
  

s regular as the phases of the moon, whenever I visit 
my father , there are cer tain topics we discuss every 

time: politics, the state of world affairs, sports, the status 
of house projects, the economy. And books. Always 
books.  

Both my folks have been avid readers and act ively 
involved with their community s l ibrary for as far back as 
I can remember. When I do a mental inventory of the 
house we grew up in, the living room always includes a 
tome rest ing on the overstu ffed armchair my father fa-
vored, a neat ly r ipped wedge of the newspaper mark ing 
the point at which he had been called away for supper or 
to tend to a chore that requ ired a man s hands. After the 
evening news and while we children were doing our 
homework , he wou ld ret ire to the qu iet and comfor t of 
th is end of our home, soon absorbed in the pages of h is 
volume.  

As k ids, our summers were spent in New Hampshire 
in a cot tage my folks bu ilt just before the last two of us 
were born. With the blessed naiveté of children, we never 
not iced that there was no shower, no phone, no heat ing 
other than the wood-burning stove, no modern appli-
ances. Coffee spu ttered and burped in an old, dented 
percolator on the burner of the ancient stove; a boxy 
toaster with a cloth-wrapped cord warmed slabs of 
homemade bread; an old radio whose rabbit ears t r ied 
feebly to sense ou t a stat ion from the other side of the 
roll ing h il ls, usually with no success, occasionally 
brought music to the room, bu t most of the t ime it sat 
mute as a stone, collect ing dust and clu t ter . A television 
was unnoticeably absent.  

Days of Ju ly and August were spent catching (and 
releasing) spot ted salamanders; captain ing barges fash-

ioned from nothing more than two wooden blocks of un-
equal size, a nail, and a piece of twine to pu ll it ; running 
barefoot up and down the twisty, uneven paths, our feet 
knowing inst inct ively where to land amongst the rocks 
and roots and where the cool damp patches contrasted 
with the sun-warmed, br ist ly spots; and jumping in and 
ou t of the crystal, spr ing-fed lake unt il ou r l ips were as 
purple as baby eggplants and our skin goosebumped like 
a freshly-plucked hen s.   

And rainy days, those on which my mother not 
common sense kept us from pursu ing our fantast ical 
wor ld ou tdoors? Oh, they were actually a source of great 
delight and t reasure. Never did we chafe at being cot-
tage-bound. Why wou ld we, when there were wor lds of 
escapades and travel and mystery beckoning us? Yes, we 
cou ld spend the whole day reading! A three-day soaker , 
when we were socked in by mist and clouds that rolled 
and bounced atop the lake like gray tumbleweeds and 
rain that peppered the water l ike endless handfu ls of 
tossed pebbles, was ideal for cu r ling up in front of the 
fireplace with one of the many ent icing library books 
leaning in precarious towers in the corner.  

The township near our lake was quaint and pictu r-
esque, with a bandstand for Sunday afternoon concer ts 
and the qu intessent ial New England white church, 
school, and town hall ( faith, hope, and char ity, as they 
were collect ively known) clustered behind a large village 
green. There were three commercial bu ildings in the t iny 
town: the post office (which was actually a converted 
room in Mrs. Tucker s t idy white home, the front of 
which was crowded with a r iot of glor ious perennials), a 
small, family-run general store, and a public library.  

Every week, on Wednesday afternoon, my mother 
piled her four gir ls into the old Willys jeep, us bicker ing 
over who got to sit on the tailgate as we bounced over the 
gravel road to town. This week ly t r ip uptown was the 
sole occasion we cou ld be coaxed, pr ied, or br ibed away 
from the lake and the woods: we got to go to the library 
(the only time it was open) and were each given a dime to 
spend on candy (the only time we bought confections).  

Situated in a small, ir regu lar ly-shaped Victor ian 
br ick bu ilding bu ilt in the 1880s, the library s inter ior 
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