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Chapter One

A woman can hide in the raising of sons. She knows the limits of their curiosity, the way their bodies charge ahead of their logic, and the risk in realizing that their masculine reflections may only mirror the reluctant image of their mothers. I know. I have been married for fifty years and had three sons not fathered by my husband.

The story begins almost forty years ago this summer, when I inherited Whimsy Towers, an oceanfront home in Chatham, Massachusetts. Clad in cedar shake and weathered by years of wind and storms, the house was where my southern grandmother had fled to escape an unhappy marriage. Leaving the strictures of South Carolina Lowcountry and a domineering husband, she first went abroad and tasted the Parisian life of the 1920s. Grandmother Theodosia was not much suited to conformity, and she came back pregnant with the child of a famous, and married, French artist.

Her displeased lawyer husband preferred deception to disclosure, saving face to admitting cuckoldry. While he probably wanted to display his adulterous wife on an old-fashioned cucking stool to bolster his own righteous superiority, he decided to turn a blind eye to indiscretion. His place in society provided armor from prying eyes, and position and prestige bolstered his resolve. Southern gentlemen of means determined the public face of the household, and Grandfather soon developed his own shadowy habits of illicit pleasure and intimacy. Women who were content to be in the orbit of his power did not question him, but Theodosia was not so pliant. She gave birth to their daughter, my mother, under the pretense of a prosperous and important family continuing their southern lineage, but she could not continue the charade.

How Theodosia Hampton came to Cape Cod is a mystery, and no one remains who can tell me. Her daughter, Emily, conceived in the passion of misspent freedom, was early sent to boarding school, with visits to her father in South Carolina and her mother on the Cape. The semblance of a family was maintained long-distance, with divorce not an option for a man who saw women as decoration and the necessary carrier for continuing the family name. Why Theodosia married him, I do not know, but expectations of the time may have weighed heavily on her heart, crushing her with duty.

The likelihood of continuing a loveless marriage was the tipping point for a free spirit who would not be caged, and she must have challenged and disappointed her husband in many ways. I have several letters from Grandfather to Theodosia after the Stock Market Crash of 1929. He was trying to hold onto his world, his wealth, his sense of order:



I see no way for you to remain in Cape Cod, and I will make temporary adjustments in my personal and social arrangements for your return to our house. It may be necessary to send Emily to a different school or to a non-boarding school when you are back in South Carolina. These changes need to be made to protect our family name and prospects.



Theodosia evidently did not respond well to folding her tents. She stayed put on Cape Cod. Now I am in her house and will tell you about the love and lies that have surrounded me, but first you need to know about Stormy.

All the movies and books and songs in the world cannot touch the love story of my grandmother and her seafaring lover. A fisherman, the captain of a small charter boat out of Provincetown, Massachusetts, he washed up on the shore of her life with the simple desire to be with her, to adore and value her. He was younger and shy, not schooled in the demands of society, which I think made him more attractive to the outgoing and beautiful Theodosia. I met Stormy as an old man, after my grandmother’s death. She had left me her estate, including the house with bright pink trim and two towers that flash red and green colored beams far out into the ocean. I did not know Theodosia. I have had to recreate my grandmother in my mind. Sometimes now I cannot separate the prelude of another woman at Whimsy Towers from my time here. Our parallel lives might have touched, and sometimes I think I am living her life. I am the only child of her only child.

Like the rushing flow of streams that meet and blend, our stories share power that roils and carves its way through the landscape with dogged determination. There is urgency at Whimsy Towers. Families have crumbled and then risen from the ashes. I am part of that continuity; I feel its pull. We are women who could not stay put, who could not settle, who need passion and purpose. Some women dare to defy and can hold secrets without remorse; some cannot. Stormy was my link to a lost family. But I am meandering from the present and going too quickly into the past.

My attention must stay on track. I need to think about my son’s funeral.

How do you say goodbye to your child? How do you admit to the wrong order of things?
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“I don’t much take to puttin’ people in the ground,” Mattie said matter-of-factly, digging her hand deep into a bag of flour. Mattie had been spending the summers as housekeeper at Whimsy Towers for several years, since my sons found my car keys in the refrigerator at Thanksgiving. They saw erratic behavior in their aging mother, who was often alone at the ocean. I was safe here with my mistakes and my secrets, where dictates of conscience could hide in the corners.

“Ever since Mama rose up and scared the Jesus wits out of Pa, I been thinkin’ it’s not right to fill God’s earth with boxes. They’re not for growin’. Who decided that, anyway?”

I wasn’t sure if Mattie was asking about my son David’s upcoming burial arrangements or looking for worldly knowledge I might have collected, since cremation seemed to be the family way. Either way, I had sunk into sadness and grief, unable to converse about burial choices.

She continued without waiting for an answer. “You can't see God's face if you got walls down under.” She paused, opening her fist to look at the clump of flour slipping through her black fingers, and then closed her eyes, singing in a low voice, “No more walls, no more walls. Lord, Lord, no more walls….”

Her hand sprinkled flour slowly across the dough board, as if her fingers moved on their own during this reverie. Mattie leaned into the counter and began to rub the flour around with both hands. She had made hundreds of biscuits on that board, with a rhythm that never varied. “No more walls,” she repeated, almost in a whisper, creating her own wall of silence and separation.

I couldn't tell if she wanted an answer or just time to reflect. Mattie was like that. She'd jump on an issue, ask questions and then think about it, drawing from the limited pool of her own experience. I watched her reach into the old green bowl that seemed always to have dough rising in it. Rolling and pounding flat the yeasty ball with her large, rough hands, she looked at me and asked seriously, “Do you want to be buried?”

I shuddered, tears forming. I frankly wondered how anyone could be committed to one place, in life or death. “No, no I don't. I want to be cremated and scattered.” But David left no instruction. He had no opportunity to make a plan.

Whether Mattie wanted information on the history of underground burials, I do not know. I had little idea about evolving customs for the dead and was glad to leave the subject. I do know that people have been buried in caskets of honey and that John Paul Jones was initially laid to rest in straw and whiskey, but I realized later that Mattie was probably pursuing with me her own fears and choices, and I did not see it because of my own grief.

I'd heard the story of her mother several times. A frail and sickly woman, with a will to live and a body for dying, she had slipped away as the wretched hot summer in the South Carolina delta eased into fall. The family buried her near the shores of a quiet stream, where moss-draped trees arched over the grave. Fallen leaves covered the mound through winter months that barely cooled the sultry air. Mattie remembered these details of the place but had no idea where it was. There were tears and fainting and picnics with baskets of fried chicken and pies piled high with fruit, but the memories had wandered and lay in her head like exhausted nomads.

When spring arrived and the rains came, Mattie and her father did not visit the grave. For weeks it poured. “Like heaven had to empty out,” she used to tell me. But finally the skies cleared, and the soggy earth allowed father and daughter to walk the long road. The sweet, moist fragrance of jasmine surrounded them. Picking their way around dusty potholes turned to puddles, they swatted at flies and sang in low voices about God’s mercy and care. Gospel songs unfolded heaven’s plan, gathering the uncertainties of this life into a gift for the unknown. She’d never seen a chariot but knew with certainty that one was coming for her. She trusted the hand that held hers. At this point in the story, Mattie stopped and closed her eyes. What is horror to a child of five or six can continue to make its way in painful detail with the passage of time.

Before she knew why, her father had dropped her hand and run the last short distance to the grave. Her bare feet stuck in the mud, and she lost her balance without her father's hand to steady her. Half crawling, she stumbled toward the figure ahead, trying to see what had caused him to leave her.

There was her father, a big man, strong and stoic, collapsed in a heap of heaving sobs. His head dropped forward from his shoulders farther than any prayer had ever sent it. This man who didn't question God was wailing, “Why? Why?” As frightened Mattie slowly made her way toward him, she saw the exposed top of the plain wooden box that held her mother.

Bright yellow plastic flowers were scattered in the mud; some had slid toward the riverbank. She stood stunned. “I… I got my dress dirty,” she stuttered. When her father turned and saw her, he scooped up his daughter in his arms and silently made his way back home, never stopping to put her down.

“I was too scared to speak,” she'd say. “I was afraid God was tryin' to send Mama back. I wondered if she'd been naughty; and if I was naughty, would God send me back someday.”

Mattie never returned to the gravesite. As she thought about it years later, she assumed family and friends went back and moved the casket to higher ground. Within days, her God-fearing father took up alcohol and drowned himself within. “The devil's in the drink,” Mattie would say, and she never in her life has touched a drop.


Chapter Two

My name is Theresa Alston Crandall. 1980 is the year that changed my life. I ventured from my home in northern Virginia to spend a few weeks on Cape Cod at Whimsy Towers, to explore a sudden inheritance and family history that turned everything upside down. My husband Kevin, steady and predictable, wanted to accompany me but knew I had to step into the unknown alone. Our marriage had lost its footing and was operating on cruise control. The future was uncertain. I was tempted to cast him off, like the wrapper of a candy I’d already eaten.

I was not an experienced traveler. I came to the Cape at age thirty-four, anxious for adventure, freedom, and the chance to explore possibilities outside the routine I knew so well. I was not expecting to find love or be unfaithful to my husband.

Raised by a widowed father who kept me close, I had basked in his attentive care and the safety of his love. Kevin was a version of my father, but dependable did not satisfy my growing restlessness. I yearned for the days when we had made love on the Oriental carpets and ate ice cream in the rain. We had been college sweethearts who made the plunge into matrimony with the optimism of youth. We loved each other with the naive hope that commitment would soften the rough edges, but our marriage evolved into patterns and habit. Routine crushes passion.

Now my body has long since lost its desire. Quickened breath is related to too many stairs. I do not wonder about the touch of a man’s hand exploring my body. I dread the thought of anyone even seeing my softened flesh, which hangs in ways gravity has pulled it. I do not feel the need for sexual intimacy at all. My body is dead to desire, and Kevin’s cannot rise to the challenge. Old age is one bookend of life, a relentless despot whose cold, dark face stares without blinking. Comfort and calm have replaced urgency in the bedroom. Raising a family added more sleep to nights of lovemaking.

We have settled into that place of familiarity that keeps us together without stress, without fear. Anticipation is the hope of waking to a new day. Sometimes I need a cane to steady my resolve.

I have always loved Kevin, but he has been an unsuspecting partner in the orchestrated façade of our life together. A good husband is a cushion for falling, a man who knows when to step in and when to hold back. Perhaps a good husband is not too inquisitive. My love for him has sheltered a lie, and I have often wondered if my wish to protect my husband has been fair to my sons and fair to another man who would be hauled in by casting my net over the past. You will learn the unraveling. Deception lies in wait of good intentions.

I arrived at Whimsy Towers in the spring of 1980, ready to reorganize my life at age thirty-four. A medical diagnosis had dashed our hopes of being able ever to bring a baby full term. I had miscarried. Our bodies just did not want to cooperate. As I think of it now, perhaps my marital unhappiness was depression, a mental state that withdrew from reality and wanted to create a fantasy from rainbows and wishbones. I certainly had nothing to complain about—a caring husband, a good provider, a beautiful home in Alexandria, and a career that allowed me to write and draw. My deceased grandmother shook our world with the house she left me and made me face choices that I had tried to avoid.

So how did we raise a family? That’s the beginning of my secrets.
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Picture a large, weathered, two-story Cape Cod house, with an inviting porch and rolling lawn to the biggest expanse of blue water that your eyes can grasp. Picture the sun rising each morning out of that glistening, wet surface, sprinkled with dazzling bits of orange and yellow that melt with the emerging day. Then picture a young woman with a love of swimming naked, who is lonely and curious and eager for adventure. A woman who is bored with her life sees possibilities in others’.

I settled easily into Whimsy Towers with my yellow Labrador Gypsy. I swam and read and dug into the history of my family. I knew that my parents had moved in with Theodosia after college, and I was born on the Cape. But when I was two, my mother was lost in a sailing accident. She was an expert sailor but could not outwit or outrun a terrible storm that caught her too far out in the ocean. She was never found.

And so my life in Virginia began when my father moved me far from the scene of painful memories and Theodosia’s deteriorating mental state. She was overcome with grief. She had lost her only child, the seed sown in her rebellious Parisian interlude, the joyful evidence of her independence from the husband still in South Carolina. Life just emptied out when Emily disappeared. Theodosia got a full-time nurse, and my father and I got a fresh start. I have no memories of Whimsy Towers or of the two women who lived here before me, but I’m in their space. I breathe the salt air that both filled and caressed their bodies and dashed their hopes. My father washed Whimsy Towers from my young mind. And now I, too, have lost a grown child. I feel the presence of Theodosia. I feel her emptiness. Something in a mother dies with the death of her child.

With a start, suddenly I was reminded that there was still a telephone landline in the house. “Hello?”

“Theresa, you didn’t answer your cell phone. How are you holding up?” Kevin didn’t wait for an answer. There is no possible good news two days after your child’s death. “I’ve been on the phone with the funeral people today, and we settled the music. They’ve been very helpful.”

It’s their business to be helpful, I thought, but said nothing.

“Theresa, I’ll be up tomorrow morning. We can go over the details. The notice for the service went out today.”

Kevin is good at plans, at process. Lawyers know how to move along an issue. He is a good lawyer and a good father. He has been a good husband, too, though it took me years to settle into the rhythm of it. He’s been trying to withdraw from his law firm, testing the waters of retirement by spending more time with me at the Cape this summer. His youngest child’s passing was not an anticipated detour; he had just returned to Virginia the day before the accident.

“Have you heard from Tim? He’s been trying to reach you.”

“No, I’m sorry. I haven’t….” I replied.

I repeated the order of my sons’ names to myself. I’d had three children in four years—three boys: Tim, Kevin Jr., and David. I think they often felt like triplets. Despite their differences, friends sometimes expected them to be like cookie-cutter duplicates. And now my baby is gone. My thirty-three-year-old baby.

“I’ll call Tim, I promise.”

“He’s really worried about you.”

“I’ll call.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Theresa. Need anything from here?”

“No, no thanks,” I responded, sounding aimless and lost even to myself.

I settled back into the cushy, striped sofa in the kitchen, a long-ago replacement for the flowery one that Theodosia had left. A thirty-foot kitchen with cherubs and boats painted on the ceiling and furniture arranged in front of a large, stone fireplace created a welcoming, all-purpose room. I knew that Theodosia had often invited friends and artists to share her home. She and Stormy were the nucleus of a family that they invented.

He spent many evenings spread out on the furniture, looking so at ease in my home that he knew so well, telling me stories about his life with my grandmother. I often felt like an intruder in Theodosia’s world, a visitor who came and forgot to leave. I had the keys to her house, but Stormy had the keys to her heart. He belonged where I did not. Their love blossomed and thrived in the sharing of it. Whimsy Towers was where creativity and friendship flourished, and gloom was not admitted. No wonder Grandfather never visited!

At first I mostly came for the summers with the children, leaving Kevin in Virginia to practice law and work long hours without guilt. Gradually, as the boys grew and Kevin took more time off, we have welcomed Virginia friends and friends of the boys’. Whimsy Towers has arms that stretch out in colored beams from the towers into the ocean at night, beckoning those who are lost or guiding those on their way; and Whimsy Towers has an open door that always has room for one more at the table, even a gathering of mourners.

“Do you want sea clam cakes with the sandwiches?” Mattie asked. “The caterers are tryin’ to finalize the numbers.”

How does one count the guests of grief? There is no RSVP to a funeral, no way to mark the calendar ahead, no way to count the outpouring of disbelief and shock. A healthy young man is not supposed to die.

“Yes to clam cakes, and we’ll tell them the number tomorrow, when Mr. Kevin arrives.”

Leaning on another is a skill I’ve had to develop; it did not come naturally. My father raised me with the encouragement to express myself and think independently. Is it possible to be our honest selves in a relationship? A motherless child has voids to fill.

I am torn between wanting to be close and needing space. Communication takes work. I am absent and present in one body, living in duality. Sometimes I cannot finish a sentence because getting to the end requires remembering how it began. I am holding on to strands of normalcy that occasionally slip away. Lapses are infrequent, but I fear what may tumble from my lips.

Carefully, I pushed the automatic dial on my cell phone. “Hello, Tim, honey. Are you on your way soon? Dad is coming up tomorrow morning, so you should probably come directly here. How’s Elizabeth?”

There was a silence. Then my oldest child shared a familiar and dreaded response about his wife. “She’s drunk. I don’t think she can travel.” His voice had the slightest hint of a southern accent, after living for years in South Carolina.

That very first summer at Whimsy Towers, I had met a young father and his two little girls, Katie and Elizabeth, on a whale-watching trip. Jeff had brought his children on vacation far from their alcoholic mother in South Carolina. He was a devoted and worried husband, a caring father, and a man who wanted a vacation from turmoil. We talked and laughed and looked like a family. When I returned the next summer with baby Timmy, Jeff and the girls were back, and Elizabeth loved helping me with diapers and bathing and baby entertainment. She doted on Tim. She wanted to push his stroller without help—or interference.

As the years went on, our families spent time together in Cape Cod, even holidays outside of summer at Whimsy Towers. Two more baby boys arrived with me, but Elizabeth continued to focus on Tim. She took walks with him, taught him how to ride a bicycle, and hugged him until he screamed. Her own mother was rarely able to function as a parent and mostly stayed in South Carolina in the company of bourbon. I think Elizabeth was developing her own maternal instincts and then romantic ones. Possessiveness is not a healthy addition to any relationship, but Elizabeth was fun and thoughtful and could beat Tim at tennis. She developed into a beautiful, if aggressive, young woman. We enjoyed her company, her good manners, and the southern drawl that made all the world feel more gracious and at ease.

Can you guess?

At the end of the summer just before Tim was headed to college at the University of Virginia, Elizabeth announced that she was pregnant. She was as calm with this news as if she would drop it and head out to the movies. Tim admitted to spending time with her inside our boathouse, afternoons and even all night. Boys can be awkward liars, but he had friends in Chatham that came and went during the summer, and he spent odd hours at their homes and in the boathouse. Or so I thought.

When this sexual relationship began, they would not tell us, but she must have gotten pregnant the first week they laid eyes on each other that year. Close friends have a familiarity that can slip into something more, and Tim was flattered and smitten—and clueless. He followed the desire of his body for hers, like a willing puppet that is powerless to deviate from the script.

Kevin and I were beyond distraught, confronting the ruin of Tim’s future because of his inability to control his impulses—or to prevent pregnancy. He did not have a serious girlfriend at high school in Virginia, but he knew about consequences. Elizabeth was working on the Cape for the summer and nearly finished with college. Her stunned father broke down into tears, feeling the failure of his role as a father as well as a husband. I guess we all stumble over the empty promises that life will meet our needs and follow a path that we choose, but life has no guarantees. We plan, we hope, we whistle in the wind.

I was in no position to be shocked.

“What are you going to do? We really want you to come.”

“I don’t like leaving Liz.”

“Would she be all right on her own?”

“I’m not sure.” His beautiful wife had become an echo of her mother, drinking until she passed out. She and Tim married four months into the pregnancy, and he had moved to South Carolina to work for Jeff, attending the local college at night. By Christmas, the heartbeat of the unborn baby had stopped, and they faced the new year as a couple thrown together without the prospect of a family, without the impetus that had forced them together. Elizabeth began to drink with her mother, shutting out the men who not only loved them but mourned for their marriages.

Tim isn’t one for wishes. He took in stride what life provided, letting details find their place in the grander scheme of things. Creating another child, however, was not going to happen until his wife was sober. Almost twenty years have passed. She has tried and failed and tried again, but she was not strong enough to fight the enemy that wanted to defeat her.

My oldest son is rarely in touch with me and shares very little, but he has admitted that other opportunities for sexual intimacy have surfaced over the years, without his seeking them. He is still naïve about the wiles of a woman determined to have her way. He is a handsome, polite man, who works hard and doesn’t look for trouble, but his kind nature is a magnet for hungry women. I think he keeps repeating that youthful summer in Cape Cod, being drawn to the arms that want him. But I am not a good example for being able to say No.

His smile is exactly like the man’s who fathered him. Seeing my boys move into their thirties has reinforced their origins in my past with visual imprint. Their biological father was that age when they were conceived, and they have grown into his image in many ways—some subtle and some not. I must stay on guard. I must stay on guard.

What Tim said next surprised me. “Mother, what would you think if I brought someone else?”

“What kind of ‘someone else’? Like a date to your brother’s funeral?”

“Well, if Liz cannot travel, her father will stay here to watch her and not come up. I could bring a friend for company.”

“‘Company’? Is that what you call it in the 21st century? Tim, our family has a history of infidelity. It is not a topic off-limits.”

“What? Who are you talking about? Do you mean your unconventional grandmother?”

I had been too much in my own thoughts. My child was dead. I tried to regain my composure and stammered something about Theodosia and her conceiving my mother out of wedlock and my grandfather’s parade of women through his bedroom. I was anxious to shift my meaning to another generation.

“Mother, there is no parade here. And I live with Elizabeth, remember? She shares my bed and still has hold on my heart. We do the best we can, but it is not a marriage that works.”

What is a marriage that works? It is the question that haunted me as I ventured off to Cape Cod by myself so many years ago. I struggled with the answer until I gave in to desire and the compromise of secrets with contentment. I believe I created a marriage that works. Successful marriage is the satisfaction of the parties, and grounding in truth was not a requirement.

“Bring her,” I replied. “Bring her, and we will be glad to see you both.”


Chapter Three

I am in no position to judge. It is easier to turn the mirror in other directions to avoid the hard look of facing one’s self. Can I fairly assess my own behavior? Life is just different degrees of possibility. I have always loved adventure and risk. As a child, I climbed high in swinging treetops and jumped fences meant to stop me.

I am comfortable with pretending, which probably has led me to write and illustrate stories for children. I wonder if the world of make-believe has worse odds for success than the higher moral ground.

I’ve always felt the freedom to stumble and grow, to find my own voice. There was no competition for my father’s attention and no sibling comparisons.

“No two cookies are the same,” my father once said softly, biting into a large chocolate chip cookie from those we had just pulled from the oven. “The chips are always scattered differently.” I took it as approval, but maybe it was acceptance.

I have always loved the potential of my life, but relationships with men are harder for women without broken wings.

Some women question their lives, and some do not. Some women subdue what they value in themselves to promote harmony. Some stay under the radar of conflict to avoid chaos. Women are afraid to disturb tranquility. I am in awe of Theodosia for her bravery in the 1920s.

I am now close to the age of Theodosia when she died, was found drowned at Whimsy Towers. Reality had lost its grip, and she wandered out in the night with a small silver cup to empty the ocean in search of her lost daughter. With difficulty, Stormy had shared the story with me, assuming his beloved Theodosia had been trying to beat the odds. She did not easily accept defeat. On most days, she no longer even knew who Stormy was, but he stayed with her and tried to protect her from the darkening shadows that arrived with each day. I can only imagine such a love.

She had been a strong and stubborn woman, unwilling to be suffocated by her marriage or society. She battled the demons of dementia and finally lost. Am I following her?

Theodosia was a fighter, and Stormy was a man lost without her. He died the second summer I came to Chatham, but he had lived to see Timmy and rest in the hope that Theodosia’s house would carry on in our family.


[image: ]




Rain began to fall. I heard wind pushing branches gently against the side of the house, scraping and squeaking. Mattie moved through rooms to close windows, blocking the wonderful breezes that roll up from the ocean but carry rain into the house. I’ve always loved rain. Upstairs it pounds on the large, domed skylight that nearly covers the garden room ceiling, where heavy drops gather in clumps that drip down the sides in zigzag patterns.

Years ago I installed a large brick patio next to the house, where I can step outside under an awning that is cranked out to cover the patio furniture and an area big enough for parties and a band. I often nap on the lounge. Soft floral cushions with bright pink and red flowers mirror the colors of the plants in big concrete pots. It is heavenly to be swallowed up by cushions. Surely heaven is the firmament of angels, a state of mind that welcomes and soothes, where thoughts are safe and forgiven.
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