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“...one of the roles of man is to shut his eyes and keep them shut to see if he can continue into the night of his old age the dream curtailed in the night of his youth.” 

― Machado de Assis, Dom Casmurro
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IN THE END, IT WAS THE GODDAMN ROLLING PIN that did it. Until then, I’d somehow managed to hold it together through the phone calls and the preparations and the funeral and the procession of grim-faced well-wishers, few of whom I knew, and whose gravity I did everything to resist in case it smashed me against the concrete floor of my own grief. But I held on, nodding where appropriate, and probably on occasion, where it wasn’t.

“So sorry for your loss, Mark.”

“Thank you.” 

“She was a good woman.”

“She was.”

The density of empty words.

What I wanted to do was stare intently down into my grandmother’s grave and demand she return. I know death is normal. For a moment, I forgot, or didn’t care. This new reality pushed and pressed against me in a way that made my skin crawl and I wanted to be done with it. I’m done, I’m done. You’ve had your fun. I peered down into the earth and silently insisted she come back. But what would that have wrought? Grief is dishonest and irrational. It makes us believe we would do anything to restore the natural order as we perceive it, even though it is the very same order that extinguishes the ones we love. And should our wish be fulfilled and the dead return, we’d be left to answer for denying them their peace just so we could be spared the anguish.

“Don’t go,” I said to the woman already gone.

After, I endured the platitudes and ministerial affectations of the priest, and left in the back of a stranger’s car, ferried home by some distant relative who hadn’t existed before that day and would cease to exist tomorrow.

* * *
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THEY SAY YOU NEVER appreciate the beauty of a place until you leave it, the appeal only obvious in retrospect, but it was impossible not to be awed by the sheer immensity of the sea as our funereal sedan labored its way up Parchment Hill. They said the road would be closed to all but the plows and emergency vehicles soon, but even in good weather, that hill was treacherous: a steep and narrow incline barely wide enough to accommodate one vehicle, never mind two. If you were unfortunate enough to meet a truck coming against you, you had three options: pull off onto the thin strip of gravel on your right side by the sheer wall, reverse back the way you came until the road opened up, or plow through the shaky old guardrails and take the long but quick 400-foot drop into the patient sea.

The ocean was a heaving gray beast that day, the waves like shudders across its skin. A freighter looked like an ink stain on the horizon. It began to snow as I looked out through the fog of my own breath on the window, and it was as if my grandmother’s death had drained the color from the world, my emotions as contained as the sea’s own secrets, both of us in quiet turmoil and roiling beneath the surface.

And then I was at my grandmother’s house where I had lived since the day the police came to my door to tell me that my parents hadn’t taken the first two options on Parchment Hill. 

Magda’s house was distinguishable from the cluster of similar Cape Cods on Shoreline Road by the explosions of flowers, so ubiquitous and profuse, it was these and not the house that seemed the predominant feature, as if the building had been added as an afterthought. It stood in relief against the splayed denuded hands of the sycamore trees in the backyard. She’d been a fervent gardener, her thumb green enough to know the blooms that would, unlike the woman herself, survive the winter. Thus, while her neighbors’ gardens looked appropriately barren as the first snow fell, Magda’s remained vibrant. I couldn’t remember the names of all the flowers, though because she had taken such great pride in her garden, there had barely been a day when she hadn’t mentioned them. The Gloriosas had stuck because the word sounded like a spell from a fantasy book. So too did the black-eyed Susans, the Peter Pans, and the Johnny-Jump Ups. The rest I had forgotten and that day, as I closed the wrought-iron gate behind me and made my way up the garden path, that made me sad in a way I find difficult to describe. There was not a single flower in that garden that did not summon the memory of my late grandmother’s joy in attending to them, but joyful ghosts are still reminders of death.

Houses don’t feel as empty if you know the person who lives in them will return. In the wake of a death, the silence is unique, and awful. It has a peculiar weight to it, like an immobile ghost there for the sole purpose of filling the vacuum its owner left behind. A shoddy impression. My grandmother’s passing made the house unfamiliar despite it being my home. My footsteps sounded like a violation, my presence an affront in a sacred place. When, out of habit, my fingers alighted on things: a newel post, the kitchen table, the cupboard door, it felt as if it had grown a protective second skin. So enormous was her presence here, my grandmother’s passing had rendered everything unfamiliar. I was twenty-two but might as well have been fourteen again in the wake of my parents’ death: confused, alone, and in pain, with no idea what to do.

I tossed my phone on the table and fetched from behind her enormous cadre of colored glass jars of flour and rice and pastas, the small bottle of Irish whiskey Magda had assumed I didn’t know was there. Then I brought it to the table and didn’t bother with a glass. Still the tears wouldn’t come. They hadn’t come at the graveside either as I tossed a handful of crumbly dirt down into her grave because all I could think of was the sound it made as it hit the lid of the coffin. There was nothing peaceful about that sound. Hail against a window, stones against tin. It sounded hostile and echoed around inside the chambers of my skull long after I’d shaken the last hand, because I imagined her in there hearing it.

To my right stood the small portable black and white TV, a relic of a bygone era Magda used to watch her soap operas while cooking. I considered turning it on if only to break the silence, but then thought of how it would feel if one of those ‘stories’ happened to be on. I didn’t think I’d ever again be able to hear the Days of Our Lives theme music without crumbling to pieces.

To my left, a tall pine cupboard stood against the wall by the door to the pantry. Like almost everything else in the house, Magda had had it longer than I’d been alive. Attached to its midsection was a retractable shelf, and on this shelf lay my grandmother’s rolling pin. It, too, was old, and from where I sat, I saw there was a single thumbprint imprinted on flour on the roller. As evidenced by the pristine condition of the house even after she got sick, Magda had been fastidiously clean. She would have been annoyed to know she’d left even a smudge of flour in her wake. I considered getting up and wiping it off, but I couldn’t do that no more than I’d been able to turn on the TV. Perhaps in whatever realm in which she now existed, she might have appreciated the gesture, or thought it callous. Or, and this I found most likely, she was dead and thus, incapable of thought at all. Whatever the case, my breath caught so suddenly, I almost choked on it. Startled, I sat back, the bottle in my hand, and tried to assess what had just happened to me. Gradually, the sense of tension spread like a hand down my throat, pushing further down until it was squeezing the breath from my lungs. My vision blurred. Desperately I looked around the kitchen for my grandmother who I knew must be there because that was how the proper world worked and saw nothing but shimmering ghosts spasming brokenly around the room. 

I exhaled, and with it the tears and anguish finally broke free, pulsing out of me in merciless waves, leaving me a sobbing wreck at the kitchen table.
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I COULDN’T STAY IN THE HOUSE. Perhaps the situation would change given time, but for the night at least, I needed to be away from there. Trouble was, there was a snowstorm on the way, and I had no place else to go, or rather, no place I wanted to be. A call from Naomi, arguably the only person left in my world I gave a damn about now that Magda was gone, changed my mind.

“Hey.”

“Hey yourself,” she said, sounding breathless. 

“You okay?”

“It’s freezing out here.”

“You at work?”

“You say that like I’m ever anywhere else. I’m out behind the dumpsters. I snuck out here to call you, but I ended up having a cigarette with Sheri and she wouldn’t stop going on about the new guy.”

“What new guy? A new hire?”

“Off season? Yeah, right. The new guy she’s dating.”

I liked Sheri Milford. At fifty-six, the head of housekeeping was also something of a house mother for the rest of the staff. Behind the veneer of her benevolent disposition and sly humor, however, was the unfinished story of an unhappy life. Truncated episodes emerged on rare occasions when she was feeling wistful, or down, or had one too many cocktails in The Ocean Room after work. There was an abusive ex-husband in there, a distant mother, a father with dementia, and an ongoing struggle with painkillers after the surgeries to fix her leg. These shadows seldom cast a pall on her, though, at least at the hotel, where she worked efficiently and tirelessly to keep her house in order.

“Let’s hope this one’s better than the last,” I said.

“God, I hope so. How did today go?”

I fingered the bottle of whiskey. “I put my grandmother in a box and that box in the ground. I’ve had better days.”

“Yeah, that was a dumb question. I’m sorry. I told you I’m shit when it comes to other people’s grief. It’s not that I don’t feel awful, you get that right?”

“Of course. After today, I’m never offering my condolences again. It’s all so...meaningless.”

“I just don’t know how to be is the thing,” Naomi said. “Like, I’m really sorry she’s gone, and I’m worried about you, but I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to say. ‘Thoughts and prayers, bruh?’”

I smiled at that. “It’s okay, really. It means a lot to me that you called. I’m glad you did.”

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” And I meant it. I was always glad to hear from Naomi, even if it was usually me who didn’t always know what to say. It had been that way since the first day I saw her. She’d transferred to my high school from Dayton, Ohio and unlike most people who react in quiet terror to new environments, Naomi seemed totally at ease as she took a seat in History class. It was that self-confidence, the perpetual hint of a smile, the alabaster skin and wavy auburn hair, and the look in her eyes that dared you to try and fuck with her at your own peril that made my heart skip a beat. The intervening years hadn’t diluted that feeling at all. Every time I saw her, I felt short of breath.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make the funeral. Jessop was a dick about it, especially after I told him that all staff should have gone, him included.”

“I’m sure he loved hearing that.”

“He turned his big Tell-Tale Heart eye on me.”

“Yikes.”

“Followed it with that whole responsibility to the guests spiel we’ve all heard eight million times before.”

“He has a point, though.” I glanced at the rolling pin with that ghostly thumbprint, and then quickly looked away. “You couldn’t just ditch the place for the afternoon, and besides, it would have been weird for me to have everyone there.”

“I could have come, though, at the very least. I feel rotten that I didn’t.”

“I’m not sure I’d have wanted you there.”

“Why?”

“It was a funeral. I almost didn’t go, but Magda would have haunted me till the end of my days if I hadn’t.” I also hadn’t wanted Naomi to see me that broken and vulnerable. I might have told her things she’d rather not have heard. 

Like the truth about how I felt about her. 

She sighed. “I don’t like that you had to be there by yourself. Were any of your family there?”

“Couple of people I recognized from Magda’s photo albums. Nobody who meant much to me, though. Her son—my uncle—didn’t show.”

“Wow.”

“Too busy wheeling and dealing in Dubai, apparently.”

“Charming.”

“Yeah, she didn’t talk much about him. What she did say, wasn’t good.”

“Takes a special kind of asshole to miss his mother’s funeral.”

“They hadn’t been close in many years. Not since she refused to bail him out when he got busted for dealing drugs in his late teens.”

“Jesus. How have you never told me this?”

“Never came up.”

“Well, I want to hear more about it sometime, but I should get back inside. Freezing my nips off out here. You still coming back on Monday?”

“Actually, I was thinking of heading that way now.”

“Tonight? Why? Stay at home, for God’s sake. Nobody should be here who doesn’t have to be.”

“I know, but I think I’d feel better there than here. For tonight at least.”

“Well, it might be for the whole night. Jessop warned us we could get snowed in. The weather report backs him up. Anyone else would have sent us home and shuttered the place till the storm blows over, but not our dear Jessop. We’re down to the skeleton crew and he’s assigned us rooms already. Not sure he’ll extend you the same courtesy though. You may end up on a couch in the lobby.”

Or we could share, I thought of saying, but as with so many of the things that occurred to me to say to the girl with whom I was hopelessly and inconveniently in love, it would have been unfair, so I didn’t. “Or the broom closet,” I said instead.

“You thinking of taking a shift or just hanging out? I know Jessop’s in a tight spot with Julia out on maternity and Rick’s busted leg. He’d probably appreciate the help if you were willing to pitch in. We could use you in the bar. It’s going to be busy and nobody else is willing to risk the drive.”

“Sure. You want to mention it to him? I can get cleaned up and be there by five.”

“Will do. He’ll probably call to confirm.”

“I doubt it. He doesn’t talk to me if he can avoid it.” 

The delight in her voice warmed my heart. “Okay then, great. Aargh, I’m so excited. It’ll be much more fun with you here. We can tear some shit up, yo.”

“It’ll be a night to remember,” I said. And it’s going to be my last one.

I don’t think I made the decision until that moment, but I knew it was the truth. I was going to quit my shitty job and quit pretending I had even the slightest reason to stay, because the reality was that with Magda gone, there was nothing else to keep me here. Miriam’s Cove was a ghost town, and it would smother me like it had my father, who had a headful of dreams crushed out of him in his youth, only to have everything else crushed in a car crash trying to go on vacation with his wife sixteen years later. You paid for trying to escape this dreamless town, just as I would.

In truth, I should have taken my grandmother up on her offer to pay my way through college when she’d offered. My future might have been very different if I had. But that old Irish pride had led me to refuse. That, and I don’t think my grandmother really knew just how expensive it would have been. I couldn’t have had it on my conscience if she’d ended up putting a second mortgage on her home just to keep me in wild parties. Instead, I took the job at The Windcrest Hotel, where the wages were dismal, the working conditions only marginally better, and the notion of advancement laughable. But on that fateful night at my dead grandmother’s table in which I threw the dice and decided life was going to take me away from Miriam’s Cove once and for all, I’d worked at the hotel for four years. And that was four years too many. There was no future in The Windcrest, no future with Naomi, thus, no future in Miriam’s Cove. The truth was I’d stayed for the worst, most idiotic reason of all: a girl I would never have.

I realized it had been a moment since I’d said anything, but I could still hear the huff of Naomi’s breathing.

“Hey, you still there?”

“Yeah,” she said, “but I’m back inside, and if Jessop catches me...”

“You said tonight was going to be busy? Why, if the roads are going to close?”

“We had a booking today.”

“Really? I’m surprised anybody’s traveling.”

“No kidding. But it gets better. It’s a bunch of old folks.”

“Veterans, or something?”

“Something. We’ll be lucky if half of them don’t croak before th—”

I winced on her behalf.

“Shit,” she said. “Sorry.”

I summoned a smile so she could hear it in my voice. “Go, before he catches you on the phone.”

“Going. Gone. Bye.”
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I WASN’T DRUNK BUT I ALSO DIDN’T TRUST myself to drive Magda’s beat-up old Chevy Nova in the snow (or any other time, for that matter), so I called an Uber instead. He arrived fifteen minutes later, a friendly Middle Eastern guy who wanted to talk about the weather. After a few minutes of preamble, we lapsed into a silence that seemed to suit us both. 

The snow was falling harder now, but without the power of the wind behind it, it hadn’t yet graduated to a blizzard. I wasn’t worried about getting home if the storm did what the weather report said it was going to. I assumed I could crash at the hotel, Jessop’s objections notwithstanding, and if not, I could cadge a ride with whomever decided to brave the elements (and someone always did.) We were no strangers to winter storms, or the kinds of dumb decisions we sometimes had to make to get through them.

I’d started working as a waiter in the Windcrest not long after high school until (and truth be told, before) I was old enough to tend bar. Despite Magda’s offer to finance my education, I needed to make real money and pay my own way. By giving me a home when my world collapsed and doting on me every day since, she had done way more than should ever have been expected, but rather unfairly, my dependence on her had started to feel suffocating. She wouldn’t be around forever, and without her, I worried I would spin out, which, despite my efforts and hers, proved prophetic. I was already coming apart, just not for the reasons I’d always thought. The hereditary albatross of alcoholism, perhaps, or the crushing weight of existential panic. I’d missed the most likely reason of all for everything to unravel: my grandmother’s death.

I would need to see her lawyer in a few days. I expected he would tell me Magda had left me the house, the car, and maybe a small bit of money. If so, I planned to sell it all and move away from here as soon as I was able. If she didn’t leave me a dime, I’d figure out a way to make it on my own.

There was, quite simply, nothing else left for me to do, and often, that’s the only motivation you need to make a dramatic change. 

* * *
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“HERE WE GO,” SAID THE driver, the engine idling. My phone buzzed in my pocket to let me know our transaction was complete. Beyond him, through the haze of snow, stood the hotel in all its wintry grandeur.
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