keep your hands away.” In fact, timber rattlesnakes, a variety that grows to six feet in length, were and are to be found in New England woods. The Blue Hills southwest of Boston were famed for them. Dad thought the snakes in the drain were not rattlers, so he let us look, but we kept our hands away.
Anything could happen in New Hampshire. Our cousin Freddy saw a bear eating blueberries by the side of the road that led up the hill to Rumney. Although others mocked him, his sighting was possible and he insisted on it vehemently. Near the place where Freddy saw the bear there was a brook where Dad stopped the car by the plank bridge and took us down to brook-side to show how stones the size of baseballs had spun around on top of larger stones for so long that they now turned deep within cup-shaped holes they had drilled over centuries while no human hand disturbed them. In contrast to the ancient stones, the water that ran over them was fresh and cold and new. Nearby, watercress with small, round leaves flashed alternately silver and green, turning over and back in a current that insisted in its ageless capacity for instantaneous change.
The Day house stood alone at the top of the hill. There may have been other houses nearby, but I remember only one or two tumbled shacks and perhaps an empty cellar hole. Woods rose up on all sides and the clearing around the house could not have been more than an eighth of an acre, a tiny lawn mowed by a goat. Across the street was an abandoned mica mine, once a source of isinglass for the windows of potbellied stoves and squared-off cooking ranges that heated many New England homes. I picked up a fist-sized chunk of mica from the tailings and presented it to Mrs. Dunham, the Burlington Town librarian, who placed it in her display cabinet with the stuffed barn owl and the Indian arrowheads and a label, neatly penned in black ink in her careful hand, with my name as donor and the provenance, Rumney, N.H.
The Day house was small and square. Its clapboards were badly flecked with peeling white paint. A center chimney of red brick, cracked and blackened, stood from the roof in precarious balance, leaning crazily. Inside, family portraits, posters with Indian maidens peering into deep pools surrounded by rocks and fir trees, framed needle-work mottoes proclaiming the Days’ “Trust in the Lord,” and calendars featuring the Old Man of the Mountain hung against faded, water-stained, and peeling floral wallpaper. Shafts of outside light struggled to illuminate the rooms in daytime, for the windows were small and the ceiling set low in order to conserve interior heat and ward off the surprising chills of summer nights and the infinitely denser cold of winter. When night began its sudden descent with the fall of the sun beyond the mica mine and encroaching forest, the adults lit kerosene lamps on tables in the rooms that were in use. By the time that happened, Uncle Sherwin had said the blessing and we had finished the meat and dumplings and the pie, if there was any. The adults turned to their talk of the Pelham relatives and Grandpa Jones’s prize dog, Spindle City Blue Boy, and hard times and President Roosevelt and the Townsend Plan and the continual gifts of the Lord and the sins of liquor and cards and dancing, and Dad didn’t say much, and after a while he lit his pipe and went for a walk outside. Smoking was a sin in the Day house, where the absence of the familiar smell of Granger tobacco kept young noses continually aware of other scents, cooking grease, dried flowers peeking behind picture fames, the nearby privy, mothers’ soapy arms. After a while, Dad knocked his pipe against a rock or the sole of a shoe, the ashes flared brilliantly red and then died, and he came back inside. In the bleary kerosene light, pictures, walls, and corners turned dusky and dim, but we sat closer by the adults and felt the warm glow of family at the center of a darker world we didn’t know we didn’t understand.
Gloria Peace Day owed her name to the triple accident of her parents’ married name, their faith in God’s providence, and the heaven-sent sign of her birth on Armistice Day, November 11, 1930. She possessed even as a child a sunny disposition and eternal hopefulness that seemed to radiate from her name. When she demonstrated the mating call of a moose by rolling a newspaper into a tube and placing one end to her mouth and rotating the other end in wide circles to produce a low, mournful ululation, she seemed blissfully unaware that some of her listeners looked to cracked wooden doors and night-darkened windows with an uncomfortable and growing conviction that man’s protective constructions might prove flimsy deterrents to a love-crazed bull moose suddenly crashing out of the woods. In the Day home no hunter’s rifle stood loaded by the chimney. One of the things we understood best as we listened to the dying wail of Gloria’s moose call was that in these circumstances to take a kerosene lantern in hand and make our way to the outhouse would be an adventure to be undertaken only under the gravest necessity. There was no plumbing in the house in Rumney, just as there was no electricity. Water came from a hand pump in the yard. These things did not trouble Gloria, nor did they trouble us in the daytime. As likely as not, Gloria would cease from her moose call to squat cross-legged on the floor, cross her arms to grasp the toes of each foot, and rock back and forth as she sang a child’s song of joyful acceptance of the Lord’s mysteries:
Oats, peas, beans, and barley grow.
Oats, peas, beans, and barley grow.
Nor you, nor I, nor nobody knows,
How oats, peas, beans, and barley grow.
When company came to the Day house, the adults took the few beds and the children slept on pallets in the unfinished attic. Overhead the shingles hung in such disrepair that on clear nights stars twinkled through the spaces. On other nights, rain dripped through the cracks and onto the floor beneath and made its way through the boards to stain the walls and ceilings of the finished rooms downstairs. Sleeping children awoke in the attic to pull their pallets away from the drips as adults arrived to place buckets under the worst places. “Plunk, plunk” is not an easy tune to fall asleep to, but it can be done. Morning chill made early waking easy. Breakfast was hot porridge and juice from jelly jars. In the goat shed, we learned to milk with two fingers and a thumb, an entirely different procedure from the full-handed pull beneath a cow’s udder. The milk was different, too, salty and goat-haired. Fed and loosed from her pen, the goat made a wonderful pet, but not an entirely trustworthy one. We learned to watch her slitted yellow eyes for signs of a playful charge while we tried to play croquet on the lawn she considered her own.
Picnics at the Days took us a few miles past Rumney to Stinson Mountain. Near Stinson Lake, a volcanic crater at the top, we parked the car and struggled up a long, steep footpath to reach the shore. The nearby fire watchtower, an imposing construction of open iron framework much like the one in the Middlesex Fells, commanded an impossibly glorious view over the wilderness of the White Mountain National Forest. Here, awestruck by the passage of unchanged time suggested by the kettle holes of the brook at the foot of Rumney and the glacial lake on the top of the mountain above, it was even easier to imagine Indians than it was in Burlington.
Had Rumney seemed to adults the paradise it seemed to children, Gloria and her family might have stayed, but fate and the Depression moved them on. In Casco, Maine, they found a handsome large, white farmhouse at a crossroad where rural electrification had placed a single bulb on a pole at the corner. It burned day and night, we guessed because it was cheaper to let it burn than to fund a switch or pay an attendant to turn it on and off. But that light appeared to be the only electric light in town. The Days had none, and none gleamed at night from the windows of the two other homes that clustered near the crossroad. Kerosene lanterns came out again as the dusk grew darker, and again, when company came the children slept under the rafters of the attic. The trip to the outhouse was protected, because that facility was attached to the house, on the passage between kitchen and barn. Magnificent elms shaded the lawn and there was no goat to foul the grass or bowl over an unsuspecting child stooping to hit a ball through a wicket. Water was carried in buckets dipped into a surface spring a hundred yards away. With no children her own age at the crossroads, Gloria found companions by walking five miles each way through woods inhabited by bears and wildcats. When the war brought Uncle Sherwin work at the Bath shipyard, this second home gave way to a similar Maine home in Bowdoinham, with a two-hole privy between house and barn and water drawn and carried by hand from a town pump. For Ma, as for the children, the attractions of the upcountry wilderness went far to outweigh the drawbacks of the houses. Dad was not so sure.
For the Days during the hard times, there were other stops as well. At one point, houseless, they brought a goat to us in Burlington, asking us to keep it until they could get on their feet again and find a place for it. We converted a small chicken shed, covered the floor with straw, and took on the daily feeding and milking. But winter came on too soon and in the bitter cold of that season the goat sickened and died. Dad was in the midst of his twelve-hour days, seven days a week at the Navy Yard, and the ground was frozen too hard to dig a proper grave. I put on my warmest clothing, shouldered the dead nanny, holding two stiffened legs in each hand, and carried it into the deepest part of the Path Woods. It was snowing softly, with big flakes accumulating on top of an icy crust that lay on top of a foot of powder beneath. The freezing rain that created the crust had some of it made its way into the goat shed, where it turned the floor into a mess of straw, slush, and ice that contributed to the goat’s death. As I carried the body, my boots found footing sometimes on top of the crust, but sometimes went crashing through to send me lurching to one side and then the next minute to the other, each lurch rubbing the cold, dead, white and brown belly fur back and forth against my still living, black neck hair. I found a place away from any summer or winter path, not far from Butters Pond and more or less midway between our house and the house of the Italian woman who killed her chickens by wringing their necks and slitting their throats. There, in imitation of Indian burial habits, I hoisted the body as far into a tree as I could reach and propped it carefully between the leafless branches.
“What?”
“I buried it in a tree, Ma,” louder.
“You buried it in a tree?”
“Yes, Ma, like Indians used to do,” still with my talking-to-the-deaf-voice.
“I didn’t know Indians did that.”
“Some did,” loud.
“It’s hard. It’s hard for the poor thing. We should have kept it alive.”
“We tried, Ma. There was nothing we could do.”
“We could have brought it into the house.”
“There isn’t room. We didn’t know it was going to rain.”
“It’s hard. You put it up in a tree?”
“Yes.”
“We should have given it a proper burial. It wasn’t even our goat. We should have done better.”
I hoped the goat was safe from marauding animals and would last out its decaying time safe from disturbance by passing hunters or curious boys. It was the best I could think to do. When I returned to the woods months later in summer green, I could neither find the place nor recognize the tree. In the area where I thought they should be, I could find no bones.
Some years later, in 1950, while upcountry in Vermont, I first encountered the name of Arthur Redgate. Selling magazine subscriptions door to door in Burlington, South Burlington, and Winooski, I kept encountering housewives who would smile, invite me in, and show me the long yellow order form for the weekly Collier’s Magazine and two monthlies of their choice. The bottom would display the name of the salesman, written either in the childish scribble of A. Redgate or the more readable Palmer Method signature of a partner who called himself O’Brien, followed by a date only a week or so before my knocking with an identical offer from the same company. The bemused lady of the house would wonder why I had knocked so soon after. I wondered myself. She sometimes assumed I was there merely to verify the order. No, I said, it was just some mix-up in Boston.
There were six of us in the crew, and each of the others was having the same experience on the blocks they canvassed. Joe O’Connor, a portly, out-of-shape man in his fifties who had been selling door-to-door since the Depression, would panic after two or three houses and run into the territory assigned to one of the rest of us, arriving out of breath, but to no avail, for it was all the same. The rest of us stuck doggedly to our beats, knowing that on any given day a good percentage of homeowners don’t answer their doors and we only needed to knock on doors missed by Redgate and O’Brien. Upcountry was the cream and we knew it. In the week we stayed in Vermont, we each managed the twenty-five or thirty sales that made the trip worthwhile. Still, it galled us to recognize that Redgate and O’Brien had each rung up a number of single days of twenty-five or thirty sales.
The two were phenomenal, and, like many good salesmen, for reasons impossible to fathom or successfully imitate. Kelly O’Brien Murphy Callahan Fitzpatrick, to give him the full name we generally used, supported a wife in southern New Hampshire. He had married her, he said, because she was the only woman he couldn’t make without marriage, and if he couldn’t make her, then nobody else could and so it was safe to leave her alone on his road trips. It seemed not to have occurred to him that after the first making another might come more easily. We referred to him by a string of names because he was “flagging,” using all of them in turn and perhaps others from time to time. As door-to-door salesmen, we were independent contractors, responsible for our own income taxes and social security accounts. Nothing was withheld from our paychecks. Flaggers worked under one name for a few months and then switched to another employer and another name, and perhaps two or three more before the tax year was out. Reporting income for one name only, they never owed taxes. Friendly bartenders cashed their paychecks. None of us knew O’Brien’s real name.
Different in many other ways, the two men had heavy drinking in common. O’Brien was a dapper man, well groomed in a white shirt, suit jacket, and tie, a man to inspire instant warmth and confidence when he arrived at your door. Arthur Redgate looked like a homeless drunk who had just stumbled off a park bench or out of a slum doorway after spending the night with his collar pulled up around his neck and newspapers for cover. O’Brien had kissed the Blarney Stone for fair and could keep up a continuous patter that would leave a homeowner confused, entertained, and happy to sign on the dotted line. Redgate could hardly put two coherent sentences together, his talk was slurred, his gait shambling, and his huge fists hung like hams from his frayed shirt cuffs. A Narragansett Indian, he was a cartoon image of the effects of social neglect and firewater. When he was not on the road upcountry, he sometimes went around Boston with our crew. That was where I later came to know him.
He was congenitally good-humored, with an infectious, guttural “huh, huh” that passed for a laugh, and when taken with the deeply creased smile that animated his face that toneless repetition seemed a note of purest pleasure. What housewives thought of him we couldn’t imagine. He was tall, dark-skinned with prominent cheekbones and unkempt, long black hair and bloodshot eyes. I liked him for himself, but perhaps also because I saw in him something familiar. After my mother’s breakdown, I had become rail thin. My hands shook like an alcoholic’s, so that raising a glass of beer without slopping required two hands on the glass and both elbows on the bar. With my dark skin and hair, a stranger eying us across a room might have assumed a relationship, for as my student was to say many years later, “You can always tell.”
Because salesmen working cold calls need to be fresh to remain convincing, none of us worked more than four hours a day. We aimed for a sale an hour, which we usually made, but on Redgate’s great days, which came with surprisingly regularity, he would quadruple that number. The rest of us wondered how he did it. Perhaps people pitied him. Perhaps they feared him. Either way, they may have wanted to rid their stoops of his sinister presence. Whatever his secret was, the high pay and short hours fitted his lifestyle. As far as we knew, he found his only recreation in barrooms. When he showed up at the Park Square Building on Wednesday or Thursday in complete hung-over disrepair to begin the week that the rest of us had begun on Monday, we knew his money had run out. On Friday at five o’clock we could be reasonably certain he would appear in the office to collect his check, often larger for the two or three days he had worked than ours were for our five.
In August 1957 I sold my last magazines. Week for week that salesmanship had provided an income that I was unable to equal for many years as a college professor, but I had a genuine love of literature and as much as I liked Redgate, I was determined not to follow his path.
With three hundred dollars, I purchased a 1951 Nash Rambler that I felt pretty sure would take me to St. Louis, where an instructorship in the English Department at Washington University was waiting. I said goodbye to my family, and for the first time since childhood put my arms around my Dad and kissed him on his bristly cheek. He pulled back, looked me in the eye, and said “What? You’re turning into a Frenchman?” It was a reference to the mores of a town steeped in Puritanism, to the French Canadians who constituted Northern New England’s most prominent minority, to my mother’s French Canadian ancestry, and to the Parisian French woman who was a major part of my life at that time. But Dad was pleased. He pressed a twenty-dollar bill into my hand. Just in case. This was serious money in a time when a motel room could be had for three or four dollars. I protested, but I took it.
A few days earlier, I had gone into the Park Square Building to collect my last check and to say goodbye to men I had worked with through undergraduate school and graduate school. Among them was Arthur Redgate. The others were soon off, but Redgate insisted that I share a drink with him before we parted. The bar that stood next to the Park Square Greyhound Bus Station seemed an emblematic place for such a leave-taking. We sat on stools by the counter, with our backs to the windows, stared at our reflections in the mirrored back of the bar, and drank in silence in a late afternoon light. Filtered from the street behind us, it had an autumnal cast.
“Huh,” he said. “So you’re going to be a college professor.”
“Looks like it,” I said.
“A college professor,” he said. “Huh, huh, huh.”
GLADYS’S STORY
The water is steaming hot. Beads of sweat stand on her forehead and run down her face. Her hair hangs damp and lank. Steam rises to her nose and gives relief to her sinuses and to the pounding that threatens to take off the top of her head where it reclines against the sloping, galvanized top of the tub. Her eyes are closed. Her knuckles whiten against the narrowly rolled metallic edges where her fingernails find nothing to grip as they scrape against the outside wall, releasing chips of white paint to flutter to the cracked linoleum floor. It isn’t so very bad. Still, it is hard.
She thinks of Spindle City Blue Boy and the galvanized tub where he was washed and groomed and prepared for show time in the laundry room in Lowell. Above the Boston Terrier’s bulging eyes and blunted face, in a frame hanging slightly to the left on the wall, near where the window shed its light on the present but gave no illumination to the past, the dark eyes of an ancestral Indian princess stared above prominent cheekbones directly into the lens of a long-forgotten camera and the hooded man who stood behind it. Her eyes’ challenge issued from a face that looked proud, confident, and beautiful. Gladys becomes aware of the sweat beading on her own high cheekbones and assures herself again that it isn’t so very bad and clenches her eyes and blots out the faces that look down at her with worry and encouragement.
It wasn’t always this way. She had been a child like other children, in a family with ten children, eight of whom lived beyond infancy. There were Andrew William, the baby born in 1899 who died at just under three months of age; the twins, Mildred Emma and Marion Lydia, born on the fifth of June, 1901; Lillian Mae, born a year and a half later, December 7th 1902; Anna Hazel, 1906; Doris Alvena, August 8th 1907; herself, Gladys Beatrice, born three years after Doris, on the tenth of August, 1911, as her mother’s child-bearing productivity began to slow. Along the way there was also Virginia Ruth, who was born between Lil and Anna and died at two. So Gladys was the youngest of the living girls. As she lay in her wicker carriage she looked up to sisters who were nine, nine, nearly eight, four, and three, curly haired and beribboned. She was born to a life of warmth, and lace, and tender caring. Two boys came later. She was almost four when Andrew Charles was born on June 23, 1914. Too young to be aware of the war that broke out in Europe shortly after Andy was born, she still remained innocent of the darker possibilities of international relations four years later, when Royal Clifford joined the family on June 1, 1918. In November of that year the bells rang out their celebration of peace. None of the family had served abroad. None were touched by the influenza epidemic that ravaged the country at its end. The jazz age arrived, women voted, prohibition began, and Gladys grew into a teenager who could count her blessings one by one against a litany of birthdays and serial incidents of a happy home life.
Her mother was singing:
Oh, Bridget O’Flynn, oh where have yer been?
Well, this is a foine toime for yez to come in.
You went to see the big parade?
The big parade, me eye.
It never took a big parade
As long as this to go by.
She used to sing this song when she was alive, but she was dead now, wasn’t she? Mother of ten and dead where she would have the babies that hadn’t lived with her, but Gladys sometimes heard her singing still. Think of it. Ten babies and eight of them still alive. A mother’s reason for being. It was hard.
When the circus came to town, they watched the parade. Hand in hand, the older children cared for the younger ones. She was one of the younger ones. Mildred and Marion were in charge. Men unloaded the animals from boxcars with bright posters of snarling tigers, white-faced clowns with huge smiling red lips, and elephants sitting on drum-stools painted in triangles. The tigers were big-headed, with ferocious cat eyes, mouths open with pointed white teeth, orange and black striped. The elephants lifted their front legs like arms in prayer and raised their trunks in curves that stood like gray question marks twining into the red and gold lettering above. CLYDE BEATTY! WORLD’S GREATEST CIRCUS! THREE RINGS! LIONS! TIGERS! DEATH-DEFYING AERIAL ACTS! There was a song they used to sing. “I asked my mother for fifty cents, to see the elephant jump the fence. He jumped so high, he touched the sky, and didn’t come back until Fourth of July.” A jump rope song. The parade was drums and bugles and tambourines and tumblers and girls in tights and spangles on white horses that pranced from side to side on the streets. Elephants walked with heads down, tied together by trunks and tails, plodding with feet that bent at the ankles and came down flat and lifted up again, flat from the street, and then bent at the ankles. They were led by a woman in bright tights and sparkling vest who carried a pointed pole with a hook on the end. Their heads swung lazily from side to side. The fair grounds were at the South Lowell Airport. The elephants wore harnesses and pulled at ropes to bring up the poles and canvas for the tents while men hammered at stakes and tied the ropes around them. Boys brought water in buckets and the elephants splashed their backs. The big parade, me eye. This was before anyone had heard of Lindbergh and his kidnapped baby and he had come back from Paris and spoke to crowds at the airport and George looked splendid in his Marine dress uniform and Roy could hardly take his eyes off him and they bought pennants and lemonade. O Bridget O’Flynn, oh where have yer been? Well, this is a foine toime for yez to come in. You went to see the big parade? The big parade, me eye. It never took a big parade as long as this to go by.
Her mother had a sweet, high, voice. Oh, Annie McCoy, oh where have you been?
She misses her mother. She has never been separated from her for so long, not even when she worked in Boston and lived with another girl in an apartment in Somerville. Not even when she married and moved to Burlington and Georgie and Bobby were born, George in the Lowell General Hospital, Robert in Choate Memorial in Woburn, eight pounds for Georgie and seven pounds, six ounces for Robert. At least her mother had gotten to see the boys when she was alive. Her heavenly singing showed that she saw them still and watched over them all. She wouldn’t want to hurt a baby. She had ten of her own and two died. Life was hard. It was not her fault. She couldn’t help it. She sang beautifully, with her voice trailing into a pure Celtic keening when the song was sad. But she was not Irish, she was Scottish, Scottish and Indian. And French.
In 1721, Annie McCoy’s great, great, great grandfather Alexander McCoy emigrated from the Scottish Highlands to New Hampshire. The McKays had inhabited Caithness in the extreme northwest of Scotland since the eleventh or twelfth century. In a bleak land with a prehistory of Vikings and Gaels and Picts, dotted with carved monoliths, stone burial chambers, and defensive brochs on prominent headlands jutting out to sea, they emerged as a dominant clan. Within the fierce loyalties and enmities of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries they were among the Protestant Highlanders who favored the reigning English monarchy, while the Highland Jacobites, Catholics, supported the exiled James Stewart, the “Old Pretender,” and afterwards his son, Bonnie Prince Charlie.
After the failure of the Jacobite Rising of 1689, King William offered the clan chiefs forgiveness, 12,000 pounds, and free title to their lands in exchange for their oath of allegiance. Most swore, but when the Macdonald chieftain of Glencoe missed the deadline, the king issued prompt and clear instructions: “it will be a proper vindication of the publick justice to extirpate that sept of thieves.” With orders “to fall upon the Rebels, the MacDonalds of Glencoe, and put all to the sword under seventy,” the Campbell in charge of the mission marched his army into the glen, pretended a peaceful visit, quartered them in Macdonald homes, and accepted Macdonald hospitality for two weeks, drinking, playing cards, and partying with their hosts. The killing began without warning at five o’clock of a pitch-black morning, on February 13, 1692, with a heavy snow falling and the sun not due to rise for another five hours. Dark though the ambient air was, the snow provided a lighter background for sword thrusts and shooting. Many died in their homes and outside on the new-fallen snow. Many others who escaped the blades and bullets in the confusion, whose tracks quickly filled behind them, soon died in the hills of exposure and freezing. As a treacherous climax to a period of turmoil, this slaughter of thirty-eight men, women, and children is remembered in Scottish history as the Glencoe Massacre. Allies of the Campbells, the MacKays shared the shame.
Although the Act of Union of 1707 brought Scotland under the British Crown, it did not banish ancient hatreds. The Jacobites, humiliated in the rising of 1719, pinned renewed hopes on the infant Prince Charlie, born in 1720. Meanwhile, the Crown continued its punishment of Catholic Scots and reward of Puritans. When the “young pretender” was a year old, Alexander McCoy accepted transportation to the new world. The time of his leaving fell midway between Glencoe and the arrival of Bonnie Prince Charlie at Glenfinnan in the Highlands in 1745.
McCoy arrived in a wilderness Puritan outpost in the Hampshire grant lands, at the edge of a dark forest that many believed bewitched, filled with wild animals and Satan’s heathen savages. In the same February of 1692 that witnessed the Glencoe massacre, the witchcraft trials in Salem had begun their carefully ordered procession toward a climax that hanged nineteen men and women and two dogs and pressed one man to death under heavy stones. Later the same year, when the hysteria ended and the trials ceased, fifty-five witches had confessed, and a hundred and fifty of the accused remained in jail. Meanwhile, Indian raids had continued to harass New England settlements into the late1690s and early 1700s, driving less hardy early settlers away from the frontiers of New Hampshire and Maine and into more protected territory in coastal Massachusetts.
Times were hard both in Scotland and in New England.
In this frontier territory, twenty-five miles northwest of Salem, nine years after his arrival, Alexander McCoy was granted joint ownership of “300 acres of land, east of Stone Dam and bounds beginning on Beaver Brook near said dam.” It was a great opportunity for one who could endure hardships at the dark edge of a wilderness, and McCoy had the physical build for the task. “He was of gigantic stature,” and “could shoulder a barrel of cider and carry it a quarter of a mile with ease. His height was 6 feet and 7 inches; his weight, 296 pounds. His farm he hewed from the forest.”
Height, weight, strength, and land, however, did not avail his children.
Jane was insane and roamed through the settlement, and would spend many nights in the woods. She always traveled with a flax-comb beneath her arm. Bears were numerous at the time. At last, after she had been absent for some days, her bones were found, August 25, 1780, near a rarely frequented path on the highway through the forest, which led from Mt. Ephraim, the high hill between C. W. Campbell’s and the James Noyes farm, and emerged near Samuel L. Prescott’s. She was buried in a field in front of Benjamin B. Allen’s house.
The record does not make clear whether C. W. Campbell was related to the Campbells who massacred the Macdonalds, nor does it make clear how Alexander McCoy earned his share of the grant of 300 New Hampshire acres. Perhaps their Puritanism was enough.
Of Alexander’s son, John McCoy, the great-great-grandfather of Annie McCoy, it was written, “One day he lay down under a tree, and while there an earwig entered his ear; efforts were made to dislodge it, but they were unavailing, and it caused his death.”
Deacon Alexander McCoy, John’s son, born in 1744, fathered David McCoy, born in 1814, who fathered Ernest G. McCoy, born in 1849.
Through Ernest’s wife, Emma Leola Kimball, daughter of Lavisa T. Sylvester, the Indian blood entered the family. Until this point the McCoys had lived mostly in Windham and Pelham in New Hampshire, and Dracut in Massachusetts, towns close to one another and to Gladys’s birthplace in Lowell, but Lavisa lived in Canaan, Maine, near Skowhegan and the Kennebec River. According to family tradition, Lavisa was an Indian princess. When he married into her family, Ernest McCoy settled in the region. His daughter Annie was born in nearby Cornville in the late 1870s, when Skowhegan was a booming lumber town.
A century earlier, when Benedict Arnold led his troops up the Kennebec River for his attack on Quebec in the first year of the Revolution, he depended on assistance from Indian guides from Norridgewock, one of the principle Abenaki towns, a few miles upriver from the Skowhegan Falls. Protected by a log stockade, the lodges of the town were arranged on streets much as in a European town. There was a wooden chapel, surmounted by a belfry and a cross, for the Abenakis had been Christianized by French missionaries. Upriver from Norridgewock and Skowhegan, the Kennebec leads to Moosehead Lake and the Allagash country, the wilderness that Thoreau visited 75 years later and wrote of in The Maine Woods. Still wilderness in the twenty-first century, much of it remains accessible only on logging roads. More can be reached only by canoe. Arnold’s route took him halfway to Moosehead and then over a difficult ford to the Chaudiere River and Quebec, through terrain that also remains largely wilderness today.
Annie McCoy married an American Welshman with a French mother. Andrew Charles Jones was born in 1870 in Bombay, New York, near the Canadian border and the St. Lawrence River. The couple settled in the mill town of South Lowell, Massachusetts, not far from the McCoy relatives, leaving behind much of their Welsh, Scottish, wilderness, and French and Indian heritage, which their children knew only through the mists of family legend.
Gladys knows only the mists. In the long evenings of a household not much given to reading, before radio and television, she absorbed stories. Her Ma is gone, but still present in her mind. There she sings the old songs and tells of the old days.
I asked my mother for fifty cents,
To see the elephant jump the fence.
He jumped so high he touched the sky,
And didn’t come down until Fourth of July.
I asked my mother for fifty more,
To see the elephant scrub the floor.
She scrubbed so slow she stubbed her toe,
And that was the end of the elephant show.
Pa is aging. His hair has gone white. He is a carpenter, but the back door to the second best parlor is nailed shut because it opens on air. The stairs he planned have not been built and now they probably never will be. Times are hard.
The best parlor was opened for Ma’s funeral. Mildred played the piano. Marion sang. Lil went on and on about the Lord and the afterlife and how they were all so blest to have been given so much, and the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Pa looked ashen as he walked with a cane to the graveside. She clung to George, staining his sleeve with her tears. The figure in the coffin didn’t seem like her mother. The skin was waxy and rouged and her high, proud cheekbones seemed only a part of a general puffiness. Her lids lay heavy on her dark eyes. With arms folded on her breast, her hands lacked their customary clasp on needlework or knitting. A vision seen from above flashes through her eyes of herself in the tub, like a body in a coffin. Steam rises around her. Her skin is waxy, her cheeks red as though rouged. Perhaps she is dying. Hell would have steam like this. She cannot recognize the faces that lean above her, assuring her that she is all right, that it is the right thing to do. At the time of her mother’s funeral, Georgie and Bobby were left with Alice, where they played with Janice and Nancy. It was for the best, because they didn’t need this. Children don’t need to know about death and sad times. Their grandmother went away to a distant land where they would all meet her later. In the sweet by and by. The Edson Cemetery extended its flat bleakness past the iron gates stone after stone after stone to a fence and an empty field and she hid her eyes when the coffin was lowered into the ground, so in a sense it didn’t happen, even though she could see it in her mind with the shovels flashing in the sun and the brown earth tumbling into the hole. Her mother was not there. She was in a better place.
“I dreamt I dwelled in marble halls,” her mother sings.
Betty Ann Myles lives in Marblehead, which is not the same place. She must have no bones but all soft cartilage the way she twists back upon herself.
“Gladys, here’s some more hot water. Tell us if it’s too hot. We’ll pour it nice and slow.” They have heated the water in pails on top of the wood stove in the dining room.
It is November, coming on toward Thanksgiving and Christmas. The Lord bless us and keep us. We offer thanks for these his gifts and for his abundant mercies. The frost is on the pumpkin. George was still out of work on his birthday and on the Gloria Peace Day that followed. Lil would do that, would name her daughter Gloria Peace. George and Gladys took the kids and tramped through the Sewall land to the bog where the pitcher plants grew and where they picked cranberries. Rose showed her how to cook and crush and sugar them for cranberry sauce and some spilled bright red on the hard white enamel of the kitchen table and she couldn’t stop herself from staring at the spot.
“It’s not too hot, is it, Gladys? It needs to be hot. It should be steaming.”
She nods. She keeps her eyes closed.
She takes her hands from the edge of the bathtub and folds them across her breast, where she has nothing for her hands to hold. The view of the coffin comes again.
The air in the bathroom swirls around her, icy cold. The heat from the wood stove in the next room where they heat the water does not find its way through the walls. The window opens onto a glassed-in, unheated porch. Last night a hunter’s moon brightened the yard and threw black shadows on the wall of the room where the children slept and Bobby cried out in fright when he saw the black witch sipping from a straw pushed into an evil drink. She suppresses a moan of sympathy.
She had grown up in the house built by her father in Lowell. He had built it warm and tight, with a black and silver kitchen stove with isinglass windows, with hot water in the laundry and hot water in the bathroom upstairs, and with another stove all black and silver and with isinglass windows in the second best parlor. They burned coal, not wood. Grates in the stamped tin ceilings conveyed the heat to the upstairs hall and bedrooms. Only the front stairs and the best parlor were cold because they weren’t used except for weddings and funerals and the French doors were kept closed. She sang at Mildred’s wedding in December 1929 and was married herself in the same month. She was eighteen. Mildred was ten years older, her George’s age. George was twenty-eight. Sam, Mildred’s husband, was twenty-six.
She wouldn’t hurt a baby. Sweat pours down her face and water leaks from her eyes. She wipes her cheeks with the back of her hands and clamps her lids closed. Times are hard.
In her mind’s eye her several times great aunt crazy Jane McCoy is still roaming through pathless woods with a flax-comb under her arm, lying down and being eaten by bears. She has heard of Indian women carried off by bears to become bear wives, living in the woods and giving birth to bear children. She thinks of Jane’s brother, John McCoy, sleeping under a tree and the earwig that enters his ears and the many routes that trouble can find to enter a human life.
When she first came to Burlington she was afraid sometimes. She feared bears in the woods. Now that she knows there are none, she sometimes in imagination still allows herself to balance the known safety against the mystic potential of becoming a bear wife. It must be the Indian in her that loves the woods so much it weeps to see a tree come down, even for the firewood necessary for the winter months. Most of the time the tears stay inside and do not fall. She sits cross-legged on the ground and watches the chips fly as George wields an axe. Once, with Georgie on her lap, she found delight in some round, brown, pellets that lay in the leaves beside her, and showed them to Alan, who was no more than five years old.
“Look, Alan, look what I found. Little marbles in the woods.”
“Huh,” he said, dismissively, “rabbit banure,” and she could see that it was true. The pellets were not so much like brown marbles as they seemed the tiniest droppings from the tiniest horses in the world, and a delightful magic entered her life. She imagined a fairy world of tiny white horses and princes and elves and maidens with long yellow hair. A city girl, she was beginning to be drawn to the edges of things, to the woods at the edge of a field, to the cranberries at the edge of a swamp, to the blueberries at the edge of a pasture, to small birds that flicked bright tail-feathers and soft underbellies in the upper branches of trees, and to other birds that called from out of sight behind stone walls and sang from rushes on the far sides of ponds. She loved the wild strawberries that flourished in low-growth patches that escaped the mower as it turned in the corner of the hayfield near the woods, berries by many times so much sweeter than the ones cultivated in the garden.
When Georgie was born, they brought him home to sleep in a drawer of an old chest by their bed. He lay there looking like a papoose, black-eyed, red in the face, with long black hair standing out against the white of the bedding. She could see the drawer lifted and transformed and tied to her back to carry the papoose through woods and over streams to the safety and warmth of a bed of animal skins by a warm fire in a lodge with a smoke hole open to the stars. Later, he slept in their bed, and later in a crib, and later with Bobby in the room next to their own.
She loved Dan, the horse that pulled the mower and the plow until he got too old to work. He was the last horse in a barn built for more, a solid barn with box stalls, doors that slid on wheels on iron rails, and wooden feed bins with hinged covers that protected the grain from mice, but not from the black beetles that found their way in. When she discovered them, she scooped them up in the wooden feed scoop and threw them out of the box and stamped on them on the plank floors as they scurried for safety in the cracks. She loved to dip the feed into the trough and pat Dan’s glossy head and neck, rub her fingers through his mane, smooth his shoulders and flanks with the currycomb, and touch his black, wet nose. He would take an apple or a cube of sugar from her hand, nuzzling with satisfaction. It was sheer pleasure to watch him canter through the pasture or pat him on the side and help him into his work harness.
Get out the way for old Dan Tucker,
He’s too late to get his supper.
Supper’s over and dinner’s cookin’,
But old Dan Tucker just stands there lookin’.
She couldn’t get the song out of her head when the truck from Benson’s Wild Animal Farm came and the men led Dan up the ramp and into the dark interior. It was hard. He was such a good horse. Now there would be only the cow, Bessie, and when you opened the door to the barn the wind would stir up a little dust on the floor and bring the privy smell up from the cellar, but the horse smell would fade and there would be no more stamping of impatient hooves. The haymows were already ghostly places where small piles on the north side mocked the huge masses that used to crowd both north and south and extend into the attic space under the eaves. There was still the machine tractor, but it would not be driven much, for gas was no cheaper than feed. Plows and seeders and harrows and hayricks would collect dust on the main floor, and the buggy, the hay wagon, the sleigh, and the stone sledge on the level below would not be used again. Potatoes and pumpkins and Blue Hubbard squash would never again pile high on wide wooden planks of the floor.
Rover barked at the truck but backed off when he was told to and then stood his ground, tentatively wagging his tail. He would not run in circles again while Dan pulled the harrow or the hayrick, or brought logs up from the woods. Grammy Perkins looked grim and said, “Sit, Rover.” In answer to the first barks, Chucky came from across the street. His head was down and his ears flattened. “Go home, Chucky.”
Grammy didn’t like to do it, but she was the only one who would. Grandpa Perkins was at work in Boston, checking his elevators. George had found some metal work in the shop that needed to be completed. The forge was red hot, with black and red coals falling upon each other and sparks flying above, and the bellows working madly. Gladys could hear the hiss of iron plunged into water to temper it. She couldn’t see the forge, and she didn’t look. George had been without paid work since early in their marriage, when he lost his job in the chemical plant in Chelsea. In a bad time it didn’t help that he had failed to earn his high school diploma when his mother pulled him out of school. “They’re wasting his time,” she fumed. “They’re not teaching him anything.” There was no doubt he was brilliant. Rose had taught him at home until he was nine, and then in school they skipped him past grade after grade until he was sixteen, when she pulled him out. So he had no more than six years of formal schooling and no diploma. Still he had entered the agricultural college at Amherst with the best math scores the professors had ever seen. And quit after two months to join the Marines. Now he worked the farm, but there was no money in it.
Dan held her attention.
“It needs to be done, Gladys,” said Rose. “We can’t afford the feed.”
Georgie was clinging to her skirt and Bobby was in her arms.
“It’s a kindness to him. One of these days he’s going to fall down and we won’t be able to get him up. He’ll die there with his legs all tangled under him. This is the best thing for everybody.” Can death be a kindness and a best thing for everybody?
Dan stumbled on the ramp, but he got his legs under him and struggled up. The door was closed and fastened by a bolt fixed in an iron hasp. One of the men handed the money to Rose. They drove away. It had not taken long at all.
Oh, Bridget O’Flynn, oh where have yer been?
The people at Benson’s Wild Animal Farm put on shows and trained animal acts for the circus. Hudson, New Hampshire seemed an odd place for lions and tigers. Dan would be fed to the tigers. That was the essence of it. Raw meat. She didn’t like to think of the details.
Supper’s over and dinners cookin’,
But old Dan Tucker just stands there lookin’.
The house they lived in belonged to George’s parents, George Beecher and Rose Bennett Perkins, the children’s Grammy and Grandpa. Her George was named George Burton so he wouldn’t have to be a junior, and he was Burton to his parents to avoid confusion with his father, George Beecher. She preferred the name George. Grammy Perkins was a witch. Life was hard. She did what she had to do.
When the old house burned, George was in the Marines. The family pulled together some old farm buildings to create a temporary house to live in until they could build the new house on the old foundation. George returned in time to help in the building of the new house and when it was done, the temporary house stood ready as a home for the 1929 newlyweds. She tried to keep her disappointment within.
At its core were two rooms, a living room and a combination dining room and laundry, with a big wood stove and a pull-out line at one end to hang clothes on when they could not be hung to dry on the lines outside. From that spare essence, you stepped down to two more rooms, the first one very small, with a sink and cold running water and an oil stove for cooking, and the second a spare bedroom. This second part had been a chicken house, and from it a door led down a flight of stairs to a woodshed with a dirt floor. Wood was stacked against the far wall. An axe and chopping block served for wood and chickens both. Above was an attic, unreachable without a ladder, dusty and littered with chicken droppings and broken chairs. A turn at the bottom of the stairs led to the potato cellar where large black spiders lurked so that it was best to pick potatoes carefully from the top. Off the living room was the bathroom, with a toilet and a galvanized tub. Both were supplied with cold well water from taps, pumped by a new electric pump. Hot water had to be heated on the big stove in the dining room. The toilet emptied into a cesspool that had to be emptied periodically, bucket by bucket, its smelly contents left to dry on the hillside and then carried away to the woods to rot. The tub and the kitchen sink flowed out of a lead pipe into a shallow ditch on the slope behind the house, where the dirty water sank into the soil.
There was no refrigerator and no room for one. But there was a glassed-in porch around two sides of the main building and in it stood an icebox where ice could be placed in the top to keep things cold in warm weather. In cold weather no ice was needed.
She was not used to this in Lowell. An inefficient oil burner had laid a grimy coating of soot on the walls. She scrubbed and scrubbed, trying to see what the original colors of the woodwork in the kitchen and dining area had been. Most amazing when it slowly emerged from the black of its frame was an oil painting of a bunch of purple and yellow pansies, painted by Rose Perkins. She knew how to paint. The pansy shapes were right, and she had carefully shaded the colors, clear and bright. That was after Gladys cleaned the soot off. Before that, it was impossible to tell at all what the picture might be. She could hardly believe that Rose would take the time to paint the picture and frame it and hang it and not take the time to keep it clean. The grime, she knew, was because the family was putting its energy into the completion of the new house, but still it galled her. It didn’t seem right to live that way. When she and George moved in, the house had not been used for she did not know how long, so maybe some of the dirt was from that.
That was the first floor. There was a second floor that had never been completed. A flight of steps led up and turned a corner into the middle of a long attic space with a window at each end. A pair of louvered doors and sheets of fiberboard nailed to studs cut the space in half. Across most of one side, a shed dormer provided head room and gave a second window to each of the two rooms resulting from the partition. Where the dormer ended, a skylight helped illuminate the darkest end. On all sides, the studs were exposed on unfinished walls.
This second floor was mostly what she meant when she complained that they needed to get a new house, that Lowell was never like this, that she was used to a nice house with cleanliness, and warmth, and wallpaper.
In summer, the windows opened to allow cross breezes, but the heat beat down on the roof so mercilessly that it was difficult for the breezes to take out all the daytime air. When the nighttime was hot there seemed not much point to opening the windows at all.
Bobby had fears there. Next to the children’s bed a wall of open studs outlined a future closet and moonlight from outside or the single bulb hanging above the bed cast mysterious shadows.
“There’s a witch there,” Georgie would say. “Look, Rob, a witch. See the pointed black hat. Look at the pointed nose and chin. She’s sipping something from a straw.”
“Ma! Georgie’s scaring me again. He says there’s a witch.”
“It does look like a witch, Ma, and I’m scared, too.”
It did look like a witch. It repeated itself and repeated itself and she was never sure what combination of studs and slats and slanted surfaces created it. She would put her hand up to show how it could be partially blocked out. But the shadow would come back when she took her hand away. “There aren’t any witches,” she told the children, but sometimes it seemed like a haunting that came with the house. The boys’ grandmother, the witch, had come inside.
“See, it’s back,” Georgie would say.
“I want to sleep with you,” Robert would wail.
But Georgie didn’t want to be left alone. He was more than half afraid, scaring himself as well as Bobby with his repetitions. She sat on the side of the bed for them, her back blocking the vision until they went to sleep.
In winter, the second floor was bitter cold. There was no heat up there. There were no gratings to allow heat to rise from downstairs. They prepared for bed by heating bricks on the woodstove in the dining area, wrapping them in newspapers, and placing them under the covers, below the reach of their feet. They wore socks and double pajamas to bed and pulled the covers up over their heads. A glass of water left by the bedside might freeze by morning. The windows were loose in their frames and during storms a powdery snow would sift through the cracks and lie in piles on the floor. It was good to wake on a clear morning, see the snow lying on the floor near the bed, and think for a few moments how snug and warm you were. This feeling of well being soon passed, however. The frigid air attacked and tightened your nostrils as you contemplated the cold run down the stairs to a room where sticks of wood could be introduced to a few dying coals and be brought swiftly to a welcome blaze.
Indians used to sleep with their feet toward the fire and their heads toward the cold.
“Not too hot is it?” No, it is hot. It is not too hot. Outside it is cold. She saw a slate junco this morning. Sweat pours down her face. She thinks it is the quinine. George took quinine in the Marines for the malaria he caught in the Dominican Republic. It’s not so bad, he said. But he was years in recovering and still coughs and hacks. That and the yellow fever. She has a knot in her stomach. What happens to a baby that dies in the womb?
In September the dancers at the Canobie Lake Pavilion mopped their brows and cast off their sweaters and jackets. The cool breeze from the lake felt good at night, but brought in the mists that rose from the waters after the sun went down. She stood with her hands clasped and arms resting on the railing, looking at the darkening pines and cedars on the opposite shore. Florence Lundgren took a last, slow draw from her cigarette, snuffed it on the rail and threw it out over the water. The moon glanced in ripples from the spot where it landed. Behind them, couples moved in joyful spasms to the rhythms of the Charleston and the Black Bottom, and then the band struck up a fox trot. They turned around and saw him edging his way around the dance floor.
Did she want to dance?
Well, maybe.
Go on, said Florence.
He was an older man, not a kid, but very handsome. His dark hair was long and combed straight back, without a part, like Rudolph Valentino’s.
The stars must have been working overtime that night.
She was no kid either. She had just turned eighteen. She was over a year out of high school, graduating when she was sixteen, two months before her seventeenth birthday. She had taken the commercial curriculum and gotten high marks, but the only job she could find was in the Boott Mills. She turned socks. They came to her in piles, all wrong side out as they came off the machines. Wheels turned and flat belts slapped and machines hummed and clicked. With the windows open in summer you could hear the creaking of the water wheel and the dripping from the spillway and in the background the constant roar of the falls. She took the socks one at a time and pulled them down over a round-topped wooden spindle to turn them right side out. The spindle was smooth and polished from the tens of thousands of socks that had been pulled over its top by other girls before her. Girls to each side of her did the work faster and better than she did. It was piecework, so speed mattered, and the supervisor walked back and forth, hurrying them on. It was a long day.
Later she got a job as a secretary in Boston. She commuted to work on the Boston and Maine Railroad, which went by the edge of Burlington and stopped to pick up passengers in Woburn. She had a seat because the line began in Lowell, but some of the people closer to Boston had to stand. The job was better, but commuting was hard. It was 1929. She took an apartment with some other girls in Somerville, still on the B & M line. She went home as often as she could.
When he asked her name, she wouldn’t give it to him. They hadn’t been introduced. She didn’t know who he was at all. Florence didn’t care. She gave him her name, Gladys Jones, and told him where she lived. The next day was a Sunday and he was sitting on the porch steps when she got home from church. He had a car. Ma and Pa liked him. He was so handsome. He was very polite and very nice. He had a good job at a chemical plant in Chelsea. People were talking about the stock market crash.
She kept her job after the marriage and it was much easier riding into Boston with George’s father, who would drop her off on his way to the Otis Elevator offices. It’s an odd job, keeping elevators working. One of the ones he works on is the private elevator belonging to Mary Baker Eddy at the First Church of Christ Scientist. Nobody else is allowed to enter it. It goes up to her private rooms. “Toward heaven,” Grandpa Perkins likes to say, “to be there when she needs it.” His job is to keep the elevator in repair for her use when she returns from the dead. Can people come back from the dead? She knows they have a life there because she has heard her mother singing. What happens to dead babies? Babies who die from eating Paris green? Babies who never get born?
Georgie and Bobby are strong and healthy.
Sometimes she meets Grandpa Perkins under the steaming coffee pot on the backside of Beacon Hill, past the State House and down toward Washington Street, and they go inside and he buys her lunch. She likes him a lot. He is a good man and a kind one. She had to quit the job, though, when her stomach began to swell. She understands that. It was for the best. But then George lost his job at the chemical works and that was hard. She can see the steam rising out of the spout of the coffee pot as she has been told it has been rising for a century or more and will continue to rise perhaps for centuries into the future.
She has a stomach cramp and her eyes fly open, wondering. Steam has condensed on the ceiling. It hangs there in drops and a drop falls onto her face, where it joins her sweat and makes a run down her cheek. She closes her eyes and water runs from the corners.
Something inside her head pops loudly. Then there is a loud rushing noise. It’s all right, Gladys, she thinks they are saying, but she can’t hear them. They are helping her from the tub. Never mind, the hearing will come back. But it doesn’t come back. Not all of it. Most of it doesn’t come back. There is a witch on the wall near the children’s bed. Grandma Perkins is a witch, with her thin set mouth, with her lips pursed as though to suck an evil liquid from a straw, and her hard eyes and her Hancocks and Adamses and Coolidges and Bennetts and her slaves and her elm trees and her witchy signs. Keep Out. No Trespassing. Police Take Notice. Here on the morning of the nineteenth of April, 1775. You should be proud. Calvin Coolidge had a son who got a blister on his heel playing tennis and then got blood poisoning and died. Jane McCoy died in the woods and was eaten by bears. John McCoy died from an earwig entering his brain. Old Dan was taken away to Benson’s Wild Animal Farm. Oh, Bridget O’Flynn, oh where have yer been? This a foine toime for yez to come in. Life is hard. She didn’t think it would be like this.
In a new and deep silence, water pools on the floor as they wrap her in a towel.
FIRE
In spring we burned the fields. The point was to remove dry grass, add ashy nutrients to the soil, and encourage shoots of new growth. We started the fires on days with no wind or light wind, holding wet fingers to the air to see where to start. It was important to lay a backfire near a stone wall and work carefully along the edge of the field, blackening a strip of several feet in width, making sure the ashes concealed no embers that might spark into life and leap the wall in the wrong direction. If the air was moving, we wanted to be sure that it carried the fire in the desired direction. To control the burning, we positioned pails of water at intervals and armed ourselves with brooms, burlap bags, and green pine branches.
Fathers, mothers, and children all worked at the burning. It was great fun to beat the flames into submission with soaking burlap bags, though the adults usually used these and the brooms while the children whacked with pine branches and had the additional fun of making certain the branches themselves didn’t catch fire and beating them out and soaking them again if they did. The grass burned with an acrid scent of decay and of scorched new life thrusting from the ground, a sharp scent that tightened nostrils in protective constriction, a scent unlike the pleasant odor of a hardwood fire rising from a winter chimney. We tried to keep to windward of the smoke. Ashes flew in the air. Faces blackened and rivulets of sweat drew white lines down the cheeks. Pine pitch stuck to hands that could be rubbed only partially clean in the unburned grass. There was satisfaction in standing and watching when the burning went as it should, but contemplative stillness did not last long for it was necessary to move with the fire even when it was going well. When it did not go well there was much running and beating and leaping to get the flames back under control. Sometimes brooms and burlap and pine branches were augmented with stamping feet, and then shoe soles got hot and it was necessary to abandon the fire and stamp for a while on the cooler unburned ground. One time, when a ten-foot pine tree burst into flame, Uncle Bic etched himself into memory as a helplessly cavorting carnival figure pulled about by invisible strings as he skipped from side to side and flung his arms wildly toward an unheeding sky while the flames threatened to leap the stone wall into the neighboring pasture, where Mr. McIntire’s bull roamed freely. The other beaters watched with amusement. He had not backfired around the tree, and now there was nothing to do but watch while the tree flamed itself out as a lone candle.
That was the way of spring burning in established fields. On the Sewall land, Cuff Trot had joined with others for this kind of burning before and after the American Revolution. A century before Cuff, the farmers of Woburn’s Second Parish had burned in the same way. Still earlier, English farmers had set seasonal fires for centuries in a tradition established long before the settlers came to New England.
Burning to establish new fields was mostly a thing of the past in Burlington by the nineteen-thirties. Where there were no fields, earlier generations felled the forests with axes, removed the best wood for hearth or building materials, and fired the remaining branches and stumps to prepare the land for farming. By the time of the Great Depression, stone walls running through the woods showed that fields once cleared of their stones and turned into crop lands or pasture or home sites had since reverted to trees. But although the burning to create open land had mostly ceased, other forms of burning persisted.
We cut the silken webs of webworms and tent caterpillars from infested branches and threw them onto trash fires and watched in fascination as the inhabitants squirmed in flames. In fall, we gathered and burned cornstalks, tomato and pumpkin vines, and other crop litter in great bonfires to destroy insects and diseases that might winter over and infect new crops. When trees were cut for wood for stove fuel and winter heat, small branches were dragged into piles and burned to prevent accidental fires in the wood lots. Haystacks burned on Halloween. In winter we burned brush piles by the edges of frozen ponds where skating children and adults skidded to ice-spraying stops to pause and warm their hands and faces in the fiery glow.
Traditional fires varied in size and purpose from the familial warmth of the open hearth to the field burnings to the wildly flaring beacons that from ancient times periodically warned and summoned on the tops of the highest hills. These practices stemmed from immemorial ideas of fire as a gift of the gods, from associations of fire with the sun’s seasonal risings and settings, from fires lit on hilltops as signals to warn of approaching enemies, from the need to clear land for herds or crops, and from a growing understanding of the value of restoration and rehabilitation of the soil for planting and grazing.
In Burlington, the biggest fires were lit on the top of Church Hill in annual commemoration of the Fourth of July. Each Easter Morning, communicants of the First Congregational Church met on the same hilltop for sunrise services that greeted the rising sun with the joyful news of the risen Christ. The Easter rising of sun and God drew strength from the pagan joy of spring solstice and May Day celebrations that blessed the earth’s renewal in the spring shoots and early flowers that marked the winter’s end. The Fourth of July bonfires celebrated the nation’s declaration of independence from its English overlords in the dark days when thirteen colonies found within themselves the strength to envision a new and fruitful continental order. These twin celebrations of victory wrung from darkness, arriving at times that coincided with major passages of the sun’s annual pilgrimage, contained a symbolism that was bred into the bones of the town’s older inhabitants and the children absorbed it into their pores.
Betsy Proctor Taylor, eleven-year-old daughter of a drummer at the Battle of Lexington, lived to be the last Burlington resident to remember the battle. She celebrated her one-hundredth birthday in 1864, as the Civil War was approaching its close, and in the 1930s she still lived in the minds of people who had known her and were among those who gathered and exchanged stories of the old days on the annual Old Home Sunday, a festival that came later in the agricultural year, as the sun began its decline and the activities of planting and cultivation turned toward harvest. Outdoors, in good weather, on tables set on the church lawn, the ladies displayed their cakes and pies and cookies, twice blessed by fire, by the sun that nourished the wheat and berries and the home fires in the old iron stoves that cooked them. Grandma Perkins, born in Maine in 1866, had not known Betsy Taylor, but she was an avid listener to the old tales and an eager teller of her own. Youngsters hovered nearby, cakes in hands, crumbs on mouths, listening.
Bonfires lit on Church Hill on the Fourth of July, were visible on Beacon Hill in Boston, on the Great Blue Hill to the south of Boston, on Wachusett Mountain, north of Worcester, and Mount Monadnock, at the western edge of New Hampshire. Because of its loftiness against the eastern Massachusetts skyline, Church Hill stood as an ideal place for the signal fires familiar to early settlers and to their ancestors. At the beginning of the Revolution, George Washington ordered the identification and preparation of a series of such hills with piles of brush ready to send signals up and down the colonies. For centuries before that, beacon fires burned as signals and celebrations throughout the British Isles. Some burn there still on Guy Fawkes Day, and the sites of others, like the Brecon Beacons in Wales, are now tourist destinations, celebrated for their isolated and magnificent views.
In the Depression days of the nineteen-thirties, Burlington’s Fourth of July bonfire became an annual tradition that continued to wartime. The top of Church Hill consists of a large expanse of flat rock. On this base, volunteers piled discarded railroad ties one on top of another in an octagonal or hexagonal shape that mimicked a log outpost that might have been erected by whites against Indian raids, or Indians against white raids, with the many slots useful as gun ports. It continued to rise in the diminishing dimensions of a ziggurat until it reached a height of forty or fifty feet. This was a labor of weeks that began with gathering ties from railroads where sleepers were being replaced or discarded from lines no longer in use. Costs were borne by the Civic Club, a service group active in promoting community responsibility, which for a while Grandpa Perkins served as president. Railroad ties are neither light in weight, nor easy to handle. Blocks and tackles hung from interior telegraph poles, which were destined to be part of the conflagration, carried the ties to each new level. Dad and Uncle Bic and other men, most of them either unemployed or working in one of President Roosevelt’s social rescue programs, clambered about with gloved hands putting the creosoted and splintery ties into place. Children watched from a distance. Mothers warned them back and eyed their husbands with tense and determined exhilaration as the men juggled the soaring ties, trying not to drop them or to step backwards and smash their bodies on the rock face below. As the layers grew, the men packed the interior with scrap wood and brush.
The evening began with a concert from the bandstand at the bottom of the hill, near the Simonds Park baseball diamond. From beneath the red, white, and blue bunting that draped the stand, trumpets and trombones blared Sousa marches. Families picnicked on the grass. As the evening darkened, children ran about waving sparklers, throwing firecrackers, and singing “Be kind to your fine-feathered friends, for a duck may be somebody’s mother.” Everyone knew the tune. Some did no know there were other words to it. Most people knew that the park was a gift from the family it was named after, but not everyone knew the extent to which the improvements by the mid-nineteen-thirties, the stone wall that rimmed it on the Church Street side, the new tennis courts, the chain-link fence that helped keep baseballs out of the street, the trees newly planted across from the church by men happy to earn the $18 a month the government paid, even the baseball diamond itself, were the result of PWA and WPA project funds.
Burlington was a Republican town. Farm families grudgingly accepted the largess of FDR, but it took a while for them to vote for him. Those who had been paid not to raise pigs would rather have had the pigs and the slaughterhouse and the sales to the Reed Ham Works for processing into bacon, pork chops, and ham hocks, but the market had died. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind, however, that the Fourth of July was a great day for the country and for the town. It was possible that earlier that day the town team, the Burlington Tigers, had played a game against a team from Billerica or Wilmington and Bull Oldford had sent one of his home runs out of the playing field and into the tennis courts. Now the roads were packed with cars full of people who had come from towns for miles around to see the magic of the bonfire from close up. Crowds massed on the ground. Men in straw boaters edged with bunting sold hot dogs and ice cream from temporary booths, and the Civic Club took pride in what it had wrought.
Fireworks went up first. Mostly they were rockets that whistled as they rose into the night sky and burst into stars and chrysanthemums, sometimes with blinding circles of white light followed by sharp, crashing booms, one for each light. Choruses of “Ahhhhs” followed the sparks as they fell to the ground. The fireworks lasted a surprisingly long time, for a few hundred dollars raised by the Civic Club could buy a lot of rockets, and the members themselves set them off.
As the crashing finale dimmed, all eyes turned to Church Hill, where Dad and Uncle Bic each held a rag torch soaked in kerosene. They lit these with matches and proceeded in opposite ways around the tower, firing the kindling at the bottom as they went. Soon the whole was in flames and the culminating symbol of the Fourth sent its fiery signal laterally to the south, east, west, and north, to Boston, to the Middlesex Fells, to Worcester, and to New Hampshire, and upwards into the limitless regions of space.
Next morning, when children arrived to search the park for fallen cartridges of spent rockets, embers still glowed at the top of the hill and the blackened rocky platform was still too hot to touch.
After the fires of spring and summer, the fires of fall culminated at Halloween. Witches rode the skies, goblins haunted the woods, ghosts flitted through graveyards and floated across pastures and open fields. Jack-o’-lanterns carved from pumpkins burned on doorsteps and bobbed like will-o-wisps through the dark nights. Some were constructed of papier-maché, and one of these, made in Czechoslovakia, flamed from its Old World curse to burn the curtain and wooden sash frames above the window seat where, in less exciting times, I loved to lie reading. Half-belief excited the imaginations of children. Adults fed those imaginations with stories of voices from the grave and of their own childhood experiences, some supernatural, some not. Witches had been real. During the Salem trials, many had confessed. Among the accused were Bethiah Carter and Ann Sears who lived in Woburn when Burlington was still a parish of that town, and Mary and Robert Toothaker from Billerica, just beyond the Francis Wyman house that, a generation before the trials, marked the pioneering edge of a dark frontier.
On Halloween, haystacks unaccountably burst into flame. From the center of town we watched a fire from the direction of the hundred acres of Graham farms, exchanged guesses as to whether the haystack was Fred or Selwyn Graham’s, and wondered which neighboring teenage witch or goblin had fired it. The border between harmless mischief and willful destruction of property was not always apparent, as perhaps it had not been to the youngsters among the Salem witches. Horse-drawn hay rakes mysteriously rolled across Center Street and into the town pond, where they remained until spring. A goat escaped from its pen and made its way to the women’s bathroom on the second floor of the high school, where it appeared as the devil incarnate, loudly bleating, to Grandma Perkins, Mabel Henderson, and other members of the Ladies’ Benevolent Society who sought relief after a long evening of rolling bandages for the wounded overseas. Outhouses were overturned by unseen poltergeists. Some of us turned over the town privy that stood in the woods of the park near the tennis courts, and having turned it on its side, we rolled it fifty or a hundred feet down the slope toward the bottom of Church Street. No harm done. Town employees would roll it back and set it up again when the witching season was over. Dad said that as a boy he had tipped over the Sleeper outhouse, unaware, he claimed, that Mrs. Sleeper was in it at the time. She extricated herself, all uplifted skirts and fallen undergarments, screaming bloody murder, but the poltergeist had wisely faded into the woods.
Indoors, there were traditional treats of popcorn, roasted pumpkin seeds, cider and donuts, and bobbing for apples. These were accompanied by traditional games, which, although less destructive than those outdoors, were touched repeatedly by the chilling hand of ancient belief and devilish trickery. One’s fortune was told by being blindfolded and asked to stretch a hand toward a table where fingers immersed in water would predict a journey over a sea, grasping a ring meant a marriage soon to come, and a touch of clay meant death, as, we learned later, it does also in Joyce’s “Clay.” As we stood in a circle, digesting the awesome possibility that what seemed a random touch of clammy earth could really be predicting an early and possibly a horrible death for one of us, a nearby window pane might emit a sudden rattling, very much as though the bony hands of a dozen skeletons had decided to break through at once, and children would squeal and duck and hide. The older ones knew on reflection that the noise was produced by nothing more menacing than a notched wooden spool on a spindle, turned against the glass by rapidly pulling a string that had been wound about it, but before that moment of reflection they joined in the general panic.
With the aid of spirits, a seeker of wisdom might learn vital truths by blocking out contemporary irrelevancies with aid of a coat placed over the head while one arm of the coat was pointed toward the skies. On this one evening of the year alone, the household witches would turn the coat into a telescope that could see the future as it was given in the stars. All expectant, the small looker would peer upward into the darkness, looking for a glimmer of light. “Wait, wait, I don’t see anything!” and then all hopes would be dashed by a flood of water that came suddenly pouring down the sleeve, spilled from a spectral glass.
You don’t like water in your face? You could defeat that element and win a prize by sitting on the floor with legs apart, straddling the puddle left by the coat-sleeve flood. All you had to do was hold two sticks, one in each hand, to beat away the adult who would impersonate a witch, trying to mop up the water with a hand-held rag. A witch cannot cross water. Steady now, and prepare for a few good whacks with the sticks. They were solid lengths of stove wood, and later you could throw them on the fire, and even dance around it if you wanted, to celebrate your victory against the forces of darkness. For a few moments you enjoyed a glorious feeling of power as the adult witch feinted and you struck with the sticks, and the hands drew back and you knew this was a game you could win, and the hands came again, and you swiped at them, and the rag retreated and you were already savoring the prize. Then the witch dropped the rag, grabbed you by the ankles and pulled. Faster than you could think, the game was lost, the puddle was wiped dry, and the seat of your corduroy pants was soaking wet.
No more water games? You could go into the next room to accept a knighthood from the king and queen of England, who had made a visit on this one special night.
There they were, splendid in robes of velvet and ermine, sitting on a wide throne draped with rich tapestries, or what passed for rich tapestries in a dark room, lit by jack-o’-lanterns, infused with the magic of the night. Crowns sparkled, and an arm raised and descended with a rich scepter, beckoning you to take a seat on the expanse of throne that lay empty between their two majesties. You did, the king and queen stood, and you tumbled to the floor, for it turned out that the throne was not a throne at all, but only a blanket stretched between two chairs, with no chair, only empty space, in the middle. Later, you might learn that the trick was at least as old as the eighteenth century, for it was one of the jests played on Parson Adams in Fielding’s Joseph Andrews in the house of a country squire, with this difference: when you fell from the throne in Burlington in the nineteen-thirties you landed on a pillow; Parson Adams fell into a tub of water.
Despite the jests, inside was warmth and light predominant. There, although the devil sent shivers down the back, goodness prevailed. Outside was all darkness and witchery. For one night the devil himself was in charge.
His main target was the church, and because the lofty bell tower possessed the most power, it became the object of the dreams and ambitions of children to whom the night gave a license for actions they would not have dared to contemplate taking during any other night of the year. Ordinarily the bell sounded its radically different notes only on special occasions. Most days it was silent. It chimed no hours. On Sundays to summon the congregation to worship, or on the occasions of a wedding or funeral, it boomed with the music of a deep and stately “BONG,” (pause) “BONG,” (pause) “BONG,” wherein each note was separated from the one before by a time sufficient for the reverberations of each sounding to die softly in the air before the next note was struck. In the quiet countryside, this was an awesome sound that spread to all corners of the parish, a reminder of the majesty of order and grace. The sexton achieved the effect by carefully pulling at the bell-rope so that the clapper hit against one side of the bell on the down pull, but then he held back on the upswing so that there was no collision between clapper and bell until the rope came down again and the clapper returned on its pendulum course to strike again. The rhythm was pull, (BONG), release but hold back, pull (BONG), release and hold back, and so through the order of the occasion.
When the rope was pulled hard again and again with no holding back in between, the sound was an unearthly “CLANG, CLANG, CLANG” at double speed with no rest in between, a sound to set hearts racing and minds aflame. This was the sound of alarm or of celebration, and the sexton rang it out when danger threatened the town or in celebration of a wartime victory.
Naturally, every boy for generation after generation wanted to ring the bell in its most frightening clamor on Halloween. Naturally, all the forces of community righteousness and religious conservatism for generation after generation were determined that the bell should remain silent on that night dedicated to the Lord of Misrule. In my time, the church was often locked and guarded against entry on Halloween. In my Dad’s time, although the door remained locked, there was at least one time when he took a glass cutter and a suction cup, quietly removed a pane from a window, slid back the lock, raised the sash, entered, pulled the rope as long as he dared, and then escaped out the window and into the woods.
For us, in the early 1940s, the challenge was greater and the incentive to succeed greater still. By that time, the sale of fireworks had been outlawed in Massachusetts, the legislators using the excuse that gunpowder was needed for the war effort. As a result, our Fourths had diminished to pale shadows of their former glory. There was no more bonfire, for many men were fighting in the Pacific or preparing for the European theater of war, and those who remained at home, working twelve-hour shifts, lacked the time or energy to gather and stack the firewood. Lacking firecrackers, we had to improvise. Someone discovered that if we gathered the copper shells from the local firing range, we could improvise explosives with wooden match heads. It was a tricky business. You needed to snap off one or two heads, put them into a twenty-two caliber shell, clamp the end shut with light hammer blows, fold it over with a pair of pliers and clamp it tight once more. All this required the utmost care, for a premature explosion could gravely injure fingers or eyes. When you had a few completed, you set them off one after another with the hammer, or better and more safely, by placing them on a concrete wall and dropping large stones on them. The “bang” provided a good imitation of a gunshot, but it was a slow and lonely business and we tired of it after a while.
Our lives would be complete if we could only ring the church bell.
By this time, Burlington had two policemen, Chief Piper and a patrolman. To guard against the traditional bell ringing, they pulled up in the squad car, parked it by the cemetery, and took their stations on foot, one by the church door at the front and the other at the back. The church door was locked, the windows were locked, and there was no way anyone could break and enter, for they had bright flashlights to illuminate suspicious shadows lurking around the building.
For this of all nights in the year, we had laid our plans carefully. I was at that time a junior sexton, familiar with the bell-ringing procedure. After ringing the bell for the morning service, I had made certain I was the last one to leave the building and had pulled the door behind me, carefully locking it as I had been instructed. The minister was the only person who had a key. Nobody had directed me not to unlock one of the windows before I left.
Kenny Miller owned a shotgun. Someone else had pilfered a dynamite cap from a railroad supply shed. Kenny went into the woods a quarter of a mile to the west of the church. Three of us placed the dynamite cap on a rock by the roadside a quarter of a mile to the east. We had synchronized watches. When the moment arrived, a gunshot went off in the woods and the patrolman tore off on foot in that direction to see what had happened. Seconds later we dropped a huge rock on the dynamite cap and Chief Piper hopped in the squad car and arrived to find us as puzzled as he was as to what on earth that noise could have been, or where it came from. And then the devil and all his demons raised all hell within the church, with a bell clanging like none ever heard before. Chief Piper was in the car in an instant, and on the scene in about a half a minute, but the door was still locked and the bell continued its ear-shattering clanging. The other officer was soon back and the minister came running, but because the door was still locked they thought they had the perpetrators cornered inside the building. It took them a few more minutes to find out that one of the windows was open, and that a long length of clothesline, tied to the bell rope, was hanging loose outside on the ground at its other end, twitching spasmodically from the diminishing clangor and swing of the unmanned bell. The devil that had pulled it for so long had let it drop and had faded into the woods to join the triggerman of the phantom gunshot.
In the years before the wartime moratorium on fireworks, Loren Blenkhorn, proprietor of the Burlington Trading Post, sold a miniature Fourth of July miracle that mimicked a house on fire. Flush with money from the sale of strawberries that we had peddled by hand-drawn wagon up and down Lexington Street, Robert and I bought one of those along with our sparklers, firecrackers, pinwheels, snakes, and bottle rockets. When you lit the fuse in the chimney, fires within the rooms sent red glows out of the windows on all sides. Soon flames burst through, licking at cardboard sashes and shutters. Smoke rose from the roof and shingles browned, blackened, and curled upward as tongues of fire licked toward the ridgepole. Small flashes and pops within shook the flames without, but as no sudden explosion came to hurry the end, the whole burned brightly and happily to the ground, where it lay in white ashes. This house on fire was a small and effective charm against the real thing, diminishing the horror of the burning of one’s own house while at the same time it enlarged in childish imagination to include just that possibility.
Once, in Billerica, drawn by a nighttime glow, Dad drove along a country road until we confronted a house afire. It was fully standing but completely engulfed in flames and much too far gone for any of the few who had been drawn to it to provide any help. Four or five men and women stood and looked, far back, where the heat was not too intense. Through the flames, we could see the foursquare construction, two stories, with a center hall and two double-hung windows on each side of the door, up and down. It was an old house, clapboarded, with a cedar-shingled roof. If any people or possessions were to be saved, they were already out. If any bucket brigades had been formed, they had already stopped filling their pails. If there were volunteer firemen around, they were helpless. Dad didn’t ask questions about the house or its inhabitants. Perhaps he instinctively knew, or didn’t want to know, or didn’t want the children to know. We watched as the night skies reddened and blackened and swirling clouds of smoke drowned the stars. A wall crashed inward, its downward thrust mirrored in an upward surge of sparks, ashes, and burned particles of timber, starkly outlined against the red and orange inferno within. We drove home in silence.
It is difficult now to recapture the helplessness and loss that accompanied a burning house in the country at a time when there were no signals to call for help except the fire itself blazing into the sky like a beacon. The only water was in the well or a nearby pond. There was no electric or gasoline pump to draw the water forth. There were no fire engines with ladders and extinguishers, quite possibly no neighbors near enough to arrive in time to help. House fires in the country menaced in ways different than they did in the city. Sooty chimneys could flame out without warning, as Grandpa Jones’s did once when we were visiting, but the Joneses lived in a city, they had a telephone, and the firemen were prompt. In the country, it was another matter. Often there was no phone. New England chimneys rose mostly in the centers of the homes, to conserve heat. You couldn’t pull down a burning chimney from outside, as you could sometimes on homes in warmer climates, and save most of the house. Sparks flew from fireplaces, sometimes onto the floor beyond the hearth or sometimes onto the flammable clothing of a woman who was stooping to poke the logs or stir the kettle. Kitchen stoves and space heaters squatted on metal plates, but burning oil could run beyond the plate boundaries onto plank floors. Candles or oil lanterns ignited bedding and curtains. Oil or paint rags or poorly cured hay burst into spontaneous combustion. When a barn took fire, there were animals to consider. Sometimes the barn was attached to the house, but that was more frequent in places north of Burlington, in Maine, New Hampshire, or Vermont. Sparks from pipes and cigarettes fell onto upholstery, lingered, and flamed. Lightning struck.
In memory, the fire in Billerica flames wholly distinct from the fire that destroys my cousin Janice’s house. I don’t know whether the MacNeill fire came before or after, or whether, if the Billerica fire came first, it was that burning that prompted the vivid dream in which Janice’s house was consumed some weeks before the actual event. Fire was an elemental force, for which time sequences seemed irrelevant. Country children knew that fire was an ever-present danger and we knew that matches were instruments of power.
At the end of a dry summer in 1942, we sat in a circle on the brown grass near the top of Church Hill, slightly to the east of where its granite knob thrust forth, still blackened from the many years of Fourth of July bonfires that came to an end with the war’s beginning. It was the boring time not long before the start of school. Mikey Carey drew forth a package of matches and lit a small fire between his legs, then drew back to watch it spread. None of us smoked, but we had all tried smoking in various forms, from cigarette butts picked up from the street to dried corn silk stuffed into stolen pipes. We couldn’t afford cigarettes. The acrid smell of the burning grass bore enough resemblance to the smoke from Uncle Bic’s Wings cigarettes or his self-rolled coffin nails or Dad’s Granger pipe tobacco (but Granger smoke was sweeter) to mesmerize us while we gazed at the spreading flames and sniffed appreciatively.
“Good stuff,” said Mikey, puffing on air held between the first two fingers of his right hand.”
“Who needs ciggies?”
We all inhaled, smiling broadly. All but Honey DeMone, quick to turn appreciation into derision. Honey sniffed the air and made a face. “There was a little bird,” sang Honey.
There was a little bird,
No bigger than a turd,
Sitting on a telegraph pole.
He stuck out his neck,
And shit about a peck,
And strained his little asshole.
“That’s what it smells like,” said Honey. “Not tobacco, bird turd. There’s some little bird been flying overhead and couldn’t wait for the telegraph pole.” Suddenly, we all smelled it, and with the communal sympathy of children, we all looked toward Mikey.
“Asshole, asshole,” we sang in unison, “He strained his little asshole.” Red-haired Mikey’s skin darkened in a fiery flush that threatened to eclipse his freckles.
The grass had been recently cut and was no higher than three or four inches, so the circle of its flame was not enlarging very rapidly. Still, it was enlarging, and we had all scooted backwards while we watched. Below us was State Road and across the way the old barn that served as the Burlington fire station. Outside it, Chief Skelton and two or three firemen were washing and polishing the new engine. Smoke from our fire was beginning to rise.
We got to our feet and considered the circle of flame as it gobbled the grass of its widening perimeter. A soft wind from the south was blowing toward the Simonds Park pine forest fifty feet to our north.
“We better run,” said someone, but our knowledge of the power of fire held us fast. This was not Halloween, and Simonds Park was no isolated haystack. We had all participated in controlled burnings in spring and fall. Instead of running, we stamped and stamped. The soles of our shoes became hot. Black ashes stained our stockings and pant legs. We would have explaining to do at home, but we stopped the fire. Down by the firehouse, the men had stopped their polishing to lean against the engine, smoking cigarettes and watching us, amused. They knew who we were.
By 1942, Burlington’s house fires had left some celebrated empty cellars. Most recent of these was the fire on Terrace Hall Avenue that in 1940 demolished one of the town’s most spectacular and storied mansions. Children walking to and from the Mudhole for swimming instinctively shunned the property, awed by elaborate terraces for former lawns and gardens that still rose in decayed elegance above the street, afraid of ghosts, and intimidated by whispers of the things that had transpired within the walls when the house was whole. An elaborate iron gate and rusted fencing guarded the flagstone steps but did not impede the hauntings and rustlings that spilled downward from the granite foundation to wash across the avenue that bore the name of a hall that no longer existed. The feeling of dread was enforced, not diminished, by the fact that none of us dared to climb high enough to confront the foundation on a level from which we might see into the cellar hole and assess the palpable vestiges of charred horror that might lie within it.
Built about 1895, Terrace Hall was surrounded by 150 acres of cultivated and wooded land and aspired to the condition of the country estates the wealthy inheritors of the Gilded Age threw up one after another in idyllic settings not far from Boston and New York. Prominent among its features were a Japanese garden with walks and exotic shrubs and a duck pond that contained in its center an island with a pagoda. Replace the ducks with swans and the whole seems an imitation of the English country houses that P. G. Wodehouse later lampooned in his Blandings Castle and Bertie Wooster stories; perhaps the proliferation of such houses on our side of the water helped Wodehouse find his enthusiastic audience among Americans who could laugh at the Brits while aping their hereditary excesses. At Terrace Hall there were gardeners and cooks and maids, perhaps a butler. A farmhouse with barns and stables supported the big house, much as in the English countryside.
The glories of Terrace Hall did not last long for the original builder. Much of the property was sold within fifteen years, and the house passed successively to several owners. In the nineteen-thirties, we children of Depression and Prohibition were given to understand the house had become a nursing home. But our elders spoke quietly among themselves of visitors in fast cars, gay times, wild parties, and women for sale. Overhearing the talk, not fully comprehending it, we understood this was a place to shun. And in the nineteen-thirties, adding to our understanding of the consequences of carelessness with matches, flaming chimneys, kitchen accidents, fireplace sparks, lightning, and other natural causes of fires, we heard frequent whisperings of deliberate burnings to collect insurance. Whatever the cause of the Terrace Hall fire, we understood that the fire department was too late and that numerous ladies in nightclothes had barely escaped with their lives.
In the nineteen-forties a small goldfish pond, covered through the winter with wood and straw, stood on the level land across the road from the burned mansion, in the area where the Japanese gardens once flourished. We children wondered how the fish survived the seasons of snow and ice, but the evidence of our eyes convinced us each spring that they that they did. This pond only faintly implied past splendors. The original duck pond was probably edged with cut granite in a fashion that seemed automatic for the wealth the mansion represented. Two such ponds, without islands, still existed within a few hundred yards of the house on Lexington Street where I spent my childhood. On the McIntire land stretching eastward from us on the south side of Lexington Street, one of these ponds stood mysteriously far from any house or burned-out cellar in a wooded area where flying squirrels jumped from tree to tree around its grassy borders. Fifty or sixty feet in diameter and three feet deep, it was carefully ringed with lichen-encrusted granite. The water was not suitable for swimming, and perhaps it had never held any ducks or swans, but it was a wonderful habitat for painted and spotted turtles. These were almost impossible to catch, for, surviving as a relic of an earlier order of things, the pond was choked with weeds and lily pads that discouraged wading. I don’t know what happened to the house that must have accompanied this pond.
Also on the south side of Lexington Street, just down the road to our west, a similar pond was part of the Henderson estate of my childhood. Although the Henderson mansion was generally empty, the pond was kept in good condition and I loved to walk around it on the chiseled granite border. Rank with water lilies, it was less wild than the McIntire pond. Once, carrying a net for turtles, I became distracted by an odd, spider-like movement in a bordering fir tree and managed to snare a bat that I found hanging upside down from a branch. I carried it home and released it in the spare bedroom, where my mother worried that it would tangle itself in her hair. It didn’t, and it soon vanished into memory like a traveling escape artist or a gypsy caravan. The Henderson house did not burn. Escaping fire, it remains my most palpable reminder of the kind of house that once belonged to Burlington residents who built large ponds and inhabited places like Terrace Hall.
At one time, the Henderson Mansion had been called the Frothingham Mansion, after Nathaniel Frothingham, the Unitarian minister who built it in the mid-nineteenth century. Pastor of the First Church of Boston from 1813 onward, of the generation of Channing, Everett, and Emerson, he is mentioned with them in The Education of Henry Adams as one of those Unitarian clergy who helped to set high standards in Boston with their “clerical self-respect” and “unusual social charm.” Frothingham built his house well. After passing through several hands, it came as a wedding present early in the twentieth century to Mabel Harrington, a woman of unusual charm. The house remained in her hands, shared with successive husbands. She married the third, Harry P. Henderson, in 1913 and the house continued as the Henderson Mansion until near the end of World War II. For much of that time the family didn’t live in it. Harry Henderson was a mining engineer with a Manhattan office. The estate that Mrs. Henderson called both “Forest Hall” and “Ainholme” served as a summer retreat, but in the nineteen-twenties and nineteen-thirties the Hendersons frequently spent summers abroad. In their absence, Pat Keating and his family kept up the house and gardens, and Pat served as chauffeur when the family was in residence. They were rewarded with housing in a small but comfortable gatehouse where the long driveway met Lexington Street at a gate in yet another chiseled granite wall.
I recall entering the mansion only once, when I accompanied my father on a brief care-taking visit in the mid-thirties, at a time when Pat must have been away. It was a home of marble fireplaces and high-ceilinged rooms with ornate wallpaper, chandeliers, and elaborate wall sconces. On the first floor, two parlors with floor to ceiling windows opened onto pillared porches that ran most of the way around the exterior. A monumental stairway led to a second floor with multi-lighted windows ornamented on the exterior with curved and pointed pediments alternating in the classic pattern most familiar to Americans from its prominence on the face of the White House. A kitchen ell extended from one side and rose to two stories. The whole was of finished in New England’s standard white clapboard and black shutters, but with the addition of corner blocks painted to mimic cornerstones.
At the time, the house did not strike me as curious beyond its existence on a scale unknown to us at home. I was most impressed by what I remember as an indoor swimming pool. That was something I could relate to, and I carefully balanced the bizarre thought of swimming under a roof against the advantages of doing so when the ground outside was frozen. In my memory, the pool stands within the house, on the other side of the grand staircase, but is possible that it stood in a separate pool house adjacent to the main structure. Years later, when the home came on the market in or around 1964, when I was newly married, my mother demonstrated her inflated ideas of the salaries and mobility of college professors by urging me to take advantage of this grand opportunity to move back to Burlington. Not long after that, the mansion became the home of the Burlington Area Y.W.C.A., a destiny that would have given great pleasure to my grandmother and Mabel Henderson, her longtime friend and partner in women’s crusading.
I linger on this unburned monument of the past principally because the homes that burned I knew less well. These included the Ginn Mansion, on or just over the Woburn line at the corner of State Road and South Bedford Street, built, I understood, by the proprietors of Ginn and Company, book publishers. All that remained in the thirties was an extensive granite wall and an abandoned cellar filled with trees that, by their size, placed the burning a good many years in the past. At least I think it was the Ginn Mansion, for that is what my father called it when he spoke of the ballroom, the chandeliers, the orchestras, and the dancing.
Prior to the fire that burned my cousin Janice’s house when we were young, two house fires had occurred on the Sewall land before I was born, and the memories became a part of my heritage. The first was the Sewall mansion, one of the most celebrated of Burlington’s old houses. A plaque on the chestnut stump by the road commemorated the home’s historic place in the American Revolution: “Here on the morning of the nineteenth of April, 1775, John Hancock and Samuel Adams took refuge in their flight from Lexington.” By the thirties, the “here” was only the land, for the house that stood on it was a replacement. The Sewall house had burned to the ground during the night of the 23rd of April, 1897, two hundred and twenty two years and four days after the historic battle. For over a hundred years prior to 1897, the house had been occupied by the ministers of the Congregational Church, and it was the bell from that steeple, tolling in its clamorous double time, over and back, “CLANG, CLANG, CLANG” that awakened the townspeople to their doomed effort to save the property. Of the major buildings, only the barn remained untouched. Elm trees planted by Cuff Trot, the eighteenth-century black servant, survived to lift their branches toward the skies for another fifty years and more. Nobody died in the fire. The owner of the house was in Boston that night, and the seven remaining inhabitants, family and servants, escaped in their nightclothes. The few items of furniture saved from the house included a pre-revolutionary clock and the table where Hancock and Adams breakfasted. Its extensive library was reduced to ashes, as were over two hundred years of diaries, family papers, church records, and newspapers. After presenting an extensive inventory of loss, the Woburn News commented on the crowds who gathered to view the wreck and reported the family’s wish that “relic hunters should not remove anything until they themselves have thoroughly examined the ruins.”
In 1902, five years after the Sewall fire, when many records were lost in a fire that destroyed their Town Hall, Burlington people began to talk of community preparedness, and in the 1909 annual town meeting, the town approved an appropriation for its first firefighting equipment, “a suitable wagon and twenty-five milk cans,” to assist the Fire Warden in his duties. Firefighters remained volunteers.
The house that replaced the Sewall mansion passed into my family with the remaining Sewall lands about 1910, when my grandfather and grandmother Perkins moved from Medford to Burlington. A dozen years later that house also burned to the ground and the family set up housekeeping in a house they cobbled together from a chicken coop and another outbuilding while they built on the old foundation a second replacement for the Sewall house. That is the house I remember, a modest bungalow with a kitchen, living room, sewing room, one bedroom, and a study on the first floor. Above it, children slept in an unfinished half-story. This house was patently not of the time celebrated on the plaque at the bottom of our driveway. My grandparents lived in the bungalow, our family in the remodeled outbuilding and chicken coop, comfortable enough in my memory, though not in my mother’s.
CHANGING TIMES
The first half of the twentieth century brought major changes to Burlington. The burning of the Sewall mansion closed an era. The Henderson Mansion remained as a relic of another period, and Terrace Hall, flourishing when the Sewall house burned, reigned only briefly before its grandeur flamed and fell into ashes in a blackened cellar hole in the Janus-faced year of 1940, poised between a great economic depression and a major world war.
Incorporation as a separate town in 1799 provided Burlington an identity distinct from its existence for a century and a half as the Second Parish of Woburn. Within the Woburn years, residents had purchased or appropriated land from the Indians, domesticated a wilderness, survived King Philip’s War of 1675-1676 and the Second Indian War that lasted into the eighteenth century. They had suffered the fears and delusions of the witchcraft hysteria. They had passed through the Great Awakening. They had fought as English colonials in the French and Indian War and then sent soldiers to fight against the English at Lexington. Sylvanus Wood, who lived in a tavern on the old Common, was credited with taking the first prisoner in the Revolutionary War. Two months later George Reed, from Woburn’s Second Parish, died from a fever contracted at Bunker Hill. After the Battle of Lexington, Captain James Reed imprisoned British soldiers in his home, and during the siege of Boston, Samuel Reed housed the Harvard College library, “two cases of books and a box of instruments,” to keep it from destruction by the British.
In 1732, two years before Jonathan Edwards began his campaign of spiritual revival in the Connecticut River Valley, Burlington built its Congregational Church, remodeled, but still standing beside Church Hill, two hundred and seventy -five years later.
In 1783 a court decree ended slavery in Massachusetts. Cuff Trot lived thirty years as a free man on the Sewall property. Venus Rowe continued to live with the Reed family until her death in 1844.
Twenty-two veterans of the Revolutionary war are buried are buried near the church, in the Old Burying Ground, twenty-eight from the Civil War lie down the street in the Chestnut Hill Cemetery.
In 1800 the U.S. census recorded a population of 534.
The town changed little during the next hundred years. The Middlesex Canal connected Lowell woolen mills to Boston markets on a route that bypassed Burlington on the east, the builders dredging, ditching, and erecting locks and bridges along waterways that led northward into the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and the canals of Lowell and followed a path south through Woburn’s Horn Pond to the Mystic River and Boston. Vine Brook (site of the Mudhole) and other streams continued to turn Burlington’s mills, grinding grain and sawing wood mostly for the local market. When railroads began to supplant canals as movers of people and materials, the lines from Boston ran east of Burlington through Woburn and Wilmington to Lowell, and west through Arlington, Lexington, on by Walden Pond and into Emerson and Thoreau’s Concord. Several miles from stations on either line, Burlington retained a teamster commerce, with horse-drawn wagons carrying goods north and south on roads little changed since colonial times.
By 1900 the population had increased to 593, a growth within the century of fifty-nine people, considerably less than one for each year of the nation’s expansion from sea to sea and from spindly independence to robust economic, political, and industrial power. At the end of the nineteenth century, the names of many property owners remained the same as at the beginning: Bennett, Blanchard, Carter, Cummings, Cutler, Foster, Harrington, Haven, Johnson, McIntire, Marion, Parker, Reed, Richardson, Shedd, Simonds, Skelton, Taylor, Walker, Winn, Wood. Some of these families had been among the earliest settlers of Woburn’s Second Parish and had sent men to fight in the Indian Wars, the American Revolution, and the Civil War. A number remained prominent in Burlington, a few still inhabiting their eighteenth-century houses, through the Great Depression and to the end of World War II.
After the First World War, change was rapid. Burlington doubled in population between 1920 and 1930 and nearly doubled again by 1950.
Reasons for twentieth-century change were many, resistance increasingly futile. First in time was the interurban trolley transport, first in importance the automobile. Burlington Center stands only 12 or 13 miles from the Massachusetts Statehouse on Beacon Hill. A walker can make the trip in a day, with time left over for rest and refreshment. In 1944, my brother Robert and I, with our friend Steamboat Gould, boys of twelve and fourteen, bicycled a circle route of about forty miles to and from Boston by way of a swim in Walden Pond and a stop on the Charles River Embankment, all in an afternoon, on roads that were remarkably free of cars in that gasoline rationing year. On the wandering, bumpy, path-like, and often muddy roads of colonial times, travelers chose horses or carriages and took a good part of day to make the journey from Boston to Burlington. By 1800, stagecoaches made regular stops at Burlington taverns, but the journey to and from Boston remained tedious and travel was restricted by infrequent schedules. During the nineteenth-century, straighter roads with fewer ruts and the new Middlesex Turnpike eased the burdens of travel by horse, but until the beginning of the twentieth century business would have to be urgent to warrant a trip to Boston and back in a day. The trolley and the automobile combined to bring Burlington out of its Rip Van Winkle slumber and connect it with a world of trains and airplanes.
Burlington’s electric trolley line was completed in 1901, the year of my father’s birth. Some years earlier, neighboring towns had adopted horse-drawn trolleys first and then electric lines, but Burlington’s long slumber kept it apart from that form of progress until the awakening jolt that accompanied the new century. The line ran from Woburn Center along Winn Street, over Bennett Hill, along Bedford Street, down Church Lane, onto State Road, and into Billerica. Pinehurst Park, just over the town line in Billerica, in the general area of the the Shawsheen Meadows that harbored hostile Indians in the seventeenth-century, blossomed as a popular pleasure destination in the early years of a newly mobile millennial century. For city people, Pinehurst was a country paradise, with picnic tables, swings, pine groves, popcorn, hot dogs, alcoholic drinks, and a dance hall that stayed open until the last trolley left after midnight, carrying revelers to Woburn for connections to Sullivan Square and Boston.
For many in Burlington, where pine groves abounded and the Puritan ethos remained strong, Pinehurst’s reputation for illicit fun continued through Prohibition and into the post-prohibition years of the thirties and forties, when local-option laws, which allowed the sale of bottles in package stores, continued to forbid selling liquor for drinking on premises in Burlington. A social stigma attached to those men who slipped over the line into Pinehurst for a legal draft beer dispensed from foaming taps by a woman everyone called “Ma,” the hostess of a barroom left over from the Pinehurst dancehall days.
Apart from its connection to Pinehurst, the trolley brought undeniable advantages. Burlington town fathers had carefully located one-room schools in the north, east, south, and west of town in order to place basic learning within walking distance of each family. Eventually the town built a Center School for children over twelve, but for college preparation families still sent some of their children to private boarding schools in other towns. With the trolley connection to Woburn, came easy, daily transportation to Woburn High School, which my father and is sisters took advantage of when they chose not to walk the four miles from Burlington Center.
Automobiles brought greater changes than the trolley. Pat Keating drove Burlington’s first car for the future Mabel Henderson in 1909. Judging by the enameled Massachusetts license plates hanging in his garage, Grandpa Perkins owned a car as early as 1912. Perhaps the possibility of automobile commuting was a factor in the Perkins family move from Medford about this time, for his Grandpa’s work was with the Otis Elevator Company in Boston. By 1929 the roads were good enough so that my Dad could drive from Lexington Street to his job in a chemical plant in Chelsea in fifteen minutes, a feat hard to duplicate in the twenty-first century except on empty roads at three o’clock in the morning. Still, not everyone became a commuter. Burlington truck farms prospered, carrying green beans, spinach, lettuce, corn, and celery by motor truck into the Fanueil Hall market early each morning from spring into fall. Greenhouses proliferated as the production of freshly cut flowers for homeowners of metropolitan Boston developed into a major industry. Later, in the down times of the thirties, Burlington boys delighted in launching stones from wooded hills at the acres of window glass in iron frames that warmed dry earth where carnations once grew.
The motorized rubber wheels that brought the freedom of the metropolis to residents of Burlington also brought to Bostonians the freedom of rural Burlington. This was a far different order of freedom from that brought by the iron-railed trolley with its Pinehurst destination and little to see along the way except an inn, a church, a few old homes, grazing cattle, woods, and fields under cultivation. Now the motorist on a Sunday drive could branch out from the old Cambridge to Billerica route into and out of town and try Lexington Street, the road Woburn’s Second Parish Minutemen followed to the Battle Green, or Bedford Street into Bedford, Concord, and the Concord Bridge, or other narrow byways through woods and farms, by streams and mills, up and down pleasant hills, through a Currier and Ives landscape still surviving in the twentieth century. If you owned a bit of property here, you could get back to nature anytime you wanted in a short drive from your East Boston, Charlestown, Somerville, or Medford three-decker, your hedged-in duplex in Cambridge or Waltham. All you needed was a little bit of land.
Real estate sales boomed in the 1920s. “Sale of chicken farms,” the advertisements proclaimed:
“Buy one or more acres of land in this fast growing Suburb, where you can make a good living on chickens and raise your own vegetables, keep a cow, where your family will be rosy and healthy, and you will be your own master and grow independent.”
If you didn’t need as much land as an acre (you were used to much less in Boston or Somerville) or if you wanted to save money, you could buy 5,000 square feet for between $9 and $29. 5,000 square feet is less than an eighth of an acre; when laid out as a square it measures a bit more than 70 feet in each direction. There would be no farming on a lot so small, no chicken in every pot for the family that owned it, and no warm and frothy milk served every morning fresh from the cow to your rosy-cheeked children. Nevertheless, many families took this option and built summer camps, where they picnicked under the pines and oaks, inhaled deep breaths of the fresh country air, listened to the chickens or cows on nearby farms, and slept over for a day or two before their short drive back to the city.
When my family moved to Bedford Street in 1940, we found such a camp bordering our land in the woods to the north. Over the doorway, a board with a painted legend, worn but legible, identified the place as “Benny’s Inn.” It was smaller than either our nineteen-thirties single-car garage or our minimal chicken house, with considerably less headroom than either. When our teen-age growth overtook us we had to stoop to enter. A wooden table, legless, stood against one wall and a trashed, unusable wooden chair lay in a corner as evidence that a family had once camped and picnicked there. The window was unglazed and the door stood open or had fallen off. Perhaps there had once been a wooden floor. If so, the boards had been laid on the ground and had long since rotted and returned to the soil under foot. Although the tarpaper roof leaked, the board underlay was still sound enough for us to launch ourselves in leaping commando attacks on invisible enemies who ventured too close to our fort.
Despite the evidence of depression-era neglect, during the war years and for some time afterwards the family who owned Benny’s Inn came out from time to time to inspect their property. Generally they parked beside our house, walked behind it to their wooded property, looked and shook their heads, exchanged a few pleasantries with us if we happened to be in our yard, got into their car and drove back to Arlington or Somerville. Whatever plans they made for the resurrection of their country hideaway never materialized. Eventually the property was sold for back taxes to a real estate developer who folded it into other properties for the post-war boom that after World War II was framed within zoning laws and building codes that allowed no room for the camps of the nineteen-twenties.
Beginning in the seventeenth century as a frontier town, developing in the eighteenth century as a relatively prosperous rural community, Burlington had survived the nineteenth century with many large farms and estates still intact. By mid-twentieth century, it had to find a way to strike a balance between hundred-acre farms, which were no longer profitable, and small plots of an eighth of an acre, which had ceased to make either economic or social sense. Among the 593 townspeople who began the century, those still living there in 1950 had witnessed an increase in descendents and newcomers that swamped the old families and old ways and brought the population to 3,250, over five times what it had been in 1900. Most recognized that this was only the beginning. It was easy to foresee that a community that had counted its people by the few hundreds from the seventeenth into the twentieth century, would soon be counting in the tens of thousands. After the First World War, the Great Depression and, and the Second World War, the future loomed uncertainly.
As children of depression and war, we knew that serious things were happening, but we little understood struggles far removed from our experience. Clearly the pace of our town was picking up as we moved toward and into our teenage years. People who lacked jobs before1940 found them now. Roads fell into limited use because of gasoline rationing. My father and others from as far away as Lowell and Nashua, New Hampshire carpooled down Route 3 to shipyards in Charlestown, South Boston, and Hingham. Women who had never worked outside their homes put their hair under scarves and took the bus to Woburn and transferred there to other buses that carried them to Waltham, where they assembled bombsights and other electronic war equipment at Raytheon. As children of these fathers and mothers, we heard of radar and the battleships’ new capability to sight an enemy ship and blow it out of the water before its silhouette rose above the ocean’s distant horizon. We learned that a slip of a lip can sink a ship.
With women’s income now added to men’s, families purchased their first electric refrigerators, electric pumps to replace the long-handled iron ones that still stood in many yards, hot water heaters, washing machines, and indoor toilets. Children stood in line with ration coupons for sugar and butter. We sprinkled powdered coloring from small glassine packets and stirred it into white, lard-like margarine, and later popped plastic bubbles of liquid coloring which we kneaded into plastic pouches of the same lard-like substance to create acceptable substitutes for the creamery butter no longer available from families who had given up their cows in the Depression. We flattened many tin cans for war salvage and filled others with grease that we carried to the butcher to be converted into glycerin for the war effort. We accompanied our fathers to meetings of air raid wardens, where our eyelids grew heavy and we nodded sleepily through windy expositions of emergency measures that seemed designed by the same people who had run about in the streets shouting and waving hands and driving madly into the countryside after the Orson Welles broadcast a few years earlier convinced them that space creatures were invading New Jersey. My Dad’s reflex response to one of these talks was a repeated extension of the steel rule he always carried, followed by a snap back into its case, which he kept up for a full half hour, wholly unaware of how irritating it was to the speaker and other listeners. This exercise had the merit of keeping him awake, and me, too. I nudged him from time to time without conveying the intended message to desist.
Children learned to spot the sky-borne profiles of enemy aircraft, German Messerschmitts and Japanese Zeros which couldn’t possibly come anywhere near our shores, and longer-range bombers that also required a great leap of the imagination to envision in the skies over Burlington. When we looked up to the roar of military aircraft, it was always our own planes from Hanscom Field in Bedford.
Families planted Victory Gardens. Children hired out to farmers, some for the pay, others for the war-work certification that conveyed to my eleven-year-old brother Robert and others like him the right to buy bicycles. Boys leaned on long iron handles and brought water up from wells and carried it into the houses of mothers whose Raytheon money had not yet purchased electric pumps.
On moonless nights our roads were pitch-black. Burlington had virtually no streetlights and no headlights flashed forward on cars that stood gasless at home. When we heard the rare approach of a car as walked the streets after dark, we turned to see its eyes downcast under a wartime regulation that required the upper halves of headlight lenses to be painted black as a precaution against visibility from enemy spy planes or bombers. Opaque curtains shielded windows. We knew that the flare of a match could be seen for miles, and had heard of soldiers killed by sniper fire when more than one cigarette was lit from the same match. When the moon was down, we walked home down the middle of Bedford Street, guided by the light of stars, to avoid stumbling over stones or nocturnal animals along the dark edges by the trees.
Gold Stars blossomed on windows. Devotional candles burned. Once in a great while, a soldier’s life touched ours, as when Larry Carey returned to start a Boy Scout troop and we saw the scars and fist-sized hole that the bombardment of Hickam Field had left on the middle of his back.
We witnessed the war in newsreels. We read about it in newspapers, studied the pictures in Life Magazine. We listened to radio news. We said goodbye to our cousins and uncles who joined or were drafted and greeted them with bashful awe when they came home on leave in newly pressed uniforms. Superheroes fought for our side in the comic books we read in barbershops. Through all of this we remained surprisingly untouched.
We played war games, ranging though woods and fields, or over and around the walls and fences of Simonds Park. Guns were usually wooden, constructed from porch rail balusters with nails for triggers. We had outgrown cap guns, but still we shouted “Bang! You’re dead,” expecting the claim of a clear sighting to be honored, since no shot could miss. When there were enough of us, we designated prisoner camps where the dead would be kept until someone from their side managed to sneak in, touch them, and bring them back to life so that the war could go on. On the rare occasions when we used BB guns, the rules became very strict: no aiming at bare flesh, no shots to the head area. Still, one of the boys carried into adulthood, lodged in an earlobe, a BB that was the result of an errant shot from his brother’s gun.
Perhaps more dangerous than the games with real opponents were the shots taken at phantom enemies, since then the guns could be real, and the target a tree or a bunch of bushes imagined to be hiding a German or Japanese infiltrator. This could be considered practice for the real war that some of us thought we would get into, though others were always certain it would be over in a few months, while we were still too young. Something of this kind is probably what happened when Robert and I were walking the boardwalk across the marsh on the way to Arthur Gould’s house. Suddenly we were aware of Buzz Gould standing in the trees at the end of the walk and aiming his .22 caliber rifle in our direction. Wisdom would have dictated that we wave our arms and yell, or perhaps that we dive into the cattails, but at twelve and fourteen we didn’t possess that wisdom. Assuming he was kidding, or daring us to come forward, we took the dare, walking steadily toward him. Slowly the rifle went down by his side. When we reached him, he asked why we hadn’t yelled. He hadn’t seen us at first, he told us, and was about to shoot.
We were teenagers, and love was always on our minds, but never present for us. Accepting the message of the popular culture as expressed in giant faces coming together on movie screens and in disembodied voices from jukeboxes and radios, we understood love as a yearning, an absence, an emptiness. It was a gift the future might or might not present to us. When the boys’ and girls’ basketball teams traveled together in a bus for games in the Lowell Suburban League, where the girls played the first game, the boys the second, and we cheered for each other, we passed the time in songs, one of which promised “With someone like you, a pal, good and true, I’d like to leave it all behind, and go and find, some place that’s known, to God alone . . .” The harmony of voice and feeling was magical, the sentiment of deferred bliss overwhelming. We were rural and unsophisticated enough to ignore the separation of the sexes that we later learned was a hallmark of our time. In pickup games at Simonds Park, girls played baseball with boys and Mary Bennett grew up to play professionally. In high school, the girls’ softball team sometimes played the boys’ baseball team. With the connivance of Maud Graham, the Town Clerk, or Elmer Morrison, a member of the School Committee, who gave us the key to the high school, girls and boys went unsupervised into the gym on weekends and played basketball with and against one another. Some of the girls could easily have played on the boys’ team and perhaps some of the boys would have been better placed with the girls, but the Lowell Suburban League wasn’t yet open to that kind of experimentation. When a key was unavailable, we found ways to pick locks or find unlocked windows and let ourselves in. Because the father of one of the boys supplied us with a jukebox that stood on the stage by the basketball court, we played to music. Each of us was
“going to buy a paper doll to call my own, a doll that other fellows cannot steal, and then those flirty flirty guys, with their flirty flirty eyes will have to flirt with dollies that are real.”
As we ran up and down the court, tangling arms and legs, playing by boy’s rules, not girls’, bumping bony and fleshy chests, we understood that the longing that filled the songs constituted a message of deferral to a riper season in a different place.
Nevertheless, we played at love in “mugging” parties sanctioned and supervised by adults. Post Office, Spin the Bottle, and Flashlight were the major games from seventh or eighth grade into high school. In each of these, boys and girls changed partners for tight-lipped kisses with the lights down or out. Flashlight, played in total darkness except for the flashes from the light held by the girl or boy in the center, combined opportunity and sexual attraction (or not) as the light flicked on and off to discover kissing couples. “We weren’t kissing,” was the standard joke, “we were just exchanging gum.”
The air at such parties grew heavier with desire as the years passed and wartime separation between young lovers became an increasing reality. By 1944 and ’45, older girls longed for boyfriends who were already in the service. Some who had married soldiers and sailors before they left for the front lived at home in loneliness that was palpable.
At a house of one of these women, she couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen, we gathered for a mugging party. All of us were younger than she and her woman friend who hosted and served as chaperones. The house was probably in its origin a summer camp built in the land-rush days of the nineteen-twenties. Although it had acquired minimal plumbing and heating, it was so small as hardly to count as a house at all. Furnishings were sparse and cheap, bare wood or wicker with chintz cushions. Still there was space for a small gathering around the margins of the scanty living room. In a spirit of good fun, our hostesses joined in the games, and we boys learned from full bosoms and wide-spread mouths and lips a little of the promise the future held for us. Comparing notes afterwards, we decided that the French kissing that older men had told us about had been offered to us, but none of us had been bold enough to open our own lips. We discussed the protocols. Had we received implicit invitations to return after the party? None of us dared to make that move.
A somewhat later party was memorable not for its hints of forbidden pleasure, but for the somber note with which it ended.
This one was held in the auditorium of the Town Hall, the place where Town Meetings were held, although we were not yet old enough to participate in them. During the Depression we had lined up in this hall for government-sponsored welfare handouts, including the red sweater with a blue skier depicted on it that I wore one day to school, suffering immense embarrassment when a girl from my class turned up wearing the same sweater. I doubt that either of us ever wore it again. In the Town Hall a screen had occasionally been erected on stage during the Depression to show movies for a nickel admission. Sometimes live music was brought to town by Country and Western groups performing Carter Family or Jimmy Rodgers tunes, “Will the Circle Be Unbroken,” “The Wabash Cannonball,” “The T.B. Blues.” Jimmy Rodgers had entered the decade sick and coughing into the mike, but he could still yodel. Maybelle and A. P. Carter admonished us to “Keep on the Sunny Side of Life.” The side humor of the groups that imitated them consisted of exchanges between the guitarist and fiddle player, tuned nicely to the economic obsessions of a time when the banks were made of marble, with a lock on every door, and the vaults were filled with silver that the poor man sweated for. Government was both the problem and the answer.
“Hey, Bill, I hear that your uncle works as a spy.”
“That’s, true, Bob. He does that.”
“Who’s he work for then?”
“He’s one of them spies for the govment mint.”
“Waal, then . . .”
“Waal, then, what?”
“I guess that makes him a mince pie.”
The fiddle breaks into “The Arkansas Traveler” or “Turkey in the Straw.”
“Hey, Bill. What your folks doin’ for Thanksgiving?”
Although in the nineteen-forties a schoolgirl named Mary Brown stood from time to time on our high school stage to sing “She taught me how to yodel,” accompanying herself with a guitar and a fairly accomplished yodeling refrain, most of us thought popular music had turned a corner into new territory. A few diehards took a middle ground between old timey and the big band invasion. One of these filed the heels of his cowboy boots on the sides to induce a bow-legged cowboy walk while he carried his guitar to music lessons, preparing to be the next Gene Autry.
Mostly, though, we had grown into jukebox adolescents. The father who loaned us the jukebox for the school auditorium loaded it onto his truck and carried it to the Town Hall for a farewell party for some of the Burlington High School students who were about to enter the armed services. The month was June. Most of the boys and girls who gathered at the Town Hall were between sixteen and eighteen, but a few of us younger children were there because we had older siblings, because we played on the sports teams, and perhaps most of all because Burlington was a small town where friendships bridged age gaps insurmountable in other times and places.
I would like to say that I remember precisely who was present, but I don’t. Older boys I knew who entered the armed services abut this time included Buddy Breen, Walter Clements, Melvin DeMone (brother of Norman, one of my best friends), Walter Fredrick, Stew LaCrosse, Tommy Lusk, Buddy Maguire, Al Marcelle, Kenny Miller, and Eddie McCafferty. I want to assume all were gathered at the town hall, though certainly some were not. Among the girls were probably a few from my class or even younger. Perhaps Janice Reed, whose sister Joan was of the age of the young men about to leave. Perhaps Virginia Lusk, sister of Tommy. Most of those present were older women, juniors and seniors in high school, exotic, experienced, alluring, perhaps Mary DeMone, Dorothea LaCrosse, Joan Crawford (we thought she resembled the movie star whose name she shared), Inez Black. Others whose names tease at memory refuse to step forth.
I don’t remember that there were chaperones, and probably there were not. The older boys and girls were generally trusted on their own, and we younger ones had no difficulty securing parental permission. This was not a school function. Going to war and saying goodbye to men who might not return were serious and adult matters. Someone had secured the use of the Town Hall.
We danced to the ten or twelve tunes the jukebox contained. This was different from the school dances. For those, we danced mostly with girls our own age, frightened of the older girls, afraid to ask, shamed beforehand by the possibility that we might be turned down and have to walk ingloriously across the floor to our seats. Here most of the girls were older, as were most of the boys. There was some mechanical pairing intended to break the ice, some circle dancing, boys on the outside, girls on the inside, with a partner chosen automatically when the music stopped. One or two times someone announced lady’s choice and you tried to shrink into the shadows to avoid the humiliation of standing under the lights unchosen when the music began, but you didn’t want to be so far in the shadows that the miracle of selection by Inez or Joan or Mary could not take place if the mysterious roll of the dice of fate should turn up your number. You remembered sitting on the bench as a substitute in a basketball game while an older girl spectator pounded her fists on your shoulders in her excitement. You dared to turn and look at her, questioning.
“Do you mind?” she said. “It’s all right, isn’t it? I know you.”
It was more than all right. Your flesh burned under the touch of her hands, and you entered the game in a whirl that left you uncertain which player you were guarding and which way the play was going. When you returned to the bench, the seating had shifted and so she was no longer behind you and that was the end of that. At the next school dance you hadn’t dared to approach her and she might have looked your way, but you weren’t sure. What had she meant? “I know you.” Of course she did. It was a small school, and everyone knew everyone else. But why had she said it. She couldn’t have meant anything by it. Could she?
At square dances sponsored by the Civic Club, you had danced with some of these girls while Mr. LaCrosse fiddled and called the promenades and do-si-dos and allemandes. But quadrilles and Virginia reels were built on switching of partners who touched hands and waists without enclosing one another in the bodily intimacy of ballroom dancing.
At the farewell party at the Town Hall, you felt emboldened by the occasion. “Dance?” You couldn’t say more than that for fear of squeaking or stuttering. She was willing. You couldn’t tell if she was eager. Clearly this was a night when barriers fell away. You held her in your arms and there was no shrinking hesitation. Taffeta or silk moved on her back under your touch. A chest you had bounced against on the basketball court was softer, legs that had tangled yours in the struggle for a ball were more urgently feminine than they had seemed in sneakers. Your leg between hers or hers between yours seemed a promise.
Couples necked or talked solemnly in the balcony. We had passed beyond the age of mugging games. In one corner at the front of the auditorium, a standard carried the flag of the United States. In the other front corner a standard bore the flag of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. We understood that we lived not in a state, but a commonwealth, and we accepted proudly the shared destiny and mutual caring implied in that name.
“Put your arms around me, honey, hold me tight.”
At one o’clock in the morning a distressed stranger burst into the room, catching the attention of all of us. He had seen the light in the window, the first light in the couple of miles he had driven along State Road looking for a place where he could find a telephone. He had met no cars on the road. There had been an automobile accident. People lay wounded and bleeding by the car and help was desperately needed. The music stopped while we found a telephone.
Six or eight of us piled into a car. There were more of us than there were seats. We drove to the scene to see if we could help. One of the older girls sat on my lap, her soft flesh pressing against me, my arms holding her, but not too tight, my wrists lying across her thighs, taffeta whispering its promise, while my mind blazed with images of disaster that thrust back the almost total blackness of the night. We were heading toward Boston on the main road from Lowell, but no wilderness could have shown itself darker or more empty. It was the route traveled by my father on his way to the Navy Yard, the same road that brought the workers from Lowell and Nashua, but the night shift was already at work and it would be several hours before the daytime shift began. The headlights of our car pushed forward the black night, sweeping downward onto the road from under the hemispheres of black paint that obscured the top halves of their lenses. Once a pair of red eyes reflected back at us from the margin and moved sideling into the bushes.
And there was the car, an older model, black, squared at corners in the way of Fords and Chevrolets of the earlier ‘thirties, before the airflow zephyrs and rolling teardrops that marked the march of time toward 1939 grew numerous in their forecast of a world of streamlined Buck Rogers transport that would include autogiros and personal back-propellants. In wartime, that part of the future stood still and even the long straight-aways and graceful curves of a national highway system seemed only a dream. But this car was real and now. It was of the past and also of the near future. The headlights and grille were smashed and both doors were open on the side where we approached. A cushion on the back seat had been thrown upright and akimbo. Windows were broken and shards of glass littered the ground. A figure lay stretched on the ground, moaning. Another sat on the running board, head in hands. Both were bloodied, but not bleeding profusely. The ambulance we had summoned from the Choate Memorial Hospital had not arrived.
We didn’t know what to do except to tell the people that help was on the way and counsel them not to move. We draped blankets from the trunk of our car over both the figure stretched on the ground and the one seated on the running board. Shivering now, we knew it was important to keep them warm against the nighttime chill of a June evening and the rising damp of the ground of late spring when the sun is down and morning seems far away.
The party was over.
Walking home, I picked my way down the middle of Bedford Street, guiding my footsteps by the illumination of the stars. The trees on either side of the road enclosed an impenetrable blackness that I wanted to stay away from. The year was 1945. In those days there were no moving lights from satellites. In about two months the Enola Gay would drop its atomic bomb on Hiroshima, but we didn’t know that. In the Burlington sky that night there was no drone of aircraft engines and no lights betrayed a high-flying Messerschmitt or Zero or an over-flight of one of our aircraft from Bedford. I knew how nearly impossible was the chance that I would meet a car on that street at that hour, and as I pushed my feet forward in the darkness it came to me with the certainty of a prophecy that one or more of the boys we were sending off to war that night would not return.
GREAT DEPRESSION
In my family we didn’t know we had been through a Great Depression until 1949. Life on the farm had been idyllic. We were aware that we had less money than some other people, but we didn’t begrudge them and we didn’t envy them. Most people, we knew, possessed far less than we. We had the farm, we had woods, we had brooks, we had ponds, we had a horse and a cow, chickens, bees, turtles and snakes for pets, we had or grandparents’ dog, Rover, and our own dogs, Kazan and Prince, and our cat, Blinxie, we had fruit, nuts, and berries from trees and vines, carrots and beets for the pulling, corn and beans and tomatoes for the picking, potatoes for the digging. We sold strawberries to buy fireworks to celebrate the Fourth of July. We cut our Christmas tree with our own axe on our own land and dragged it home through the December snow on our Flexible Flyer sled. We grew our own turkeys, kept the best for our Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners, and sold the rest to buy Christmas presents. We had a warm house, loving parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, and cousins. The meat man stopped regularly and always threw a hot dog to Rover. The iceman chipped ice for the children. Deer ran across our fields and through our schoolyard. We flushed pheasants from the grass where we walked. Wild geese flew in high V formations, drawing our heads to the sky with their honking, thrilling our blood with an incipient wanderlust we didn’t yet know we possessed, bound south in the fall, north in the spring.
We were children.
On a night in late November or early December of 1949, Robert and I awoke to a loud voice coming from downstairs. It was our father, usually soft-spoken, often a mutterer who spoke to be heard only when someone said they hadn’t heard him or couldn’t understand him.
“Damn it, Gladys, I will tell the kids. I have to tell them.”
We sat up in the bed we shared. For a moment we hugged the blankets around us, chilled and shivering, but not from the cold. Dorothy, Ken, and Ginger remained sleeping.
Our mother’s voice was softer. We knew she was speaking, but couldn’t hear the words.
“It’s not for the best,” Dad said. “Damn it, Gladys. Damn it. It’s not. I have to tell them.”
Downstairs it was cold. Our bare feet curled against the floorboards and we hugged ourselves around our thin pajamas. We drew near the stove, where the coal fire, damped for the night, radiated a dying warmth. You could feel the heat lukewarm on the enameled metal grating on the top. Dad was pacing the floor in his bare feet and pajamas. He wasn’t smoking and didn’t have his pipe. His book lay on the arm of the Morris chair. Ma was huddled in a cotton chenille robe on the couch, looking distressed. The Thanksgiving turkey, stripped of its meat, lay at the top of the garbage by the kitchen door. Its grease had spotted and darkened the paper of the brown bag it sat in. Someone should have taken it to the dump. Ma’s eyes darted from one to the other of us, and back to Dad.
“It’s for the best,” she said. “It truly is. You will all be better off without me.”
Prince wagged his tail by the door, looking expectant.
I let him out.
Kazan slept soundly at the foot of the couch, her grizzled cheeks puffing in and out with her breathing. She was fifteen or sixteen years old. Dad paced around the room much as he had when his teeth hurt, before he got them pulled.
“Damn it. Damn it, Gladys,” he said. “Kids, I need to get dressed. I need to get the car. Stay with her.”
Her eyes again roved between us like a trapped animal’s. “Don’t go, George,” she said. “Just let me stay here. It’s for the best.”
Dad muttered and swore under his breath.
“Georgie and Robert,” she said. “It’s for the best. Don’t wake the little ones.”
“What’s wrong, Dad?”
“She’s taken something. Ate something. I need to get her to the hospital. You’ll have to stay and take care of the kids.”
The Choate Memorial Hospital in Woburn was not much more than four miles from our house, but Robert and I waited through long, dark hours before we saw the headlights slanting through the windows and heard the car crunching the gravel of the driveway. We had a phone then, but Dad hadn’t called. We had crept upstairs and got blankets to wrap around us. Prince had scratched at the door and come in. Kazan got up, went out, and came in again. I looked at the white of the breastbone of the turkey, shining in the near darkness near the kitchen door, bones and bits of dried flesh haunting the room. I picked up the bag and deposited it in the back entry, safe from dogs and cats. I thought of the mortality of a turkey. I thought of a life of only a few months from chick to death. I considered the crowded pen of chicken wire, with twenty-five poults edging one another for space, stretching their wings, mindlessly competing for food and water. Underneath their claws, the wire netting stretches two or three feet above the ground, allowing their droppings to fall below, where they cannot cake between their toes, fouling their feet and transmitting disease. When their time comes, the adults are taken from the pen, one at a time, and trussed in burlap and twine so that their wings will not break as they flail around, for they have reached a substantial weight, twelve pounds for a small hen and twenty-five to thirty for a large gobbler. They find themselves hanging head down from a nail in a rafter. Then fingers open the beak and a curved knife is thrust upward and into the brainpan for a quick, merciful death, and they hang there, bleeding.
I didn’t want to think of my mother, or of deaths with or without bleeding that might not be merciful. “It’s for the best,” she had said, but I didn’t want to believe it was happening. “Don’t wake the little ones,” she had said. The little ones did not wake.
Dad was back before dawn, but Ma stayed at the hospital. Ginger, the smallest, was probably the first one downstairs. “Ma’s sick,” we told her. “She’s at the hospital.” I picked her up, sat her at the table and fed her cereal, on the first morning of the first day of what was to become a long anxiety. Dorothy and Ken were not long behind. I think they dressed and went to school. Robert probably went off to school, too. He was a senior in high school, with only a few months to graduation.
“Ma’s O.K.” we said to the children. “She’ll be here when you get back.” We didn’t want them to know what the sickness was and for as long as we could manage we didn’t let them know how severe it was.
For a long time we didn’t know ourselves what had happened or how long it would last. “Long” was a word and a concept that we only gradually became accustomed to.
About a month earlier I had written a story for John Holmes’s creative writing class:
The Water
Beyond the railing, rippling dimly through the expanse of night, lies the water. The air is cool and crisp, the night clear. To the left, a dark hump rises like the curved back of a sleeping animal to meet the black sky. But it is not an animal. It is the thigh of a reclining woman, fat and dumpy, sparsely sequined with light. It is not a woman. It is a town. Above the curve of the hip, the lighted specks repeat themselves, small, round pinpricks, farther and farther away, down the mirrored corridors of sky. To the right, a darkness without ripples, salt flats, marsh grasses.
Beneath lies the water, and below that a sliver of moon floats under the surface, rocked gently to and fro on the swelling of the waves. Straight ahead there is no coast. There is only the river’s mouth and the blackness of sea and sky. There are no lights on the bridge. To the left there is an iron pole, the fluted stalk of a gigantic flower thrusting upward from an acorn pediment curled outward and down in five pie-shaped segments, the stalk rising from the center, narrowing as it goes, straight, then arching in a perfect semi-circle to dangle from its green iron tip the milk glass globe of a wilted and unopened dandelion. Beyond, both left and right, are other poles, successively smaller in the distance. The railing connects the poles, fixed to them with small brackets or with recessed screws driven obliquely from railing to pole, or perhaps the railing is unbroken, running into and through the poles. It is impossible to tell from this distance. Black and formless at the second pole, the railing turns green and assumes shape as it come closer. Smooth and half-round on the top, convex, it is fluted on the sides. A concave groove, a little deeper and wider than can be filled by pressing a thumb into it, runs into the formless dark. The rail is flat on the bottom, supported by square iron posts, the posts spaced at a distance where a knee cannot quite fit between them. They are not thick posts. A fist can easily encompass one, could probably encompass two if they were placed side by side. The rail is chest high. No, to a person standing erect it reaches just above the waist.
Around and above the black of the town, a smattering of neon signs lends a red glow to the atmosphere. Above the glow the sky is darker than elsewhere. One sign stands out above the brow of the hill, against the sky, a slender, upright oval of red, very small, a blur of red running horizontally across its middle. From straight in front, it would probably appear as a perfect circle. The legend is not legible. White lights are small, spaced without pattern, probably windows. There are very few. There are no streetlights. A light is moving, no two, headlights, down the road toward the flats and the bridge. The movement seems extraordinarily slow, but it is probably not slow. The lights turn and are gone. From straight ahead, away from the town, a muffled drone becomes audible. Over the sea a small red light glides slowly across the sky.
The drone diminishes and is gone. The red light dims and then it, too, is gone. There is a faint stirring of the breeze. With acute hearing, even from this height, one might hear the lapping of the waves, the washing of the river. There is a faint splash as the spoon raises and lets fall the thin and watery soup. A small wave breaks against the side of the bowl and one small drop falls upon the speckled plastic of the table top, quivering momentarily in a perfect sphere and immediately sagging into a greasy amoeba. Superimposed on the captured speckles of the plastic the curving lines left by the sweep of the cleaning rag are clearly visible.
“You din’t come in yesterday.” The booth is in the corner, out of the way of the few customers who come in this late. The seats are plastic and soft, too soft and too low for the height of the table. The table is edged in chrome that is fluted in small ridges, minuscule corrugations that provide a track to carry a thumbnail around the edge of the table, as far as one can reach. A man could reach farther than a woman or a child. The joint where the chrome meets the plastic is filled with dirt.
“You din’t come in yesterday.” The tone is accusatory rather than questioning. The woman does not wait for a reply. It is not clear that she wants a reply. Perhaps she has not spoken. As she returns to her position behind the counter, her back is broad and dumpy, but peculiarly flat, a man’s back draped in a cotton print dress, with the puffy arms and indented elbows of a woman. Above the flat shoes and blue socks rise the hairless, blue-veined legs of a woman. Her hair is gray and stringy.
There are five booths in the room, three on this side of the door. In the far corner, beyond the door and the last two booths, is the jukebox. Without the jukebox there would be room for another booth. The jukebox stands silent and unlit. The booths are all empty. In the booth, two girls sit facing the jukebox. A boy, younger and so much smaller that he is almost obscured, sits opposite them, facing both the two girls and the main part of the room. A hand grips the edge with some force, making the knuckles of the fist protrude. The neon sign in the window just past the door blinks on and off, intermittently tinting with red the blonde hair of the girl seated nearest the aisle. The quick break of her laughter chimes perfectly, but possibly by coincidence, with the disappearance of the rosy shine as she leans quickly forward, so that the darkened hair, the laugh, and the lean all come together. There is no neon sign in the near window. Within, the room is illuminated by a single ceiling fixture, above the counter, directly in front of the door. A circular, cake-shaped glass, clear, but fluted with alternate frosted bands, is speckled on the bottom with the bodies of insects that have crawled into it and died. Perhaps the spots are not insects, but dust. Save for the woman behind the counter, the room is empty. A drop of soup lies flattened on the tabletop. A solitary drop has fallen and shattered into five droplets. Each of the five maintains its globular shape, crystal-clear pearls against the chipped green paint of the railing. It has begun to rain. The sky is clear.
The railing has been recently painted. The paint is dark green, thick, with a gloss like enamel. Jagged pockmarks tell of the flaking of a previous layer. The knuckles whiten and protrude as the fist tightens against the fluted metal. A drop of rain quivers and sags into an amoeba that runs into tiny separate spheres. The way down is long. Only on the most quiet of nights and with the most acute hearing would it be possible to hear the lapping of the waves, the washing of the water. There is a faint splash, a momentary indentation of the liquid surface, a series of expanding circles, a peaking of a conical wave, a small dash against the side of the bowl.
“Thirty-five,” she says, placing on the counter a nickel and a dime as she lifts from the counter the two proffered quarters. The booth nearest the jukebox is empty. The girl’s hair is long and blonde. Neither braided nor tied, it clings closely to the contours of the head, curves in about the neck, spreads around the shoulders and disappears behind the wooden panel that, like the back of a church pew, separates that booth from the one next to it. The knuckles on the clenched hand stand out white and protruding. The neon light gives an intermittent red glow to the blonde hair. The quick break of her laughter chimes perfectly, but possibly by coincidence, with the disappearance of the rosy shine as she leans quickly forward, so that the darkened hair, the laugh, and the lean all come together. The hard metal presses firmly against the rib cage, probably leaving beneath the clothes a horizontal red bar against the chest. To a person standing erect, the railing reaches only slightly above the waist. A small stone is falling, kicked from beneath the bottom rung of the railing. It is lost from sight before it hits the water.
A sliver of moon floats under the surface, rocked gently to and fro on the swelling of the waves. Around and above it, a hundred pinnacles of light, a thousand elusive luminances, blink fitfully on the ripples of the tide. The air is chilly. A solitary drop has fallen and shattered into five droplets. Each of the five maintains its globular shape, crystal-clear pearls against the chipped green paint of the railing. A thumb follows along the smooth metal, running into and through the erect stalks of the wilted dandelions. The knuckles are white and protruding. The hard metal presses into the flesh, leaving, beneath the clothes, a horizontal red bar. There is a faint splash, a momentary indentation, then expanding circles, action and reaction on the disturbed liquid surface.
Later, reading Alain Robbe-Grillet, I recognized that by limiting the narrative report to sense impressions and placing the reader in a position where, without the reflective consciousness of the mind receiving the perceptions, it becomes difficult to tell what they amount to, I had attempted something akin to his nouveau roman erasure of narrator. At that time, I also saw more clearly that a sustained and memorable effect in an exercise of this sort would come not from the few pages I had written but from page after page of sense impressions creating their own narrative over time. But in 1949 I hadn’t read Robbe-Grillet.
John Holmes was sharp and blunt. In a conference in his office on the second floor of Tufts College’s Packard Hall, he told me how much he liked the story, and then asked me if I had ever considered suicide. Shocked, I evaded his gaze and sought refuge in the full-face portrait of Robert Frost, autographed and framed on the wall behind Holmes’s right shoulder. Ivy, some of it browning and falling from the vines in October blocked a good deal of the light from the vaulted window of leaded glass.
“No,” I said. Suicide had never entered my mind when I wrote the story. It was an impression of solitude on the tail end of a day during the tail end of a year. “I was interested in the details,” I said. “I like the way a mind picks things up, arranges them, and tries to make something of them.” And this was true.
Now, as I waited for news from Dad, who had gone back to the hospital, I picked up the story, which lay on the top of our piano in the tri-fold form we used for submissions to professors of English at Tufts. It was graded A-, with little or no comment, for the commentary had been delivered in the meeting in Holmes’s office. Had my mother read it? My rational mind told me she had not, for she was not a reader, and had displayed very little interest in the classes I was pursuing. If she had read it, had she understood it in the way that Holmes was so quick to pick up? If she had read it that way, was the reading in some way responsible for her step over the edge into the irresponsibility of the night’s work that had led to her hospitalization? Had I pushed her in the unthinkable direction she had taken?
She had taken pills, Dad said, a whole bottle of them. There was no way that they were likely to kill her or do her permanent damage, but she seemed to intend that they should. She would be better off in heaven, she said. She would see her father and mother. She would be reunited with Dad when he got there. Her children would be better off without her.
The doctors had pumped out her stomach and wanted to keep her in the hospital a while for observation. I thought of Dad’s brother, the one who died from poison before Dad was born, and I was sure Dad was thinking of him. Ma knew that story, too.
I convinced myself that she had not read my story, had not taken her cue from thinking about it. But I was troubled by another thought. Remembering the dream in which I foresaw the burning of my cousin Janice’s house, I considered the possibility that the story I had written for Holmes’s class sprang from a precognition of depression and suicide, not, as Holmes thought, in my life, but in the life of my mother. Perhaps I had picked up signals that we should all have been aware of before the shattering events of the night when my Dad cried out, “Damn it, Gladys, I will tell the children.”
Ma came home soon, but our lives were not the same. Ken’s birthday fell on December tenth. He was seven that year. Somehow we got through that and through Christmas. I did most of the shopping for the younger children. Dad had difficulty getting free time from the Navy Yard and Robert had his schoolwork. Because I was commuting to Tufts, I didn’t need to drop out immediately to come home, so I cut some classes, went late to Medford and came home early. Because Dad was ride-sharing to Boston, I was able to drive the car in and brave the crowds on Washington Street, where Filene’s and Jordan Marsh and Raymond’s had much of what we wanted. Most of the rest came from Sears in Woburn or Brookline. We tried to have someone with Ma at all times, but it wasn’t always possible. She seemed well enough most of the time, but a great sadness had descended on her. She sweated a lot, slept a lot, and took therapeutic baths. Robert and I cooked. Dorothy helped. She was eleven. I mothered Ginger, or tried to.
We discussed the situation with Doctor Logue, the physician who had attended our family since Robert and I were babies. Burlington lacked a resident doctor and in those days Doctor Logue was the only Woburn physician who would make Burlington house calls. He gave us our childhood shots. He came when we had fevers, or chicken pox, or mumps. He drove out day after day to deliver to Robert and me the prolonged course of injections, alternating cheeks until our backsides looked like pin cushions and felt a lot worse, after Rover died of rabies. He stood, cursing, at the foot of the cherry tree on the day when Robert saw him coming and shinnied up out of reach and wouldn’t come down. “Let him die of rabies,” he said in exasperation, as Ma stood ineffectually wringing her hands. I think that Robert did, in fact, escape that day’s shot, and Dr. Logue drove off in a huff, with his tires spinning up a morose cloud of driveway dirt. In the end, we both survived. Perhaps we didn’t need the shots, for Rover had never bitten us or anyone else, but after his death a vet took his head to a laboratory and confirmed that the lethargy and foaming mouth of his last days were indeed produced by the disease. Robert and I had romped in the grass with him, had ridden on his back, and might well have taken his saliva onto our hands and into our mouths.
Now, Dr. Logue was again frustrated and upset. He knew Ma’s life, he knew her temperament. He knew she needed more help than he could give her. We should get her to a psychiatric hospital, he said. McLean Hospital, in Waltham, was the closest and best. Allied with Harvard University, it gave world-famous care. But because McLean’s was private and expensive beyond our means we had to consider state mental hospitals such as the one in Worcester. Ma was clearly delusional. She remembered things that hadn’t happened, things that couldn’t have happened, obscure, bizarre incidents from a fantasy world. One of the least of these fantasies kept her in her constant complaint of itching from the bugs she thought had invaded her body. She was obsessive and paranoiac. She smelled smoke from a man’s cigar in a house where no man ever smoked a cigar. No, it wasn’t Dad’s pipe, it was definitely cigar smoke, couldn’t we smell it? The smoke was worst at night, when perhaps someone was standing outside in the garden plotting to do us harm. Maybe the man with the cigar would use it to light a fire and burn the house down. She knew it was her brother Andy, who wanted to get back at her for the terrible things he said she had done. If only Andy and June had managed to hold their jobs and get along better, they could have kept Sandy and the baby, and Andy would not have had to leave his children with us. What could Ma do except give her up when June came and asked for them. June was her mother, after all. What did Andy expect? Poor Andy. He had always had problems since he was a child. Ma and Pa were old when he arrived and they didn’t have enough time for him. They never read to him when he was little. You need to read to children. You need to read to them early, and keep on reading to them. Andy couldn’t keep a child by himself. Andy didn’t get very far in school. In those days the schools didn’t help much either. Poor Andy could hardly read and write. His letter was in pencil, scratchy, unpunctuated, and hard to read, “im gonna get you glad for what you done im gonna get your kids see how that feels.” June was so hard. It would have been better if June wasn’t so hard. If only she had a soft spot somewhere. I think maybe she had a hard life. And Sandra was such a nice little girl, but she was already hard, too. She teased the cat. You could tell her to be gentle, but it didn’t sink in. She would be running after it and it running away with its tail switching as soon as you turned your back. She didn’t mean bad though. I mean she wasn’t a mean child at all. Why are people so hard? Take Grandma Perkins, banging a tin pan in Rover’s concrete water bowl to wake your father when he had been up late and she thought the cow couldn’t wait another minute for milking. And Aunt Lillian and Alice never liked me and held grudges against me. They thought I stole their little brother. Little? He was a grown man, twenty-eight when I married him. So big, so handsome. They wanted him for themselves to stay on the farm always. Digging holes to plant potatoes in the spring, digging holes again in the fall to get them out of the ground, digging another hole to put them in for the winter and covering them with straw. Holes, holes, holes. Coming into the house with his shoes caked with mud and his pants dirty up to the knees. And I had to wash them and hang them up on the line and in the winter they would freeze as hard as boards. In and out of the ground. It all seemed so silly, and you get tired of potatoes. You want something else to cook sometimes, and something else to eat. That was the way he hurt his back, digging potatoes. So strong he could do chin-ups with one hand in the kitchen doorway. One year he had to dig most of them on his knees, but he did it anyway. They wanted everything from him. He had to run the farm, but it never made any money. And Grandpa Perkins with a new car every year. Who needs a new car every year, especially with three old wrecks lined up by the garage. They were going to make tractors of them, they said. I was the young one, really only a child. Eighteen and barely out of school. I was an A student and took the Commercial course, and got a good job after the mill. But what did I know? We had a nice house in Lowell. And then in Burlington the house was so dirty from oil smoke that I had to clean Grandma Perkins’s painting to see what it was. I wiped and wiped at it before I could see it was pansies. It wasn’t a bad painting. Why would anyone let it get so dirty. And the walls, too. You could feel the grease on your fingers. I think they had it in for me. I don’t know why. We should have left the farm, but he wouldn’t do it. Always said we couldn’t. In New Hampshire and Vermont you could get nice farms for a few hundred dollars. In Maine, too. He said what would he do? I said what did he need to do? We could have chickens and a cow. Look at Lil. Remember the place in New Hampshire? And they had a goat there. In Maine, Sherwin got a nice job as a night watchman. He doesn’t have to do much except walk around and throw a switch once in a while. And they have a nice snug house, with the barn attached. Then there are the summer camps. He rakes leaves and things. But nobody listens to me. The kids need fresh air, I tell him. Kenny had that eczema as a baby, and we rubbed him with a black salve, and now he coughs so you would think his lungs would burst. Asthma. Awake at night watching him thinking each breath will be his last. He’ll grow out of it, they say, but they don’t know that. We need to get away from people. Always sneaking up on you. You never know they’re there, and they watch you all the time. I wish I could hear them better, to know when they’re coming. He only grumbles. I can’t hear you, I say. Nothing, he says, I didn’t say anything, but I know he did. He can be mean sometimes. He says in Maine it would be hard to take you to Mass General to have your hearing checked. But you don’t take me now, I say. I go with the kids. I’m working, he says. In Maine, though, he wouldn’t be working, he would have plenty of time. But anyway what does it get you? All those visits. All those waitings on dark benches like church pews set up for prayers but with no ministers, only nurses in white uniforms scurrying here and there like members of a choir that don’t know where they should gather for the hymns, and never stopping for you, never telling you how much longer you have to wait. Then you see the doctor, but it’s already time to be gathering the kids and heading for North Station and the train to Woburn. Then the bus is crowded and you have to stand and your feet hurt and the kids are hungry. What do the doctors know? They say it’s your adenoids. They say it’s your sinuses. They want to operate. Then they do operate, but it doesn’t do any good. You can’t get rid of the smell and the sick feeling of ether. Sometimes it hurts so much I feel like the top of my head is coming off. And think of the hearing aids. Bulky things all wires and batteries they strap across your chest so they don’t show but most of what you hear is the rustling of your underclothes. I remember the time when my ears popped. I was in the tub and suddenly there was a pop and I couldn’t hear and they said my hearing would come back, but it didn’t. It didn’t come back at all. And then people began to talk behind my back. They snicker and think I don’t know it, but I do know it even if I can’t hear them. They smirk and try to hide it. Why does Dad have to go so far to work in Boston? He could have had a good job in Burlington as a janitor at the new high school, but he wanted to be a boilermaker. Fine. Be a boilermaker. But that means he’s gone all day. Up at five, on the road at six, not home sometimes until ten or eleven. And then sometimes gone all night on the night shift, sleeping all day when there was work to be done around the house. You’re right, that was during the war. Still, he could have had a good job closer to home. I had all you kids to take care of. It’s hard. All he wants to do is sit and read and smoke his pipe. Grandpa Perkins was funny about that. “All he learned in the damned Marines,” he said, “was swearing and smoking,” and him, Grandpa Perkins, puffing on his own pipe all the time and swearing like a trooper himself. I liked him, though, Grandpa Perkins. He was nice to me. We used to meet for lunch sometimes in Boston. We would meet under the brass coffee pot, the one with steam coming out of the spout, near the State House. But Rose Bennett, your Grandmother, with her Perkinses and Bennetts and Coolidges all hoity toity about who fought in the Revolution, and who came over on the Mayflower for all I know, and the statue in Maine to one of the Bennetts, and her college education, and her Daughters of the Revolution, and elm trees planted by slaves, and her Women’s Christian Temperance Union, a bunch of old biddies mostly, and rolling bandages for soldiers with the rich Mabel Henderson from the mansion up the street, up the hill from Pat Keating’s, much too good to associate with common trash. I wasn’t good enough for her darling son, I guess. Joneses were Welsh, not English, as if that made a difference. Scots weren’t English either. And I had French ancestors. In those days, that mattered, too. There were French people in Lowell, and Ma and Pa wouldn’t let me play with the French children, so I understood that part of it. But we weren’t Catholic. Then, too, we had an Indian ancestor, a beautiful princess, they said. I don’t think Grandma Perkins liked that, but who was she to talk? I think there were Indians in her family, too. And I’m sure my people fought in the Revolution, but they didn’t make such a big thing about it. I don’t think they knew much about their ancestry. I could probably join the Daughters of the American Revolution if I looked it up. If it comes to that, who cares about ancestors? As for The Women’s Christian Temperance Union, ha! Who do they think they are? None of the Joneses ever took a drink or ever would, but they didn’t need a union to tell them not to. We knew right from wrong just as well as Grandma did. Grandpa Perkins isn’t a real Perkins, anyway. He was adopted into the family, but his real name was Faust or Frost. Your Dad looks like the poet Robert Frost, I think. Did I ever tell you that? You know the poet? Don’t you think so?
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/13406 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!