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				“There are two parts of me”—yes, he had been moved to go on. “One is made up of the history, the doings, the marriages, the crimes, the follies, the boundless bêtises of other people—especially of their infamous waste of money that might have come to me. Those things are written—literally in rows of volumes, in libraries; are as public as they’re abominable. Everybody can get at them, and you’ve, both of you, wonderfully looked them in the face. But there’s another part, very much smaller doubtless, which, such as it is, represents my single self, the unknown, unimportant—unimportant save to you—personal quantity. About this you’ve found out nothing.”

				“Luckily, my dear,” the girl had bravely said; “for what then would become, please, of the promised occupation of my future?”

				—Henry James, The Golden Bowl

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			On a rainy October afternoon in the early years of the twenty-first century, in the prosperous suburbs that roll west from Philadelphia along what was once the Pennsylvania Railroad’s main line, a crowd gathered at a church, founded three hundred years earlier as an outpost of the Church of England, to mark the untimely passing of the Duke of Villanova. After the service, in which men mumbling incantations dispensed wafers and wine to congregants lined up before the altar, the crowd spilled from the church, dispersed into cars, and bolted for what many must have anticipated would be the Duke’s final bash. Vehicles lurched out of the parking lot, accelerating past the mossy churchyard where his ashes lay freshly deposited beneath a blanket of mud. A conga line of SUVs, hybrids, and limousines soon stretched the entire two-mile route to the reception, which, as everyone in that crowd could have guessed, was to take place in the fifty-room hilltop pile that had served as headquarters for the deceased’s family for ninety-one years. The house had acquired a certain mystique in those parts, not merely for the hundreds of acres of rolling fields and woods over which it still presided at a time when single acres in the area were going for a quarter of a million dollars, but for the predilection of its owners, through three long-lived generations, for carrying on in a vivid, anachronistic style, and for throwing some unforgettable parties.

			The route from the church that afternoon wound past the traces of a vanishing past, when fortunes made from sugar refining, liquor distilling, and the condensing of soup had made possible the creation, a century earlier, of dozens of country estates modeled unapologetically on those of the British. Most had flourished for a generation, maybe two, before taxation, the Depression, and dynastic vicissitudes did them in. Manor houses, baronial in scale, were hastily demolished or unloaded onto colleges and schools. Some survived as the stately centerpieces of retirement communities, adrift in an archipelago of villas. Where lawns had once spread, present-day palazzi sprouted. Pharm Belt millionaires, flush with profits from the sale of antidepressants and statins, poured in. As the old road from the church dipped and wove, the procession rumbled past home-security-system signs, duck ponds, and the occasional vestigial stone gatepost bearing the name of one more family in the latter stages of being forgotten.

			At the top of a hill a mile from the church, cars climbed to a T intersection and slowed to a stop, their drivers idling for a moment to peer down the other side of the hill for oncoming traffic. Beyond the road, a panorama spread before them like the backdrop of some enormous outdoor stage at opening curtain. To the left of the road, a hayfield plunged and majestically rose, its contours undulating like ocean swells. Beyond it, a pasture spilled toward the horizon; another, beyond that. To the right of the road, a cornfield sloped downhill toward the dark margin of a wood. A farm road arced through the rows of khaki stubble. No driver that afternoon, pausing, could have missed the sight—the northeast corner of the largest piece of open land left in the township, vast enough in its golden era to have spanned four unincorporated communities. Each car idled for a moment, then pressed on, accelerating across the opposite lane onto a long, straight road that ran alongside a stone wall stretching as far as one could see. Near the wall’s midpoint, a high, wrought-iron gate interrupted the ribbon of gray stone. Cars slowed, turned, and glided through the entrance to the place.

			There was no dukedom, of course. The title was a private joke, deployed by his wife and children in moments of exasperation with flights of grandiosity now long forgotten. My sister and brother and I used it mockingly but not without affection; we’d never have let it slip in his presence. He’d been cast in a role in life, which he seemed to have embraced out of duty, filial devotion, family pride. That he’d played the part to acclaim was evident in the funeral turnout, which included people from the dozen and a half cultural and civic institutions in and around Philadelphia that he’d served—all listed on the back page of the program. There were museum curators, philanthropists, smaller donors, musicians, newspaper reporters, men and women who’d spent their lives working in the houses and barns of his grandparents and parents. There were a few rubberneckers, too. He wouldn’t have minded; he’d have been flattered. In his later years, he’d taken to sending us copies of articles about himself clipped from city magazines and local newspapers, which never tired of him as a subject. For all their well-intentioned fawning, it seemed to me, journalists rarely got him right. He’d mail out copies anyway, with a note on a Post-it affixed, simultaneously self-mocking and pleased. He knew as well as we did, maybe better, what the scribblers missed. He’d been catching sight of himself for years, as though brought up short by his reflection in a store window. To the extent that his performance was sometimes over the top, he’d never quite managed to look the other way.

			A few months before his death, he’d been the guest of honor at a dinner at a private club in the center of Philadelphia, one of those once all-male establishments with a brownstone-and-brick clubhouse and a venerable history dating back to the Civil War. Tuxedoed, with a cabernet-colored waistcoat and a black bow tie, he’d been maneuvered, in a wheelchair, onto the dais to be presented with a slab of glass recognizing his manifest contributions to the arts. He’d been drinking since morning. His face, perpetually boyish, had become, in his last years, blotchy and swollen. His blue eyes, habitually merry, looked watery with pain. Organs were failing. Arthritis had corroded the joints in his knees. Several hundred friends, former colleagues, civic leaders, and family members watched with curiosity, sympathy, and some trepidation the wheelchair’s progress up a wooden ramp onto the stage. The pilot, who was employed by my father and had become something of a surrogate son in those years, pivoted the chair to face the room, locked the brakes, and withdrew. Then, like a man on a high wire, the seventy-six-year-old honoree launched into his acceptance speech. He was winging it, it seemed, lofting sentences out over the heads of the audience—clauses looping, hovering, teetering—and reeling in his catch, hooked by his weather-bitten charm and occasionally self-lacerating humor.

			“When I was told that I was being given the Crystal Award,” he growled, eyes twinkling, “I thought, ‘Perfect. You can see right through it.’”

			The line of cars on the driveway dipped through a wood, rumbled over a stone bridge, and came to a place where two approaches to the house intersected. To the left, plane trees made a canopy over a curving drive. To the right, a lane descended through a cow pasture toward a cluster of barns. Straight ahead, atop a small hill, one could make out through the trees the slate roof, stone-trimmed gables, and Palladian dormers of a large English Renaissance Revival–style house. Parking attendants were commandeering cars, racing them back up the driveway, parking in an adjacent field. Guests arriving through a second gate were bailing out of their cars and setting off toward the house in the drizzle. A trolley, leased for the occasion, was shuttling people to the foot of the final hill. From there, they trudged uphill toward a paved circle blanketed in butter-colored pebbles, and entered the house through a massive, double front door.
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			Inside, the atmosphere was not exactly sepulchral. A large crowd, roaring and chattering, filled a long, walnut-paneled, transverse hall that ran the full width of the main body of the house. To the left of the entrance, a capacious alcove had been converted into an open bar. Ten bartenders stood by, provisioned with what looked like enough booze to fuel a political convention. Through a set of doors at one end of the hall, waiters beetled from a bustling pantry, maneuvering trays of hors d’oeuvres past the stuffed head of a moose and into the stream of guests. In the dining room, a table, designed to seat thirty, groaned under a payload of hams, seafood, platters heaped with slabs of rare steak. When I try to summon the specifics of that event all these years later, all that comes to mind is a blurry impression of excess. Someone had chosen to believe that seven hundred mourners might turn up, all in the mood for a hearty, multicourse meal at four in the afternoon. Out of the corner of one eye, I could swear I caught sight of a bubbling fountain of melted chocolate. I know for sure that I glimpsed a slab of something, chessboard-size but thicker, the color of cream, embossed with a heraldic shield bearing the first letter of the name of the family or the house. Butter, really?

			In the fogbound days between the death and the funeral, the call had gone out to the usual catering company—one that, I now know, had enjoyed a lock on the family’s entertainment budget going back to Prohibition. (The founder had been a bootlegger back then; the family, an energetically convivial client with abundant social and political connections.) Arrangements for the reception had been made in grief and haste, a contract signed, perhaps a deposit made. But when the bill landed like a stink bomb sometime later, no one could quite remember having signed off on a banquet of blowout proportions. Economizing had not been my father’s style in his declining years. To be fair, the caterers may have known exactly what he’d have wanted. Then again, they may have sensed in his death the end of an era—justification, albeit self-interested, for going for broke one last time. That evening, after the reception was over and the house had gone quiet, my mother, living alone nearby, received an unexpected visit from members of the catering crew. Because her marriage to my father had lasted forty-two years before the two of them had called it quits, the caterers were not strangers. Could she use a few leftovers? they wondered. (A ham, maybe? Six dozen rolls?) She couldn’t. A few weeks later, my brother, sister, and I, as executors of our father’s will, balked at the caterer’s bill and tried drop-kicking it back. The total, after all, exceeded the median household income in the country that year. Not including the $8,200 tip.

			Counterintuitively, that house was in better shape on the day of the funeral than it had been during most of my father’s lifetime. He’d spent what had proved to be his final years in a protracted, low-grade fever of restoration, lavishing his attention and inherited money on a white elephant whose days, an outside observer might have declared with certainty, were surely numbered. When my parents’ marriage had ended, my father had moved out of the fieldstone house where they’d lived together for forty years and into the nursery on the third floor of the even bigger house where his mother had grown up. For a sum that he said exceeded what his grandparents had spent to build the entire house, he’d restored the eighty-year-old slate roof. Next, he’d converted the nursery into a flat for his newly singled self: two living rooms, a dining room, library, kitchen, master bedroom, two guest rooms, two bathrooms. Then he’d set his sights on the ground floor, which had been uninhabited for a decade and a half, used only for occasional weddings, parties, and charitable events. He’d ended up restoring every one of the public rooms on the ground floor with no less attention to detail than would befit a curator of period rooms at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where he’d been the president and chief executive officer for fourteen years. Ceilings were repaired, light fixtures rewired, draperies reproduced, paintings cleaned and lit. A carpet, bigger than a tennis court, was custom woven for the living room; a round-trip ticket was purchased to send the ballroom rug across the Atlantic for rehabilitation. Furniture was dismantled, rebuilt, refinished, and reupholstered. Needlepoint sofa covers were removed, cleaned, and reapplied. Smoke stains were scrubbed from limestone walls. Plaster walls were not simply restored but “underrestored” to allow the house to look like “the beautiful old lady that she is,” as my father put it. The work was scrupulous, no expense spared.

			The scale of the undertaking was bewildering—not least because the house didn’t belong to my father. It was held by a trust set up by his grandfather, the beneficiaries of which were the members of succeeding generations who numbered in the dozens. Because the trust lacked the cash to keep up with the decay, the manse and everything in it had been deteriorating for years. No one had occupied it in its entirety for a quarter of a century. A cousin of mine was living with her partner and their daughter on the second floor, raising bull terriers in a kennel on the lawn and running a dog-training school out of the basement. My father, from his lair in the nursery, bankrolled most of the restoration out of his own pocket. Privately, more than one of his cousins wondered how he could afford it. He spoke of the house, in those years, with a tone of fond indulgence, as though it were an aging family member with a colorful history deserving deference. “This house loves a party: It was built with entertaining in mind,” he’d say, squiring astonished visitors from room to room. “Something like this is too wonderful to let disappear. It represents the last of its kind.” Which, incidentally, was not unlike the way he allowed himself to be presented—as the last of a breed on the cusp of extinction. As the years rolled by, the big house, as it was known in the family, looked better and better. Its benefactor, truth be told, looked worse and worse.

			By his final Thanksgiving, the contrast between the two was alarming. Some years earlier, my father had begun hosting a Thanksgiving feast on a grand scale in the dining room on the ground floor. To maximize attendance by avoiding any scheduling conflicts with other family members’ Thanksgiving festivities, he staged his banquet on the Friday evening after. With each passing year, the guest list grew longer. The acceptance rate was high, in light of the host and the venue: Soon he was feeding nearly one hundred relatives and friends. There were descendants of his maternal grandfather’s generation, in which there had been eleven siblings. Cousins on his father’s side traveled from Washington and Maine. To summon the troops to the table, he hired a bagpiper in kilt, sporran, kilt hose, and clan accessories. He choreographed the seating on sheets of yellow legal-pad paper. Children cantered along the transverse hall and darted up and down the broad staircase, running their pink palms along its pierced balustrade to where it terminated in finials carved into baskets of fruit. With the dining-room table extended to its capacity, smaller tables filled the rest of the room and spilled into a limestone-walled conservatory next door. The host, red-faced and congenial, seated himself in the middle of one side of the big table, his back to the fireplace beneath a portrait of an august ancestor who’d served for a time in Congress. On his right, he’d seat an aged aunt or other especially honored guest. Across the table, he’d station younger women whom he wanted in his line of sight. On his final Thanksgiving, as his guests circulated through the ground-floor rooms, admiring the polished marquetry chests and a pair of gilded and newly restored Rococo mirrors, he made his entrance late, in a wheelchair, his skin ravaged. Before dessert was over, he asked to be wheeled upstairs on the rattling, sixty-five-year-old Otis elevator; pushed down the long, carpeted hall of the nursery; steered into his bedroom with its oriel window framing the blue-black sky; and helped out of his party clothes and into bed.

			In the origin stories, my father’s grandfather was the great progenitor. It was said that he’d fallen from a horse on a hilltop in a section of Radnor Township then called Villa Nova while foxhunting sometime around the turn of the twentieth century. He was knocked unconscious, the story went, but promptly recovered. Coming to, he found himself captivated by the spot, with its three-hundred-sixty-degree views of farmland dotted with houses and barns. He resolved to buy the land and build a house to match the scale of his ambition. He was a young investment banker, present at the birth of a new era in the country’s industrialization; he’d made a propitious marriage to the daughter of a wealthy, well-connected Philadelphia banker. So he hired the go-to architect to plutocrats of the day. He named the estate Ardrossan, after a town and a castle in southwestern Scotland left behind by his ancestors. He installed nine Ayrshire cows, imported from Scotland, in his dairy barn, and seven mares and a prizewinning stallion from Ireland in his broodmare stables. He hired young immigrants newly arrived from Sweden, Ireland, Switzerland, and France to milk his cows, mow his meadows, drive his cars, clean his house, cook and serve meals for his growing family. Annexing surrounding farms, he soon presided over some eight hundred acres. With the help of French governesses, he and his wife brought up four children in the house. Three of the children married, moved into houses on the property, and reared children of their own, who, in turn, followed suit. By the early 1950s, there were four generations of my father’s family living on an estate roughly the size of Central Park, located a half hour’s drive from the center of the fourth largest city in the country. It was a nineteenth-century British estate, plucked from the pages of Jane Austen or Henry James, floated across the Atlantic, and wedged in among swimming pools of John Updike and John Cheever. The place—which is what family members called it, applying the blandest of generics to something increasingly sui generis—comprised dozens of houses, a half dozen barns, stables, carriage houses, garages, silos, an ice house, a root cellar, several swimming pools, tennis courts, a kennel, and a couple of one-room schoolhouses, in one of which my grandfather, an aspiring playwright for a time, had labored over the only play of his that, I’m told, he ever got produced. The run is said to have lasted three nights.

			As a child growing up there, I couldn’t have told you which direction was north. I’d never seen the place on a map or seen an aerial photograph of the patchwork of farms, fields, and woods that stretched away from our house into the distance as far as I could see. I’d never wondered who’d built the stone houses where my grandparents and aunts and uncles lived, or the stone barns where hay bales were stacked to the rafters. I’m sure I never thought to ask who’d come before us in that place—people with names, like Abraham and Sayen, which lived on, attached to a lane or a barn or a quarry, the way words live on in the language long after their original meaning has been forgotten. In the big house, where my widowed great-grandmother still received visitors over tea or cocktails in late afternoon, portraits hung in every room on the ground floor, but I could never make out in those faces any suggestion of ours.

			A portrait of the founding father, my great-grandfather, hung over a fireplace in an oak-paneled living room roughly the size of a modest automobile showroom. Chandeliers hung from a thirteen-foot-high, sculpted-plaster ceiling. A set of French doors opened onto a terrace that led to a broad lawn, fields, a wooded hillside beyond. For his portrait, the patriarch had chosen to wear formal riding habit: scarlet hunting jacket, white vest, stock, cream-colored breeches, knee-high leather boots. In his lap lay a silk top hat, gloves, and a coiled whip. The red jacket leaped from the canvas. His short, dark hair showed signs of graying; his eyebrows were thick and perfectly shaped; a small mustache seemed to hover unusually high above his upper lip. His dark gaze and set jaw suggested a forceful confidence, or perhaps insistence, about his place in the world. The surprise, which slightly softened the impression left by the picture, was a liquid shimmer in his large, dark eyes. Though everyone referred to him, a half century after his death, as the Colonel, I never heard anyone explain why.

			If the scale of the house and its setting had been intended to make a statement about the Colonel’s ambitions, the ubiquitous portraits were surely meant to make a point about the family’s history. A seventeenth-century Scottish baronet in a suit of armor, with a voluminous russet mane enveloping his head and shoulders like a fur hood, was the subject of a portrait in the living room. The nineteenth-century member of Congress—a double-duty forebear, claimed by both the Colonel and his wife, who were second cousins—had top billing in the dining room over the mantel. A woman in a lacy headpiece peered from the wall under the light of the silvered lanterns hanging from the ceiling in the long hall. Two well-fed, eighteenth-century brothers with ponytails and muttonchop sideburns faced each other from either side of the living room’s French doors. Some of the portraits had been inherited; many had been purchased or commissioned. As the rest of the country tumbled and slouched into the Great Depression, the Colonel sought out the biggest names in European portraiture and shipped off each child, in his or her late teens or twenties, to be painted, three of them across the Atlantic.

			Of particular interest to me here is the Colonel’s spirited, willful eldest—the captivating character who, more than anyone else, left her imprint, I now see, in the impressionable clay of the child I’d later know as my father. In another time and place, Helen Hope Montgomery might have been one of those outsize women politicians from a place like, say, Texas. She was charming, flirtatious, disciplined, competitive, driven. The only thing she feared, my father once said, was failure. Her formal education, at a girls’ boarding school in Virginia that admitted horses along with their owners, had been fleeting; she’d been raised for other things, as she readily acknowledged, like succeeding at parties and marrying well. If there’d been SATs in those subjects, my father’s mother would have been a National Merit Scholar. In one evening, at one party, at the age of eighteen, she’s said to have fielded (and tossed back) four marriage proposals. A year later, she married the urbane, literary-minded, theater-besotted grandson of a nineteenth-century railroad baron who’d given a young protégé named Andrew Carnegie his start. She went on to become an accomplished horsewoman, able to checkmate even the most highly strung of chargers. She rebuilt her father’s declining dairy herd into the highest-producing Ayrshire herd of its size in the country. A connoisseur of filthy jokes and racy stories, she once bought a horse from a friend for a pound of caviar and a dirty story every week for a year. Society columnists and feature writers, whose care and feeding she’d mastered, stopped by regularly to burnish her image. They’d stagger back to their keyboards enchanted, professing amazement at how approachable, how down-to-earth, how earthy she was. By the 1950s, my grandmother—whom I knew, improbably, as Granny—shared her father’s estate with her widowed mother, her brother, her sons, and various nieces and nephews. But in the local imagination, the place belonged to her.

			Her celebrity, and that’s what it was, arose in part from her connection to the 1939 Broadway play that had revived the languishing career of Katharine Hepburn and turned into one of the most celebrated Hollywood movies of the century. In a playwriting class at Harvard, whose alumni included Eugene O’Neill and S. N. Behrman, my grandfather had met Philip Barry, the Yale-educated son of a marble and tile contractor from Rochester, who would become one of the most successful playwrights of his generation. Barry was, as Brendan Gill, the longtime writer for The New Yorker, once put it, “drawn to the rich and well born. To their astonishment, he found them interesting and therefore to be cultivated.” When Barry married in the summer of 1922, my rich, well-born grandfather, Edgar Scott, was an usher. Barry and his wife, Ellen, became regular visitors to Ardrossan. And when Barry’s sixteenth Broadway play opened in New York in 1939, with Hepburn starring as a spoiled Main Line heiress, Tracy Lord, the dedication page of the book, The Philadelphia Story, read, “To Hope and Edgar Scott.” The movie, released the following year, won six Academy Award nominations, two Academy Awards, and a place on the American Film Institute’s list of the top hundred American movies ever made. By the 1980s, my father’s mother was rarely mentioned in print without it being said that she was the model or the inspiration for Tracy Lord. When she died in 1995, her obituary was stripped across the top of the front page of the Philadelphia Inquirer. “Main Line Socialite Hope Montgomery Scott Dies at 90,” read the headline, in very large type. The death of Pope John Paul II some years later got only marginally better play.

			A framed photograph of Helen Hope in her midforties resided on a table in the ballroom of the big house. In the photograph, taken by the fashion photographer Horst P. Horst for Vogue, she stands in the same ballroom, to the right of her portrait. She’s wearing a Dior evening dress with a strapless bodice, a tulip skirt, and a stylishly uneven hem positioned to allow an unobstructed view of her left calf. A greyhound, on a leather leash held in her left hand, presses against her. A choker made of four strands of small pearls rings her neck; a matching bracelet rings one wrist. Her bare shoulders and arms are those of a woman two decades younger. Her dark hair, worn with bangs in the tomboy style she favored, frames a heart-shaped face, turned slightly away from the camera, eyebrows raised, lips parted in a smile. She appears to be listening in rapt attention to someone just outside the frame. It’s an expression I remember—an alertness to the possibility of fun. To anyone on the receiving end, it was flattering: She could count on you, of all people, to give her a laugh. It was also intimidating: What if you bombed? Once, after I’d regaled her with the details of an unplanned escapade of my own involving a college-visiting trip, a detour to a boys’ school, and a scandalized housemaster at 2:00 A.M., she rewarded me with the roaring-laughter equivalent of a standing ovation. She’d been caught, two generations earlier, in a rumble seat, she said, with the grandfather of my accomplice.
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			My father was the second of Hope and Edgar’s two sons. They named him Robert Montgomery Scott, after the Colonel, who was Robert Leaming Montgomery. He grew up in his parents’ farmhouse on his grandparents’ place, surrounded by pastures studded with apple trees, and approached by a honeysuckle-lined driveway. He attended the school that his maternal great-grandfather had attended. He followed his father and brother and paternal grandfather to a boarding school in Massachusetts and to Harvard. He graduated from the law school that had trained his great-grandfather and took his place in the law firm that his great-uncle had cofounded. He entrusted his money to the stockbrokerage that his grandfather and father had started. And, after marrying within days of graduating from college, he moved with his Boston-bred wife to his family’s compound. They settled into a tiny springhouse beside a brook and in a grove of willows, one field away from the house where he’d grown up—just as his mother had settled, twenty-five years earlier, into her farmhouse a mile from the big house and her parents. When my parents outgrew their little house, they moved into a bigger house one field away. My father rode the commuter train into Philadelphia every weekday morning and out in the evenings, often dropping by for a drink with his parents or his widowed grandmother before returning home. When his grandmother died at eighty-nine, leaving the big house empty, he floated the idea of moving in. My mother—already in a three-story house with ten bedrooms, two wine cellars, a cedar closet, three terraces, gardens, a four-car garage with an apartment above it, et cetera—told him that if that was his plan, he’d be moving there alone.

			My parents’ house stood on the edge of the property like a handsome doorstop on a curling corner of an antique carpet. It had been built from stone that you could imagine being taken many years earlier from the meadows around it. A barely legible date stone suggested that some house, if not exactly the one we lived in, had stood on that spot since the 1700s. Ours dated from the 1820s, with a kitchen wing added by the Colonel’s architect a hundred years later. The house had shutters painted a dark green verging on black, a gabled roof, and a symmetrical, ivy-covered facade. We weren’t alone in finding it the most beautiful house on the place. In keeping with family tradition, my parents made no down payment, took out no mortgage, paid neither a security deposit nor rent. Just as my great-grandparents had paid my grandparents’ rent—collected to help cover the operating costs of the estate—my grandparents covered my parents’. The rent the month they moved in, in 1955, was fifty-five dollars. For the humblest of houses in that area, which was one of the more desirable suburban zones on the East Coast, that price would have been a steal. It was inconceivable for a “nine-bathroom house,” which was the shorthand we used years later, after my mother had become its sole inhabitant, to signal that we weren’t oblivious to the absurdity of things.

			From a southwest-facing dormer window on the third floor, a child could survey the landscape spilling uninterrupted into the distance. Flagstone terraces on two sides of the house led to a lawn framed by a post-and-rail fence and an L-shaped field. Every summer, corn shot up in the field, walling in the lawn and the house with an impenetrable, green palisade. On windless nights, dance music from a country club a few miles away drifted in, along with the distant roar of the occasional car accelerating down a certain long, straight road. Beyond the cornfield stood a stone barn and the springhouse where my parents had lived in the first years of their marriage. Beyond that were pastures and my grandparents’ house; beyond that, more fields, woods, streams, stone houses, stone walls, stone bridges, the big house, dairy barns, the ruins of an ice-skating rink, and an abandoned quarry where we sometimes backed up a borrowed pickup truck and sent some obsolete household appliance somersaulting to the bottom. Up until the last years of the twentieth century, it was possible to ramble the mile-and-a-half distance from one end of Ardrossan to the other—through open fields, up and down hills, across streams, through woods—and cross just one public road. On the byways that traced the meandering periphery of the property, the occasional tractor, driven by one of the farmers, slowed rush-hour and carpool-minivan traffic to a crawl.

			“What was he like, as a father?” a writer whom I’d admired asked me once, when we first met, having stunned me with the news that he’d known my father in college. My father had been dead a few years at that time. I was out of the habit of bumping into people eager to report that they’d known him, curious to see where that led. There was something unsettling and touching about its happening now, a feeling I associated with awaking out of the rare dream in which he’d made a cameo appearance. I can’t recall the words the writer used to describe what he’d observed back then, but I was left with an image of my father roistering in the diffused light of a streetlamp in the small hours, outside one of those private clubs that men who arrive at Harvard from prep schools seem to feel compelled to join for reasons I’ll never understand. The writer appeared to have been more acquaintance than friend, but he’d absorbed an impression that hadn’t faded in fifty-five years. Because he showed no surprise at my account of the circumstances of my father’s death, I wondered whether he’d glimpsed something premonitory back then. Perhaps not. My father caught people’s attention. He had qualities they tended not to forget.

			I’d once imagined there was something distinctly American about his looks. I now suspect that was a distortion of the sort that led medieval cartographers to inflate their own continents on early maps. He was good-looking enough. I think of him at six feet tall, though the Pennsylvania driver’s license in the pocket-polished leather wallet I salvaged from his possessions states unambiguously that he was two inches shorter. To people from other parts of the country, his accent would have sounded British; to some of his antagonists at city hall in Philadelphia, it stunk of privilege. There was something of the perpetual undergraduate in his face. The angles were soft. He was blue-eyed, pink-skinned, buffed. There was nothing exotic or intimidating about his appearance. Strangers occasionally believed he was someone they already knew—a phenomenon he’d attribute to “my lowest-common-denominator face.” We had a pet, a plus-size beagle, with an unusual inherited trait: Caught in the act of pretty much anything forbidden, her upper lip recoiled in a disarming, canine version of a shit-eating grin. Even the tone of a mild reprimand, in the absence of any misdemeanor, would set it off. My father did a good imitation of that smile, possibly because the dog’s and his had attributes in common. His grin—a flash of big, well-cared-for incisors—was punctuation, ingratiation, a beat for comic effect. He professed to be shy, which I always found curious; if it was true, he certainly seemed to have perfected a convincing imitation of gregariousness and affability. Also odd was his prediction, more than once when I was young, that he’d be dead by fifty. His parents, well past fifty, were showing no signs of slowing. I should mention, too, that he, like his mum, was flirtatious. He flirted with other people’s wives, younger women, babysitters, our childhood friends. The sanctity of marriage was not for him. The unspoken message that we absorbed early was that marital fidelity was an option, not an absolute. It was an option he seemed not to have chosen.

			But as a father? the writer had asked. An answer wriggled to the surface of a heap of emotional odds and ends: Not like others, that would be safe to say. No watching sports, no tinkering in the basement. In his twenties and thirties, he kept four polished copper hunting horns marshaled in formation on our front-hall table. He had a pack of beagles—as many as three or four dozen—housed in a whitewashed cinder-block kennel near the main dairy. On Sunday afternoons when leaves were turning and the stubble fields teemed with migrating Canada geese, he put on white shorts and dark green wool socks to his knees, a white shirt and a knit tie, a dark green hunting jacket with brass buttons engraved with the image of a hare, and a black velvet cap. At the kennel, he and a handful of like-minded souls loaded a couple dozen dogs into a two-wheeled trailer, hitched it to a Jeep, and towed it to the open countryside to the west. There was an association of people willing to pay modest annual dues for the opportunity to be out in the countryside, get some exercise, and watch hounds hunt. Dozens showed up. In the tussocky fields around places like Chadds Ford, my father was the huntsman, assisted by a team of whip-cracking subalterns to keep the hounds working as a pack. The rest of us followed in a less disciplined pack of our own. The protocol formalized the natural order of things in our family: my father, master of hounds, jogging into the distance, hunting horn in hand, high socks burred, knees bleeding from thorns; the rest of us trudging, milling, chattering, trotting to keep up, left to interpret the horn calls for clues as to what he’d be up to next. A rapid series of pulsating doubled notes—urgent, exhilarating—announced that some unsuspecting rabbit had bolted from its covert into the open, sending the hounds barreling and yelping in pursuit. A long, tremulous, single note marked the moment the creature finally outwitted the hounds by going to ground. The call played at the end of the day, as the sky was turning indigo and the cold was descending, was a mournful wail of longing and regret.

			At home, I practiced those calls on the horns arrayed on the front-hall table. I vibrated my lips against the mouthpiece until they felt bruised and tasted of metal. I mastered one hundred sit-ups, memorized the Gettysburg Address, balanced my father’s college dictionary on my head. He’d learned to wiggle his ears to catch the eye of the headmaster’s daughter who sat behind him in chapel at school; my sister and brother and I learned to wiggle ours, too. I sifted the detritus that accumulated in the saucerlike base of the brass lamp on his chest of drawers: collar stays, ChapStick, Pep O Mint Life Savers, toothpicks, buttons, Chiclets. In the cabinets that lined the pantry, my parents housed hundreds of glasses. Highball glasses, old-fashioned glasses, martini glasses, shot glasses, brandy snifters, champagne flutes, glasses for white wine, for red, for water. I loved the syncopated swing and thwack of the heavy leaden head of the Tap-Icer, with its flexible red metal handle, as it crushed a cube of ice in my hand. With the sleek martini shaker made of brushed stainless steel, I could produce a martini by age twelve. My father had a silver “tasting cup” on a red and gold ribbon for hanging around one’s neck. It was the badge of membership of one of the two wine-tasting societies to which he belonged. I pictured portly, red-faced men sitting around, spitting wine onto a stained floor. He had a wine cellar in the basement of our house. I vied for the assignment to take the steep wooden staircase into the basement, pass the small room on the right full of firewood, pass the furnace, run my hand along a high shelf for the hidden key, unlock the door to the wine cellar, and slip in. The place was a hive, dark bottles stacked horizontally in diamond-shaped cubbies made from plywood, or arrayed in racks with cradles for their necks. I learned how to pour wine, twisting the bottle at the last moment to shut off the flow without dripping on the polished mahogany surface of the dining-room table. I became a collector of labels and corks. I lined the stained corks on the pantry windowsill to dry. I ran empty wine bottles under hot water in the sink until the labels slid off like shed skin, then dried them on dish towels. I saved them in a shoe box as though they were paper currency from countries I’d never visited or postage stamps from faraway places like the Republic of Upper Volta.

			The year I turned fourteen, we left Ardrossan. A Philadelphia publishing tycoon, appointed ambassador to the United Kingdom by President Richard Nixon, made my father his special assistant at the embassy in London. We moved into a cream-colored town house in Belgravia with a balcony overlooking a garden square. My father took to wearing bespoke suits and striped shirts from the erstwhile shirtmaker to Winston Churchill. He acquired a small-wheeled bicycle that could be collapsed, like a stroller, for stowing on British Rail. He’d ride it from home to Charing Cross Station, take a train to Kent, pedal to Sissinghurst Castle, tour the gardens, return to London for dinner. It was as if he’d been in training since birth for a sojourn in England. My mother, a pianist, took up the serious study of music. She found a piano teacher, enrolled in music school, and retreated to rehearsal rooms attached to a Renaissance-style recital hall where Arthur Rubinstein had performed. When a burglar found the trick drawer in a highboy in her bedroom and plundered her jewelry, she spent the insurance money on a second piano, on which Boris Goldovsky, the Russian conductor, later played Chopin’s Black Key Étude with a grapefruit, rolling it up and down the black keys with his right palm.

			By the time my parents returned from England, my sister and brother and I were out of the house. One after another, we went out into the working world. Newspaper jobs took me from Massachusetts to New Jersey, to California, to New York. The anomalousness of my father’s family’s place, which we’d never reckoned with as children, began, with distance, to come into focus. The place was a curiosity, a marvel, an awkwardness, too. How to explain? Occasionally, asked where I’d grown up, I’d just say on a farm in Pennsylvania, disingenuously leaving it at that. Once, in college, I accepted an offer of a ride home at winter break, from a friend, without thinking it through. He was a brainy, serious-minded, first-generation American. There was a third person in the car, a football player I didn’t know at all. We were approaching my parents’ house, passing a wall of evergreens through which one could catch sight of the fenced fields beyond. “Where are the slave quarters?” my friend asked, teasing, sort of. “Do you have your own police force?”

			I knew the place intimately. I understood it not at all.

			As the twentieth century accelerated toward the millennium, Philadelphia tumbled into the throes of fitful metamorphosis. The old manufacturing industries that had built the city and its suburbs were going or gone. The last traces of the Pennsylvania Railroad had vanished in the biggest bankruptcy ever. Power—economic, political, cultural—was shifting. Across the street from my parents, a trucking tycoon with his own football team had moved in and was landing his private helicopter in one of the fields, with my grandmother’s permission, until my father begged him to stop. On the commuter rail line, Ethiopian immigrants were reverse commuting from the city to housekeeping jobs in medical offices in Radnor. At the farmers’ market in Strafford, where Mennonite women in prayer caps sold lima beans and lamb chops and scrapple, the onetime preponderance of Main Line matrons in pastels and Pappagallo flats was giving way to a somewhat less monochromatic crowd.

			The Colonel’s place, however, seemed barely to change. The cows, all direct descendants of the original Scottish transplants, still arrived like clockwork at the barn at milking time, sauntering in from the pastures, udders swaying, in languid procession. Helen Hope would be there, too, on most days, giving every cow the once-over. Around the holidays, she distributed turkeys to the farm families, just as her father had done. My father still commuted to work in Philadelphia, sometimes by bike, the lower legs of his suit pants bicycle-clipped to his ankles. On summer nights when I visited, we’d eat outside on the terrace, fireflies flickering in the fading light.

			I know now, but didn’t then, that the dairy operation was hemorrhaging money. Helen Hope, it seems, had been covering the losses with income from trusts her parents had set up decades before. Sometime around the early 1990s, she asked her eldest son, my father’s brother, to examine the books, ostensibly to diagnose the dairy’s condition and suggest a cure. Ed was the stockbroker in his generation. Decades earlier, he’d bailed out of Ardrossan and moved an hour away—not long after his mother had delivered to Ed’s young wife four pages of instructions on the proper handling of servants. Ed had risen to the top of the brokerage firm in Philadelphia that his father and grandfather had started in the months leading up to the stock market crash in 1929. Now, summoned by his mother, he spent hours going methodically through spreadsheets and bills. When he finished, he’d remember later, he turned to his mother and delivered the bad news.

			“Well, Mum,” he said. “It looks to me as though it’s costing you three dollars to sell a dollar’s worth of milk.”

			His mother looked uncharacteristically grave.

			“If I get it down to two fifty,” she asked, “can I keep going?”

			It wasn’t a question. It was her final offer.

			A lifetime on horseback had left Helen Hope with steel and plastic replacement joints. A champagne cork, achieving escape velocity, had done serious damage to one of her eyes. A surgeon had managed to repair that, too, as had been done with the other parts. My grandmother didn’t worry about dying, she once told me; what she dreaded was outliving. Blessed from birth with every conceivable advantage, she imagined her long-lived self incarcerated at the end in a cradle—snapping, like a disagreeable baby, at passersby. A month after her ninetieth birthday, she was in a horse-show ring on the back of a longhorn steer, a barrel of muscle on four legs, with a pair of horns like the wingspan of a condor. In a photo taken of her that day, she’s wearing form-fitting slacks and a black knit shirt, her physique shown to advantage. Around that time, a nephew of hers, living in a house next to one of the dairy barns on Ardrossan, encountered her touring the barn with the operations manager for the farm. Helen Hope had a bandage on her forehead and a black eye. Because she didn’t mention it, her nephew didn’t either. But after she’d rumbled off in her Jeep Wagoneer, he asked the farm manager what had happened. Oh, that, the manager said. She’d stopped by one of the barns on her way to a cocktail party in a tight skirt and had taken a header while vaulting a sewage pit.

			It was surprising, then, that Helen Hope was one of the first of her generation to go. My grandfather, five years older, appeared to be in worse shape. He passed his days in a yellow-slipcovered armchair near a bay window in the house—memories, in improbable combinations, clattering in his head like old newsreel footage in an ancient projector. Sometimes he was in a grand hotel in Paris where the service, regrettably, was slipping; no one at the front desk was picking up. Sometimes he was certain some French cousins were arriving in Philadelphia any moment; he needed to meet their boat—the Mauretania. My grandmother, by contrast, showed few signs of flagging. The day before she died, in January 1995, her young property manager had arrived early and led her horses and donkeys from her stable to her fields. He’d carried the Sunday newspapers from the driveway into the house, where he’d found Helen Hope in the kitchen, standing beside the stainless-steel-topped table, gazing out the bay window as the temperature rose above freezing. He’d offered to return in the afternoon to bring the animals back into the barn.

			“No,” he’d remember her telling him. “It’s a beautiful day. I’d like to bring them in.”

			One day later, Helen Hope was dead. Her sister followed her by three months, and Edgar one month after that.

			What happened next is the thing I’ve found hardest to fathom. My father had been the beneficiary of extraordinary good fortune. It wasn’t only the privileged life into which he and the rest of us had been born; he’d found work that he loved and for which he was treasured. He’d had the company of his parents for sixty-five years. One might have imagined he’d carry on cheerfully for another thirty, then fade out in midflashback, like his father, at ninety-six, or pop off briskly, like his mother, at ninety, after perhaps a fall from his bicycle and a timely blow to the head. But that wasn’t how it went. In the ten years that followed their deaths, my father’s marriage dissolved, his job ended, and his health imploded. He spent so much money restoring the big house, which he didn’t own, that, when he died at seventy-six, the former trusts and estates lawyer left his estate in something of a shambles. He passed his final days in an intensive care unit, too sick to be transported fifteen minutes home, where he’d hoped to die. His life ended up twenty years shorter than his father’s, fourteen shorter than his mother’s. Even his grandmother—born the year of the shootout at the O.K. Corral, and middle-aged before the invention of vaccines—had lasted longer than her grandson. I admit I had a selfish interest—a child’s interest—in his survival. But I couldn’t help feeling he’d made a choice to lop twenty years off his life, and that he’d done it for reasons I’d never understand.

			Once, many years earlier, he’d astounded me by promising a rare open window into himself. He told me he intended to leave me his journals when he died. It was no secret that he kept them; he’d once said that my mother’s discovery of one of them had precipitated an early marital crisis. When he traveled, he carried with him a notebook and a tin of loose tea; he’d catch up on his diary over cups of China Yunnan. My brother and I, in our twenties, occasionally accompanied him on bicycle trips. The offer of the journals came at the end of one of those. “Why me?” I asked him. “Because you’re the writer,” he answered tersely. His explanation felt like a verbal shrug. In the decades that followed, neither he nor I raised the subject of the diaries again. Maybe he’d forgotten the earlier conversation. I never did. I couldn’t figure out how to make clear my interest without seeming to be counting the days. So the offer hung before me, like a bribe: I was conscious that he could take it back, though I doubt he’d intended it that way. Years after his death, I asked his girlfriend for the journals. After some weeks, she produced a half dozen slim volumes; they were, she said, all she could find. Since they dated from a seemingly random assortment of periods, I couldn’t imagine why he’d have kept only those—or why she’d have withheld all the others. Maybe he’d remembered his offer and ditched the rest out of spite. God knows I’d infuriated him sufficiently, in the years leading up to his death, for him to have changed his mind.

			He’d been dead about nine months when a manila envelope
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