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For Stephanie









SUMMER


Live in the sunshine, swim in the sea, drink the wild air.


—Emerson 









VOCABULARY


I wonder sometimes: could it have led to more?


The tide had turned and Joe and Reggie and I were at the mouth of the inlet where the water was pouring out through low ledges of timeworn stone. We were jumping in and riding the outflow. You could do it on the flood too, but it was better on the ebb, after the water had lain up in the salt lagoon for some hours and been warmed.


We had the place to ourselves and were sitting on the rocks in our damp cutoffs when a young woman came down leading two small children. She was blond and wore a lime-green terry beach robe and cork sandals, her face buried behind Riviera-style sunglasses, but what Joe and Reggie and I flashed on when she shed the robe was her trim body in a leopard-print bikini. To our naïve and wondering eyes this was as exotic as seeing a mermaid rise from the sea would have been and for a long moment, with seabirds swooping low over the water, we gaped.


“Think those kids are hers?” Joe said finally. They were a boy and a girl, neither yet ten. “She looks kinda young.”


She did. Half a dozen or so years older than we were. “Why couldn’t she be your sister?” Reggie said to me. “Only better looking than you. You could fix me up.”


“Maybe she’s an . . . au pair,” Joe said.


I looked at him.


“Like a live-in babysitter,” he said. “I think.”


We were from Weybridge, a bay town a few miles up the coast from this much more affluent town. Live-in babysitters—O Pairs—or whatever you called them, were no more part of our world than the big homes, like castles and Mediterranean villas, some of them, pitched along this curvy stretch on the open Atlantic.


We idled, one eye on the woman in the leopard-spot bikini. She had slipped off her sandals and was venturing out onto the rocks with the kids. The outgoing tide was exposing slippery shag carpets of rockweed. The boy was overeager and suddenly he lost his footing. He did a Charlie-Chaplin-on-ice-skates move, and with a shriek he skidded down a slope and into the swirling water.


The current snatched him. The woman turned to the little girl, who was wide-eyed with fright. “Stay just there!” she cried (I heard the accent then). She waded carefully down, leaning to try to reach the boy. Seawater rushed around her knees—and then took her, too.


I was on my feet first, scampering across the rocks. The woman and the boy were flailing, already being swept out. The currents there were swift. They would take you dizzyingly outward, and then, meeting the steadier flow of the main channel, whirl you back toward shore if you let them. But they didn’t know this. The water was churning, sloshing in their faces, and they were in full panic.


I dove. The water, so warm just moments before, had a bone chill. I swam a few hard strokes. I got hold of the woman’s arm, struck by how thin it was. She was holding onto the boy. As we struggled back, Joe was on the outermost rocks, bracing, stretching. Reggie was holding him. Joe gripped my hand. We were a small, tenuous chain, with the water roaring around us. But each link held. Reggie and Joe drew me back onto the rock, as I drew the woman, and she drew the boy. The little girl stood by crying.


Safely back on her feet, fully frightened, in shock perhaps, the woman gathered their things quickly, not bothering to slip on sandals or beach robe, and led the children up to the road to a parked car, a Jaguar sedan. Then they were gone.


Okay, I get it now. The closeness of what might have happened crowding in on her all at once . . . maybe, in the aftermath, unable to find the words in English. And really, what was there to say? Her relief was totally about them being safe. She was young herself, not from there; her accent (Italian? Brazilian?) told us that. Scared that maybe she’d lose her babysitting job, possibly be deported. Afraid, perhaps for the first time, of death. All solid reasons for silence. But in my teenage mind I had to wonder: could there have been more? A thanks? Gratitude? A kiss? The start of a summer romance? I don’t know. Something.


“It’s samsara.”


I looked at Reggie. He could be glib—glib was a word he sometimes used. But Samsara? He had outdone even Joe’s “au pair.” Where had he gotten hold of a word like that?


It would be some years before I heard it again, and more years before I could claim even dimly to understand it. In my uncertain groping toward being a writer I would learn lots of words, would learn that words can sometimes save our lives, and I would spend time wondering if the good deeds each of us does stack up alongside the bad ones in teetering towers of kismet, the big ledger open to us until one day it closes with a dusty clap of finality. Eventually, I decided that was all too cosmic, those rocks too slippery, and maybe what we really need is just to have someone come along from time to time at the right moment and extend a hand.


We three would remain friends. Joe would be cheery and prosperous in sales, and would drop dead on a golf course after a round with a former Red Sox great. Reggie, as with so many of our generation, would be touched by the great Southeast Asian war, and never fully recover. I would become a writer and a teacher and spend my years in the little box of my mind. But those long years ago, on the outcropping of rock, with the sun bright on the sea, when Reggie said “It’s samsara,” it seemed right. The rest of the afternoon we rode the flowing water.









ARISTOTELIAN NIGHTS


Eddie Hayward was one of my boys in high school. Big E we called him. An amiable goofball, he was tall and soft-bodied with curly brown hair. He was the only guy I knew for whom condoms weren’t just wallet stuffing. He’d had the same girlfriend since junior high. Along with the steady girl and condoms, he had wheels: a ten-year-old boat of an Oldsmobile, long and maroon and, best part, a ragtop. “Hey,” he told me one day, “if you ever wanna borrow it . . .”


I didn’t abuse the privilege. For one thing, I was an inexperienced driver and I worried I might bang it up. Sometimes though I accepted Eddie’s offer. I’d give him a dollar and get the keys, then cruise over to pick up whomever I was dating at the time. If a buck sounds cheap, note that gas was thirty cents a gallon.


Summer nights were best. The radio didn’t work, so no Woo-Woo Ginsberg on WMEX, but the dual exhausts made a mellow burble. I wasn’t a skilled conversationalist, so what I used to do, in order to have something to say, was read up on a topic in advance—Shakespeare, maybe, the French and Indian War, or the great philosophers—anything from way back in time was good. I didn’t know squat, of course. I’d skim an entry in the Funk & Wagnall encyclopedia set my folks had got, one volume at a time, at Stop & Shop. I’d pick up some names and a rough timeline. My date and I would be cruising along by the bay—top down, you’d feel the flow . . . night air cool and secret in the low spots, salt-scented, and I’d let out the words, what little I knew mashed together with everything I didn’t know. “I’m quite interested in the Aristotelian Concept,” I’d say. “You know about that? No? Well, what the philosopher said was . . .”


I don’t know why Aristotelian. Socratic was beyond me—all Q & A—and maybe Platonic made it seem off-target somehow, like I was interested in only being friends. I liked the way the word rolled off the tongue—ar-is-to-telian. If I’d known about Epicurus (eat, drink, and be merry) he might’ve been my backup. I was a bit of a budding Buddhist, too: which is to say I knew one ancient scripture—the one about life being like the reflection of the moon on water. Which one is the true moon?


Did any of this work? Who knows? It’s not like now. Now everyone’s got a handheld Library of Alexandria to figure it all out.


I miss those long-gone days of thirty-cent gas and the soft Aristotelian nights with Ellen or Lesley or Lorraine in Big E’s convertible, the soft wind spanking halyards on the moored sailboats in the bay, fluttering my girl’s hair, moonlight on the water . . .









CAR WASH DREAMS


It was in August before my senior year in high school when the new car wash opened in our South Shore town. “A fresh concept in auto care!” announced the flyer in every mailbox, with a promise to get your vehicle shining “bright as a star!”—no human hand ever laying a sudsy brush on it. Nowadays that’s every car wash, but in those days the established local operation was strictly manual labor, and lots of us kids had held part time jobs there.


Then came Robo-Kleen.


It was a big deal, lots of fanfare. The whole town turned out for the grand opening, red, white, and blue balloons bobbing in the air. The director of the Chamber of Commerce was the first customer. As he eased his Bonneville forward, acknowledging the crowd with a wave, his grin faltered only for a moment and we all caught our breath as hidden machinery took hold of the front wheels. The car was drawn into the hissing tunnel. When it reappeared at the other end minutes later, sparkling clean, we cheered. The director gabbed gleefully of big, long “shimmy-shaking sponge arms” and “twirling hula skirts” and we were sold!


It became the rage to take your car to Robo-Kleen. Machines bustled around like stainless-steel monkeys and giant squid, soaping windows, spritzing chrome, polishing hubcaps, whooshing air. Diminished, the old hand wash operation struggled on, its future uncertain. We felt a little sorry about this but we consoled ourselves that such was progress, that our town was on the way up, growing modern. And we liked our cars shiny.


But the machinery tended to be finicky. Sometimes it would snap off a radio antenna or scuff paint. Something tore an L-shaped rip in the canvas top of Eddie Haywood’s Oldsmobile. In winter one or the other of the two service bays was often shut for repairs. There was also the matter of cost: at two dollars, it was twice what the hand wash charged. In the end, I guess something was not quite there yet, and perhaps that’s what made us most sad. Maybe Weybridge just wasn’t ready for change.


Robo-Kleen sat for another season, doing little business, then less, then none. A FOR LEASE sign went up. Cowlicks of grass sprouted in the cracked asphalt, and sparrows nested in the machinery. One day, men came with two flatbed trucks bearing out-of-state plates and uninstalled the equipment. Some of us turned out to watch. Passing through town on their way back to the highway in a kind of reverse parade, the trucks resembled a cortege, hauling away bodies after a deep-sea android war, taking something indefinable with them. The original car wash gave itself a new paint job and a 25-cent per wash raise, and went on as before, no hard feelings.


When you got down to it, I guess we were a one-car-wash town. In fact, not counting schools, churches, barrooms, and graveyards, there was barely more than one of anything there. My friends and I looked forward to graduating.


Late that next summer, at twilight, when the beach was turning lonely and we all felt something was ending, we would sometimes drive over to what had been Robo-Kleen. The sign was still there, with the “BRIGHT AS A STAR!” promise. We’d pull into one of the vacant tunnels and park. The place seemed made for double dates. Facing out the wide exit door in the lightning bug dark, one couple in the front seat, one in the back, we’d imagine.


“Wouldn’t it be cool if there was somewhere you’d go in, something would take you by the hand and guide you through?”


“And you’d come out the other side, far away and already established in life?”


“Spouse, decent job, kids . . . all of it, settled?”


It was probably just a lot of moony schoolkid talk. Definitely that. Still, looking back . . . it sounded okay, y’know?









SURFER’S KNOTS


Steven watched her gaze into the ornate oval mirror above the dressing table, a cheval glass inherited from her grandmother and, like the canopy bed they’d just left and all the furnishings in her bedroom, it was elegant. She assessed her features, touched her mouth, the small vertical lines above her upper lip.


“Blow job lines,” she said. “I’ve never smoked.”


He was standing behind her, his hands on her bare shoulders. “You’re beautiful,” he said. The emotional weather of her face was mercurial, exciting to watch, and it stirred him.


“Your wife doesn’t have them, I bet,” she said, the words full of implication.


“How do you know?”


“She’s three years younger.”


He let it alone. “You’re beautiful,” he repeated.


And he thought but didn’t say (it was a well-worn phrase with them) all comparisons are odious. He variously attributed the words to Herodotus and Shakespeare, though the source hardly mattered; its pith was the point, and as she turned and leaned into him, for some reason he was transported to a beach in his hometown, thirty years ago . . .


Steven is standing with a lifeguard, a tall blond guy named Rex Stafford. Stafford is so tanned even the small hairs on his arms and legs are bleached white. He’s telling Steven of a girl he’s secretly in love with but who won’t go out with him. She comes to the beach every day in a sky-blue one-piece Jantzen swimsuit and lies on a white towel with a tube of Bain de Soleil and a book and ignores him.


“Which one?” Steven asks.


“Huh?”


“What’s she reading?”


Rex Stafford, who is a good surfer, one of the best around, shrugs. “I dunno.”


It’s Emma. She’s on a Jane Austen kick. Steven doesn’t reveal this, or that in the evenings she’s with him, driving along the strip at Nantasket, or parking up on Great Hill, her tongue welcoming, giggling nervously when Steven touches her breasts through her blouse, but firmly stopping his hand when he tries to slide it under the waistband of her shorts, white against the Bain de Soleil tan.


Revealing this might gain him some advantage over Stafford. Steven works all day inside the hot Proctor & Gamble factory, while the lifeguard sits in his white tower, zinc oxide on his nose, and gazes professionally through Ray-Bans at the ocean and, less professionally but more frequently, at the girls. At this girl—in her blue swimsuit and white towel, like a small piece of summer sky on the beach. Days off, Stafford and his buddies go to Nauset and Coast Guard and ride waves Steven only dreams about. He makes do with the ripples around town. The knots below his knees and on the tops of his feet—thickened pads of skin formed by kneeling on a surfboard—are tiny compared to Rex Stafford’s. But he keeps quiet. He nods and listens to the lifeguard voice his unfulfilled longing, and Steven calculates they’re about even.


Now, thirty-years away, Steven again told his lover, “You’re beautiful.”


She met his eyes in the mirror, pout turning ever-so-slightly to a smile. “You’re biased.”


“Let’s put on our clothes and drive to a beach.”


Her brows arched. “Seriously?”


“Yeah.”


“What beach?”


“Any beach,” he said.









TINKERTOYS


Lucy is in Boston for a three-day conference on commercial architecture. She grew up in Weybridge, on the city’s South Shore, and although she has not been back in twenty years and no longer has family in the area, she nevertheless finds herself experiencing an unexpected sense of return. On the final day of the conference, she takes advantage of a break in the schedule to view a scale-model futuristic city made from Lego blocks by local school children. It sets her thinking about her own girlhood experiments with construction toys.


While her older brother and his friends were into Erector Sets and her younger sister played with Lincoln Logs, Lucy favored Tinkertoys, those spindly wooden sticks and the little perforated hubs into which you inserted them. They seemed more graceful, fuller of imaginative potential than the Erector Set and Lincoln Logs. The one seemed rigid and mechanical, the other limited (okay, you’ve got a nifty cabin, but where to next?). With Tinkertoys, the possibilities spoked off in all directions. Lucy would assemble something, bask briefly in her family’s praise, then take the thing apart, slide the pieces back into their tall cylindrical box, and next time fashion something entirely different.


On her ninth birthday Lucy commenced a structure she did not dismantle right away. All June and July she labored at it. Her dad brought home more boxes of Tinkertoys. Through the summer months, what she was making grew in complexity and beauty—and size. Her brother and sister, indifferent at first, cheered her on. Her mom, beaming with approval, said the structure was taking over Lucy’s bedroom, maybe Lucy could move it to the backyard?


Where it continued to expand. “No limit for Lucy! No limit for Lucy!” became a family chant.


By September the contrivance stretched to the property lines, grew so tall that Lucy worked standing on stepladders. Soon the town insisted she apply for a building permit, which her dad did. Lucy kept at it. By that point, the fabrication was topping the trees in the neighborhood. Someone remarked that planes flying out of Logan could see it from the air! A joke, no doubt, but the point was made. A local TV station ran a feel-good feature on the six o’clock news. Someone from the Army Corps of Engineers praised the project as showing refreshing initiative. The town planning board discussed passing an ordinance against structures over eighty feet tall.


But Lucy had nothing more to prove by then. She had created what her imagination showed her was possible, and there it stood, a thing of rickety backyard wonder: monumental, majestic, grand.


In junior high she became enthralled by the accounts of gone civilizations and the relics they left behind. Great Cambodian temples and Aztec stone ziggurats in the brooding jungles fascinated her and she sketched endless pencil drawings. By senior year she’d been accepted at UCal, Berkeley. There, majoring in architecture, she met her future husband and upon graduation they moved to Seattle, had two children—and Lucy nursed a dream of building something worthy of history. Of course, life often demands that we scale down dreams, and if certain of hers now seemed out of reach, still she could take some muted pride in her designs of supermarkets and shopping malls . . .


Such are Lucy’s thoughts in Boston upon seeing what school kids have done with Lego blocks.


Later, as her Seattle-bound flight departs, she peers from the plane’s window, scanning the still-familiar landscape. She identifies the smokestacks of the old soap factory and the derricks of the shipyard near her hometown. She picks out the small curve of beach and . . . astonishing. There, overgrown with trees, its slender spokes laced with thick vines that have evidently kept it upright and intact these many-odd years, is her masterpiece.


All but invisible, you wouldn’t even think to look if you didn’t know it was there. The trees, moving in the wind, seem to be aflame with green fire. As she gazes, Lucy’s eyes mist, for the only thing on fire these days, she thinks, is time, blazing away all around her. Yet there is her structure, the child of her own childhood imagination, like . . . like a lost temple in the jungle.


The airplane floats on.









THE SOMMELIER OF FACES


You know somebody like this. A person with a thing for pairing faces. Like . . . “check that dude . . . a little mix of Colin Farrell and your kid brother. See it?” Or: “Meryl Streep . . . in the cheeks, right? Around the eyes?” Or: “Samuel L. Jackson? In the set of the jaw . . .”


Joey Haddix was that way. In high school he was forever going on about people looking like other people. He’d name a kid from the football team, say, and go, “Doesn’t he remind you of Charles Bronson?” Or nod at a girl in the cafeteria and whisper, “Julie Christie’s sister.” Not that any of the people would ever win a separated-at-birth contest, but I could often see where he was going. A funny thing was Joey Haddix had the most ordinary face you could imagine. He looked like everybody and nobody.


Years later he showed up on Leno and Letterman and next thing he had his own reality TV show for a while. My mother, rest her soul, got into it. I’d watch it with her sometimes when I’d visit her at the assisted living in East Weybridge. For guests he’d have “experts” discussing the DNA of faces, ethnic links, the genetics of family, race, culture. They’d talk about classical Greece and the ideal of physical perfection or go into the newest facial recognition technology. He’d have on plastic surgeons and Hollywood makeup artists. Best part of the show was when audience members would do a blind pairing of headshots to see if they could match what Joey Haddix saw. He was good. Someone (Oprah?—my mother loved her show, too) said he was like a “sommelier” of faces. I had to look up the word.


I spotted Joey one night recently at a carnival that comes to our hometown each year in late August. It’s been many TV seasons since his show got canceled. Even longer since I’d seen him in person. He never makes the reunions. He was alone at the carnival. I looked around for my wife. She’d loved his show and would’ve been tickled to meet him, but she was in the crowd somewhere, talking with friends (one of the things about staying in the town you grew up in: you know almost everyone). I went up to him.


He squinted. “You look familiar.”


“Very funny,” I said.


“No, really, I’m sorry.” He seemed embarrassed.


“Joey, it’s me. Wayne Nichol.”


I don’t know if he made a connection or not; he looked a little vague.


“Anyway, congratulations on everything,” I said. “How are you?” Our yearbook never predicted him for success at anything special (or me, either, for that matter, and in my case it was right). “Are you still pairing faces?”


“Huh? Oh, yeah. I guess.”


“That must just come naturally.” I expected he’d ask me what I’d been up to, and I’d give him the short tour: still in town, my own carpentry business. But he wasn’t listening. He was gazing down the carnival midway, which curved away like a necklace of beads on purple velvet. I looked for my wife.


“I met Katy Robbins along here once,” he said quietly.


“Who?”


“Just by chance. She was sixteen, I was seventeen. We had soft pretzels and cotton candy, and then I asked her to ride the carousel.”


I was trying to picture that girl from our class, picture Joey with her.


“She said okay. I was thinking it’d be a good place to get a kiss . . .” Separately—we didn’t feel connected in any way—he and I looked at the carousel as it swept laughing riders around and around in the glittering dusk. “But the horses kept moving, and I never got any closer.”


“Bummer.” I couldn’t think of what else to say. I still couldn’t picture who he was talking about.


Joey’s face seemed to be trying to arrange itself into some clear emotion, but it looked only opaque. “I think it was Katy . . .” he murmured. “Or Kathy? Super cute, with this trusting quality about the eyes . . . kind of a young Nanette Fabray. Or Gene Tierney, even. Or . . .”


But all at once I was thinking . . . it wasn’t Katy or Kathy, it was Karen. And not Robbins. Her name was Rosen. We were in Algebra together.


“Maybe I should’ve suggested the roller coaster. Wonder what would’ve happened if we’d hit it off, me and her? If we’d married? Had kids and stuff. It’s been years. Would my life be different?”


But Joey Haddix wasn’t really asking me for answers. Or looking for reconnection. He was trying to fathom where time had gone. As I watched the carnival lights glimmer in his eyes, he reminded me of . . . someone.









FRIDAY NIGHTS AT THE FABULOUS


Nighttime in Picknell Square, North Weybridge. Quiet. A pizza shop no bigger than a freight elevator, much of it occupied at the moment by the owner Phil DeFabio and his cronies for their Friday night poker game. Business mainly phone-in and pick-up. This in the days before delivery kids in beaters with lighted roof signs.


Mike Melia, the guy DeFabio paid to run the place, always answered the phone with a gruff “DeFabio’s”—which came out sounding like “The Fabulous.” Callers must have thought so, too. You’d hear Melia grump, “This is DeFabio’s.” Pause, then gruffer still: “Pizza, yeah.” He’d listen and repeat an order, usually involving pepperoni, occasionally anchovies.


The one table where patrons could’ve sat was taken up by Phil DeFabio, Tony Cardona, the Gripaldi brothers, Vito and Dave, both still in their barber smocks, and one or two others who sat in on occasion, no one under fifty. They didn’t bother with pizza, preferring instead to nibble at antipasti of pepperoncini, provolone, and chunks of salami the size of ice cubes, and drink Cutty Sark chased with Schlitz. Behind the counter Mike Melia stood before the maw of the oven and made the pies, spinning dough on powdered fists, twirling it up toward the ceiling, flapping it down, ladling on sauce, spreading mozzarella, sprinkling oregano, dealing out thin rounds of pepperoni as deftly as Vito Grip dealt cards.


Summer, winter, no matter the time of year, the door was propped open to the night against the oven’s Bessemer blast, where Mike Melia sweated through his cook’s whites. The air was ripe with the aromas of tomatoes, sharp cheeses, and baking crusts. And then, Friday nights, it would sometimes sour, and Mike Melia would call, “Aw, man . . . now who’s baking biscuits?” or “That cheese you’re cutting ain’t moozarell.”


There’d be a profound silence, then a prosaic round of accusations and denials:


“Vito done it.”


“It was Dave.”


“Tony dropped a rose.”


“Like hell. It was Phil cut the stinker.”


Mike would mop his brow with an apron hem. “Don’t look at me, I’m Irish.”


“So next you’ll be wantin’ a kiss?”


The game would go on, customers coming in to pick up orders and scoot, giving only a quick glance at the older men sitting around the table with their beer and whisky. And soon enough, amid the soft slap of cards and easy chatter, there’d be the spike-pulled-out-of-a–2-×-4 sound and again the men would wrinkle their noses.


Mike, wedging the phone under his chin, jotting an order—the original multitasker—would scowl their way. “Why’n’t you guys take the action outside, for Godsakes,” he’d say, but good-naturedly. He might be Irish, but he knew which side of the bruschetta the garlic and oil was on.









PEARL DIVING


The secrets of China and its capacity to endure for millennia unrolled for me like a Han Dynasty silk tapestry the summer I turned seventeen.


At home, I had never balked at my mom’s order to wash the supper dishes. Let my brothers walk the dog, take the trash out to the backyard incinerator, hang damp laundry on the clothesline—I liked the warm suds and the muted clink of plates and flatware. So when I saw the sign in the window at Kai Wu: DISHWASHER WANTED, I applied, and that’s how, at $1.35 an hour, I became a pearl diver.


Kai Wu was on 3A, the beach route that cut raggedly through the north edge of town like a dull chop knife. Owned and managed by a man everyone called Sam, it did a good business, especially late nights and weekends. Sam was always there near the entrance, standing in a small alcove under a beautiful Chinese lantern, smoking a cigarette. When I had been working there for a time, I asked Sam what Kai Wu meant. He looked at me through the smoke of his cigarette—he always smoked Kents—and unlike kids I knew, who sucked hungrily at their Camels and Luckies, as if they might miss something, Sam smoked slowly, eyelids half closed. “What Weybridge mean?” he asked.


I didn’t know.


“Weybridge, Kai Wu, why they have to mean anything? It just names.”


Those were the days when, instead of industrial dishwashing machines, restaurants made do with deep stainless-steel sinks, a flex hose for hot spray, and hired help—so-called pearl divers—to wash dishes by hand. There were other divers at Kai Wu, a guy on afternoons and a woman on weekends and fill-in shifts for catered events. I was the night man because my days were spent digging clams in tidal coves along the South Shore. Between the two jobs I made enough to pay my parents for room and board and still have money to go on the occasional surfari to the Cape with my buddies. Sometimes, I thought I should be saving for college, too.


Kai Wu was several interconnected dining rooms and a snug little bar with smoked mirrors and inset pink and blue lights that gave the liquor bottles an exotic allure. An easy-listening radio station from Boston served up soft noise.


You sometimes hear people say of an ethnic restaurant, “It must be good, that’s where all the Chinese/Italians/Greeks/etc. go.” Kai Wu was different. Its clientele was random, whoever happened to drive by on 3A, often headed to or from the beach. Late in the evening, in the hour before two a.m., when Kai Wu closed, the orange and green neon dragon sign drew in lovers contriving to continue a mood, or drunks looking to sober up, or others less interested in wonton soup than they were in getting drunker.


One night something happened.


I was in back, sunk to the elbows in hot water, so I didn’t know until afterward. At closing, two locals, who’d spent the previous hour drinking Fog Cutters and likely hatching the idea, crowded into the little vestibule where the cash register was and where Sam always stood smoking and overseeing his small empire. They tried to tackle him, but apparently all they had going for them was their toxic breath. When Sam produced a cleaver from under the counter, the men stumbled over each other to flee. The cops found the sheepish pair next door, in the stockade behind McDonald’s, hiding among the potato peels and tins of fryolator grease.


After, Sam came back through the kitchen, holding the chopper. He told me what had happened, and for a scary moment I thought he was equating me with the would-be thieves. “You wave that thing like you mean it,” I said.


“Yes. Big knife. Mean big trouble for everyone.” Aware he was still holding it, he dropped it into the sink and went back to his post to close out the night’s accounts.


That summer I was content to exist in the aromas of Asian cooking and sudsy agreeability. The chefs were always busy, working like the parts of an efficient machine. The sink was my realm. Waitresses would bring bus trays of soiled dishes and pile them in wobbly pagodas on the counter, and I would spray and then wash everything. There was comfort in the orderliness when I’d stacked up the big pots and roasting pans and everything sat gleaming under the fluorescents. Sam would come back to inspect and stand there beaming at me. I found harmony and welcome and warmth, things which always seem in short supply in this world.


Add stillness to the list too, which, alas, I did not possess. I was restless. While others cooked or waitressed or bussed tables, I realized most of them would never leave this town. I envied them a little, but I knew I would go. College was in my tea leaves, and after that a confused and bitter war. In a different, future life, maybe I would be driving past Kai Wu on 3A with a wife and children and she would say, “Mmm, that smells yum. Darling, let’s stop.”


We would sit in a booth with chopsticks and Peking ravioli and Sichuan tangerine shrimp on nice clean dishes and Sam would stand behind the cash register, knowing and calm. Life, why it have to mean anything? It just name.


But nothing remains unchanged forever, especially along those ragged, profitable beach roads. Kai Wu is a Tex-Mex called Señor Sombrero now. And Sam would be about ninety… if heavy smokers ever lived so long.









DEMOSTHENES AT THE CAR WASH


For Bob Traknis, R.I.P.


It was one of those manual operations where “sponge divers” washed the cars and other workers toweled them dry. I quit after two days. Robert stayed on. Ask him about working there and he’d smile: “I give the best hand jobs in town.”


This was before a rival car wash came, with machines doing the work: long spongy rags flapping and flopping, like an attack of giant octopuses—or octopi, as Robert said. He was a reader, nuts about words, and he used them better than anyone I knew. He was bright and confident in ways that seemed at odds with his beefy, nearsighted appearance. When he was in tenth grade, his family had moved to Weybridge from Boston where he’d attended Latin School. We became best friends.


He used to tell me about Demosthenes, who supposedly conquered a speech impediment to go on to become a great Athenian statesman and orator. He did it, Robert said, by filling his mouth with pebbles and speaking over the crash of waves on the Aegean shore. I wondered if Robert likened this to his own constant stuffing of food into his mouth. He also enjoyed sharing how the English Romantic poet Byron, born with a deformed foot, used to swim out into the ocean, “way, way, way the hell out, until he was completely exhausted . . . couldn’t swim another stroke. So then”—Robert would pause dramatically—“he’d have to fight his way back to shore or drown.”


Robert didn’t have a speech impediment, or a deformed foot, but I guess he saw in these stories some inspirational design.


One evening we had arranged to date two sisters whom Robert had met when they came through the car wash in a green Mustang. I borrowed my parents’ clunker and we drove over to pick them up. They lived in Bingham, the town adjacent to ours but a lot fancier. One look at the family’s house on the water and my heart quailed. “Oh, man, we are way out of our league.”


The girls’ mother ushered us into a spacious room, explaining that the girls would be right down. I had heard of sunken living rooms with conversation pits but never actually been in one. It was plush with carpet and comfy couches facing each other. On a coffee table were stacks of playing cards and score pads. For bridge? I wondered. I’d heard of the game, but no adults I knew played. By a far wall was a cocktail bar, and a large window overlooked Bingham Harbor. The place had grandeur and style, Robert might have said. The girls’ father appeared. He wore a cardigan over a neat white shirt and invited us to sit. The mother offered lemonade. Robert happily accepted a glass. I worried about my suddenly damp palms but, thinking it might be rude not to, I took one too.


“So, what do you do?” the father asked me casually. It was clear they were checking us out. Two boys who were about to date their daughters—two boys from Weybridge—had to be screened.


“I’m digging clams and working at a restaurant,” I said, adding quickly, “just for the summer. To earn money to start college in September.” I considered throwing in that I was planning to major in finance, but the father had turned to Robert.


I cringed. Robert had no such plans. None. Zero. The height of his ambition was reading, eating, and washing cars. These were sisters, a twofer deal; if either of us blew it, we might as well go home. For a dread moment I worried he would mention “hand jobs.” I gazed around the sunken living room, with its bridge decks and pile carpet and views of the harbor where sailboats bobbed at their moorings, and bid it all a silent adieu.


Robert didn’t blink. Unlike me, self-conscious, forever scanning for hidden messages and meanings, he was free, his mind scrubbing away interference as efficiently as his sponges and soap eliminated road grime. He actually gestured with his lemonade glass, and with an unruffled air (almost of souciance, he might have said)—Lord Byron gazing out to the sea before setting off to swim; Demosthenes declaiming around a mouthful of pebbles—he said, “I am currently in the employ of a large automotive concern, which specializes in the maintenance of exterior finishes.”


We went to the drive-in theater with the sisters in their shiny green Mustang.









CLAM NATION


That could have been its name. I was sixteen and, beyond the 15-cent hamburgers at the first McDonald’s to open in our town, the world was all clams. I dug them, I sold them, I ate them. They were fried, steamed, and baked stuffed. They came in chowder and fritters; there was a joint over on the Southern Artery—Morey Pearl’s—that served them on pizza. I used to wonder if Mister Donut might start making clam donuts.


Some nights I dreamed about clams. In those dreams, I’m out on the flats in my hip boots with my pronged fork turning over clumps of sandy mud, reaching into the soft ooze. I grow excited. Instead of finding three or four clams of legal size per turn, as is common, in that weird calculus of dreams there are dozens, scores, all available—more than I can pick up, my pail overtopping with them.


In my waking state that summer, clam digging was just hard work.


Low-tide mornings began at Mister Donut on 3A, where, only half awake, the diggers would gather to ride together out to wherever the licensed master digger had determined would be most productive that day. We’d ride in Herc’s old Rambler, or one of the other guys’ cars. Dink Dole usually just pedaled to the site on his bicycle. We were never allowed in Artie Dewitt’s two-seater ’57 Thunderbird convertible.


Later, after the tide came in and digging ended for the day and we awaited the clam merchant to show up with his panel truck and pay us for the day’s harvest, we’d sit around and talk about girls. I was a virgin. I think we all were, except for Artie Dewitt. He was a bit older and said to be very experienced with women. People referred to him at the C Man—and C didn’t stand for clam (though he actually was one of the best diggers). As we’d tell our silly stories, Artie Dewitt would listen a while, then shake his head. “You guys are hopeless.”


And we’d shut up to listen.


“I get more ass than a public toilet seat.”


As his tales of pursuit and conquest served to illustrate. It got so ridiculous, it seemed he didn’t even have to work to score with women; apparently, he just had to be there. “Shoulda seen the blonde who picked me up last night. I’m parked outside the burger joint having a milkshake and this babe . . . woo . . . talk about milkshake!”


One afternoon, unexpectedly, Artie invited me to take a ride with him later. We arranged to meet at Mister Donut at seven. I went home and showered and changed clothes. When he pulled up, the top was down on the T-Bird and we headed for Nantasket beach. Riding in the beautiful little car, the evening wind warm around us, I was excited.


At the beach we got out and stood on the sidewalk by the seawall. My anticipation was growing. Was he going to teach me some of his secrets? Fix me up? Maybe get me laid? In the summer night, anything seemed possible. Suddenly, he touched my arm. “Shh—”


I grew alert. Something was about to unfold, and I did not want to miss it.


A beautiful woman was coming our way. She wore a filmy beach cover-up that reached to mid-thigh on long, suntanned legs. “See her?” he whispered.


“Yes?” My voice was a squeak


“Little miss stuck-up now, but last Friday night? She was sprawled across the seat bobbin’ the knob. Wore me out.”


And she walked on by.


And so it went, Artie indicating this attractive girl and that one as they strolled past, alone or in groups or even with guys, him whispering. “Check her out. Put your tongue back in your mouth.” And: “Catch that one. With the tight white jeans?—man, you don’t wanna know.”


Of course, I did want to know. I wanted to know everything. I was hungry for more than clams in my life. I kept waiting for him to make an approach, use one of his lines, show me how it’s done.


With dusk descending, he led the way down onto the sand. The moon was just past full. There had been a flood tide and the sea was receding, shushing in in slow waves. Twists of seaweed littered the beach, pale and diaphanous as cast-off women’s underthings. As we walked, he picked up a clam that had washed onto the sand. Not a small soft-shell steamer, the kind we labored to dig in the tidal coves of Weybridge, Adams Point, and Bingham—this was a thick, heavy-shelled surf clam, the kind used in chowder.


“See this?” He was holding it up for inspection, the halves partially open. It was iridescent, mysterious, the moist, swollen inner parts pinkish and faintly glistening in the moonlight. “Forget those dumb stories you guys tell. They’re lies. This’s what it looks like.”


I felt the chill of the cold Atlantic wash me. The C Man. The old Professor of Eros. Was this lesson one? Why hadn’t any of the enigmas become clearer? I would continue to wonder for years to come.









BEAUTY ON THE HALF SHELL


Many strange things came to pass out on the clam flats that summer, some antic, some bizarre, a few frightening. The one that remains most vivid all these years later involved a wounded man and a beautiful woman.


A clamdigger works bent over, clawing the exposed tidal floor, harvesting whatever clams his labors reveal. Moving slowly rearward, he leaves a lengthening furrow of turned mud and the straddling prints of his hip boots. That day we were at a place known, inexplicably, as Laundry Cove. The tide determines the hours, and we had been on the flats since before dawn and now the sun had risen from the sea and the distant Boston skyline shimmered in the pink air. The usual crew was there, spanned across the several-football-fields’ width at intervals so you would’ve had to cup your hands megaphone-style and holler to get someone’s attention. Nobody did. We each remained focused on the forkful of oozing brown sand we’d just upturned with the long-tined fork.


Soon the burble of dual glasspack mufflers announced Artie Dewitt’s arrival, making our number six. Someone had dubbed Artie “Don Juan in a T-Bird,” a nickname that paired his ’57 Thunderbird convertible and his easy way with women, and it stuck. He was relentless in his pursuit of them, at it every waking hour when he wasn’t digging clams, which he was also very good at. 


“Sure, he gets a lotta ass,” someone might grouse, “gets shot down a lot, too. But he doesn’t quit. Even a blind rabbit finds a carrot once in a while.”


A talker, capable of humor and charm, Artie Dewitt had the right kind of daring; and the shiny black-with-a-white-top T-Bird, didn’t hurt.


Now he came loping down the shelf of beach on his long skinny legs, whooping his battle cry: “Dig for the money! Dig for the money! Aawhooooo…”


Our little North Weybridge crew was complete. Herc, Dennis Lash, Clem Grasso, Dink Dole (bound for Notre Dame in the fall), Artie Dewitt—and me, directionless and full of vague wonder about what lay scarcely further beyond the moment than the lumpy row of my morning’s work. The others were much better diggers than I: faster, more seasoned, smarter in the ways of Mya arenaria (though I doubt anyone besides Dink Dole and I knew the scientific name for soft-shelled clams—not that it mattered). Knowing the names of things didn’t mean you had any power over them, as I was fated to discover.


Dewitt invariably showed up late, as the tide had already turned and was creeping in over the pocked mud. Still, he would easily match the others, and out-dig me by half. But I didn’t mind. I was there mostly for the experience. My steadier pay came from washing dishes at Kai Wu. I was a student of life, aware in some as yet unformed part of myself that I wanted to be a writer, although clueless as to how it might be accomplished.


We never knew the name of the man with the violin. Or much of anything about him beyond the fact that he would randomly appear, seemingly oblivious to us, and stand on the tidal flats as out of place as a tropical parrot would have been among seagulls, and play. That was the summer of the British Invasion, and our ears were full of the Stones, the Zombies, and the Kinks, but when the man with the violin would appear, his playing was something other. He was older than we were (thirty?) and when the breeze would sometimes carry faint music our way, it sounded good. It was classical stuff—Mozart, according to Dink Dole—so I began to think of him as Mudflat Mozart.


Only Artie Dewitt seemed to resist the music. Some days he’d arrive in his T-Bird and upon seeing the man out there playing violin, he would back out the lot and speed away.


I was not, as I said, a prolific digger. Overly selective, ever looking for the right clams—not the “seeds” (immature and illegal to harvest), nor the big “honkers” (not tender enough for the market)—I tended to be slow. When the tide came in and we carried burlap bags containing the day’s haul up the beach and the Clam Man arrived in his truck to weigh the catch and pay us, the others always earned more. I didn’t mind because I wasn’t all that interested in the transubstantiation of mud into gold. I felt no urgency, the way Dink did, getting ready for the Jesuits, or Clem affording the stylish clothes he liked, and Herc and Lashy for reasons of their own. And I definitely had no sweet car to pay for as Artie Dewitt did. Still, in all the years since, I’ve rarely found such a level playing field as clam digging. There was no clock to punch; you showed up or you didn’t. Your pay was based upon what you’d dug. The others worked smarter than I, who paused often to stand and gaze off to where the sea light continued to change, in hopes perhaps of glimpsing a world different from this one. That morning I half wished to see Mozart come down and strike up a sonata or whatever.


But he didn’t appear and soon the tide had turned and was creeping in. Carrying my three bags, I went up the beach. The Clam Man would be arriving soon with his truck. He had the whole clam operation on the South Shore, from Adams Point to Bingham, driving cove to cove, buying direct from the diggers. We’d pour our bags into racks—wooden boxes with screen bottoms—and he would thumb bills off a thick roll and pay us each in turn. Later, the clams would be steam-chlorinated, then wholesaled to restaurants and markets around the area. That day, he was not there yet. I sat on a driftwood log and pulled off boots and put on sneakers. As I stood, I noticed something lying in the marsh grass. The glossy brown carapace of a horseshoe crab, I thought (there were lots of the large harmless creatures in the tidal coves), but as I stepped closer, I saw otherwise.


Gently, I picked up the broken violin. The neck was cracked, and the strings were split and curled up at the tuning pegs. Clem and Herc and Dennis Lash were coming up the beach in their hip boots, lugging their bags. “Check this,” I said.


Lashy squinted. “Think it’s the one that dude plays?”


Clem frowned. “Funny coincidence if it’s not.”


Herc, the strongest, most laconic of us, gave the broken instrument barely a glance.


Dink Dole and Artie Dewitt were still out on the flats. They would continue to dig until the tide was lapping at their boots. Suddenly, nearby voices were audible: a man’s loud curse, a woman’s sharp cry. The others and I exchanged startled looks. I dropped the broken violin and we moved in the direction of the voices.


I got over the dunes first—the others were slower in their hip boots. Mozart and a dark-haired woman in a red blouse and jeans were face to face. He was gripping her shoulders, shaking her hard. She twisted loose and swung at him. “Skata thiavolos!”


Our neighbor was from Greece, and I recognized the expression as Greek. Clem yelled for them to stop. The pair seemed oblivious to us. Herc pulled the man away. It wasn’t hard, the guy was a little string bean. I’d never seen him at close range. He was older than we’d imagined, forty or more. They both were.


“Moglie infedele!” he spat. “Puttana traditrice!”


“Italian,” Clem whispered to me. I understood why they were speaking English. 


“You talk! You—all the time out there playing music! To no one, to . . . to birds and . . . to fishes! I don’t exist for you no more. I am glad I smash it!”


“And you are home making fuck with some man when I am out!” He threw his hands up in sudden surrender, maybe fearful all at once that their fighting had drawn us.


I looked closely at the woman. She was dark-eyed and intense and pretty. I listened to hear her reject what the man was saying, hoping she would. She only shouted more words I didn’t know. She spun and stalked a few steps away, turned and came back, tears bright in her eyes. “I don’t want to fight.”


“Just tell me!” the man pleaded.


But she was through talking. She turned away. The man would have gone to her, but he seemed wary of hulking Herc and Lashy. “Who is he?” he cried.


“Go away!”


Growing more fully aware of us, the woman quieted, and now he did too. His thin shoulders sagged; his eyes flashed with tears. “I am sorry,” he said.


“You better leave her alone, buddy,” Lashy muttered, sounding as out of place in a grownups’ fight as I felt.


“I am not going to hurt her. I love her.”


“Well . . . just . . . be cool,” Lashy said. But we were all quieting down.


After a moment, insisting he was “cooled,” the man wandered off. I stole another look at the sad beauty, then glanced away, full of confusion. I thought about retrieving the broken violin to give them, but I didn’t move. For just a second, she cast a look out toward the flats, where only Artie Dewitt remained. Could he have missed what had happened? After a moment, the woman went off in a different direction than the man had gone.


Back in the parking area, Dink Dole was sitting on the driftwood log, removing his muddy boots. His burlap bags stood nearby, five of them, lumpy with clams.


“What was that about?” he asked.


Herc and I glanced at each other, our look full of budding realization. The perfect day was in danger of ruin.


“Where you going?” Dink called after Herc.


Wordlessly, Herc marched down toward the lapping edge of the tide. Sensing something, I followed at a distance.


Only Artie Dewitt was still at work. He was in his zone. His burlap sacks bulged around him. As usual, he had out-dug the rest of us. Herc went right to him and stopped on the patch of mud where Artie was about to sink his fork. Artie straightened, frowning. “What the fuck, Herc?” 


Herc clamped a hand around his throat, so whatever Artie intended to say came out “Heyarrrgggllll—” The fork dropped from his hand.


In a cartoon, Artie’s feet would’ve been off the ground, flapping like laundry in the wind. But Herc was half a foot shorter, though that much wider through the shoulders and chest. Artie’s boots stayed rooted in the mud as Herc held on—an ancient drama being played out in miniature in this oldest of amphitheaters, a passion play of lust and loneliness, infidelity and woe, and now Herc’s quiet anger, with me as silent witness. Finally, with Artie’s face reddening, Herc let go and stepped back.
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