



[image: Cover Image]





Anita Shreve is the author of many acclaimed novels, including Eden Close, The Weight of Water, Light on Snow, Body Surfing, Testimony and, most recently, A Change in Altitude. She lives in Massachusetts.




Also by Anita Shreve:


A CHANGE IN ALTITUDE


TESTIMONY


BODY SURFING


A WEDDING IN DECEMBER


LIGHT ON SNOW


ALL HE EVER WANTED


SEA GLASS


THE LAST TIME THEY MET


FORTUNE’S ROCKS


THE PILOT’S WIFE


THE WEIGHT OF WATER


RESISTANCE


EDEN CLOSE




Copyright


Published by Abacus


ISBN: 9780349140810


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Anita Shreve 1991


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Abacus


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




On my book tours, I am often asked a number of questions: Did he really do it? Do I think that she was justified? Did they do it for the money or for love?


Then, inevitably, the questions come around to me. Why do I write the kind of books I do? they want to know. Why did I become a journalist?


My books are about crimes – cold-blooded acts of treachery or messy crimes of passion – and perhaps some think it strange for a woman to be as interested in violence as I am. Or they wonder why I chose a profession in which I have to spend most of my time chasing down unpleasant facts or asking people questions they’d rather not have to answer.


Sometimes I say that my job is like being a private detective, but usually I answer (my standard, pat answer) that I think I became a journalist because my father was a journalist.


My father was the editor of a newspaper in a small town in western Massachusetts. The paper was called the East Whatley Eagle, and it wasn’t much of a paper, even in its heyday in the early 1960s. But I thought then, as daughters do, that my father knew a lot about his profession, or his trade, as he preferred to call it.


‘The story was there before you ever heard about it,’ he would say before sending me, his only child and a teenager then, out to cover a theft from a local store, or a fire in a farmer’s hayloft. ‘The reporter’s job is simply to find its shape.’


My father taught me almost everything about the newspaper business: how to edit copy, set type, sell ads, cover a town meeting. And I know he hoped I would stay in East Whatley and one day take over his press. Instead I disappointed him. I left western Massachusetts and moved to New York City. I went to college there and to graduate school in journalism and then to work for a weekly newsmagazine.


But I did not forget my father or what he had said to me. And in the years after I moved to the city – years in which I wrote articles for the newsmagazine, wrote a book based on one of the articles, which brought me a fair amount of both fame and money, and then made a career for myself as a writer of nonfiction books, almost all of which feature a detailed investigation of a complex crime – I have had to ask myself why it really was that I followed in my father’s footsteps. Why, for instance, did I not choose architecture or medicine or college teaching instead?


Because I have learned that it isn’t simply a matter of the journalist and the facts, as my father believed and would have had me believe and practice, but rather a case of the storyteller and the story – an ancient dilemma.


Precisely, the difficulty is this.


Once the storyteller has her facts, whether they be told to her or be a product of her investigations, what then does she do with her material?


I have thought long and hard about this question. Perhaps I have even been, at times, obsessed with the problem. So I suppose it wasn’t so surprising that I was thinking about just this very thing as I sat across the room from the young woman who was perched on the edge of her narrow bed.


I hadn’t been in a dormitory room for years – not since my own graduation from Barnard, in 1965. But though the posters on the walls were of rock groups I had never heard of, and there was a telephone and a Sony Walkman on a shelf, the essential facts of the room were not all that different from my own surroundings in college: a desk, a single chair, a bookcase, a bed, a quart of orange juice chilling on a windowsill.


It was February, in the first year of the new decade, and it was snowing lightly outside the window, a gray snow shower that wouldn’t amount to much, though the people in this college town in central Maine had not, I had learned earlier at the local gas station, seen the grass since early November.


The young woman sat with her sneakers planted evenly on the floor and her arms crossed over her chest. Not defiantly, I thought, but carefully. She was wearing blue jeans (Levi’s, not designer jeans) and a gray cotton sweater with a long-sleeved white T-shirt underneath.


I’d met the girl’s mother only twice, but one of those times had been an important occasion, and I had needed, for professional reasons, to remember her mother’s face. The daughter’s hair was the same – a deep red-gold. But the eyes were distinctly her father’s eyes – dark and deep-set. They might actually have been black eyes, but the light was bad, and I couldn’t tell for sure.


Whatever else the parents had or had not given the daughter – attributes and traits I would never know about – they had given her an extraordinary beauty. It lay, I saw, in the mix of the white skin and the red hair juxtaposed with the dark eyes – a combination, I thought, that must be rare.


She was prettier than I’d ever been, just as her mother had been before her. I have what might be called a handsome face, but it’s become plainer in my forties. Years ago, when I was in college, I’d worn my hair long too, but now I keep it short and easy.


Because she was a natural beauty, I was surprised that she wore no makeup and had her hair pulled severely back into a ponytail, as if she meant to minimize whatever attractions she had. She sat warily on the bed. I was pretty sure that she would know who I was even though we had never met.


She’d offered me the only chair in the room. The package I’d brought was uncomfortable in my lap, and I felt its weight. It was a weight I’d been feeling off and on for years and had driven a very long way to rid myself of.


‘Thanks for seeing me,’ I said, acutely aware of the generation between us. She was nineteen, and I was forty-six. I could have been her mother. I was rather sorry I’d worn my gold jewelry and my expensive wool coat, but I knew that it was more than age or money that separated us.


‘I read about your mother,’ I said, trying to begin again, but she shook her head quickly – a signal, I could see, not to continue.


‘I’ve known who you were for years,’ she said hesitantly, in a soft voice, ‘but I didn’t think …’


I waited for her to finish the sentence, but when she didn’t I broke the silence.


‘A long time ago,’ I said, ‘I wrote an article about your mother. You were just a baby then.’


She nodded.


‘You know about the article,’ I said.


‘I’ve known about it,’ she said noncommittally. ‘Do you still work for that magazine?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t exist anymore.’


Although I didn’t, I could have added that the magazine no longer existed because it had been run on a system that had been ridiculously expensive: Writers, based in New York, had traveled widely to report and write their own lengthy features on the most pressing stories of the week. The magazine had not used foreign bureaus, as successful newsweeklies do today, but instead had sent its writers into the field. The expense accounts had been magnificent and legendary and had eventually led to the demise of the magazine, in 1979. But I was gone by then.


Outside her door, in a corridor, I could hear laughter, then a shout. The young woman looked once at the door, then back at me.


‘I have a class,’ she said.


Although her eyes were dark, by then I’d decided that they were not exactly like her father’s eyes. His had been impenetrable, and while hers had gravity, more gravity than I’d have thought possible in a girl only nineteen years old, they were clear and yielding.


I wondered if she had a boyfriend, or girlfriends, or if she played sports or was a good student. I wondered if she, too, kept a journal, if she had inherited her mother’s talents, or her father’s.


‘This belongs to you,’ I said, gesturing to the package.


She looked at the parcel on my lap.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘It’s the material I used to write the article. Notes, transcripts, that sort of thing.’


‘Oh,’ she said, and then, ‘Why?’


There was a pause.


‘Why now? Why me?’


‘I know your mother probably told you what happened,’ I answered quickly, ‘but in here there is more … In here your mother makes a reference to the story she would one day tell her child, and I thought that if she didn’t have a chance to do that, well, here it is.’


All week I’d rehearsed those sentences, so often that I’d almost come to believe them myself. But now that the words lay between us, it was all I could do to keep from telling her that this was not the real reason I’d come, not the real reason at all.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, looking steadily at the package.


‘It belongs to you,’ I said. ‘I don’t need it anymore.‘


I stood up and walked across the small space that separated us. My boot heels clicked on the wooden floor. I put the package on her lap. I returned to my chair and sat down.


I was thinking that in a short while I could leave the dorm, walk to my car, and drive back to Manhattan. I had a co-op there on the Upper West Side that was roomy enough and had a good view of the Hudson. I had my work, a new book I was beginning, and my friends. I’d never married, and I didn’t have any kids, but I had a lover, an editor with the Times, who sometimes stayed with me.


My friends tell me I’m the kind of woman who lives for her work, but I don’t think that’s entirely true. I’m rather passionate about physical exercise and opera, in equal doses, and I’ve always liked men for their company. But since I decided early on not to have children, I’ve found it hard to see the point of marriage.


I’d wrapped the package in brown paper and sealed it with Scotch tape. I watched as she undid the tape and opened the package. I had let it begin with the memo. I’d included everything.


‘I don’t have your mother’s handwritten notes,’ I said. ‘These are my typewritten transcriptions. I’ve always found it easier to work from typescript than from handwriting, even my own. And as for the rest, it’s all here, just as I heard it.’


But she wasn’t listening to me. I watched her read the first page, then the second. She had shifted her weight slightly, so that she rested on a hand at her side. I shook open my coat. I suppose I’d hoped that she’d glance at a sentence or two, or would flip through the pages, and then would look up at me and thank me for coming or say again that she had a class. But as I sat there, she kept reading, turning pages quietly.


I thought about her class and wondered if I should mention it.


I heard another commotion in the corridor, then silence.


I sat there for about ten minutes, until I realized that she meant to read the entire batch of notes, right there and then.


I looked around the room and out the window. It was still snowing.


I stood up.


‘I’ll just go for a walk,’ I said to her bent head. ‘Find myself a cup of coffee.’


I paused.


‘Should I … ?’


I stopped.


There wasn’t any point in asking her if I should come back. I knew now that it would be irresponsible not to, not to be there for her reaction and to answer her questions. And then I had a moment’s sudden panic.


Maybe I shouldn’t have come, I thought wildly. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought the package.


But I had long ago trained myself to deal with panic attacks or doubts. It was simple. All I had to do was force myself to think about something else. Which I did. I thought about how I ought to find a motel room now, and after that a place to eat.


She glanced up at me, her eyes momentarily glazed from her reading. I saw that her hand, turning a page, was shaking.


She looked at me as if I were a stranger who had not yet entered her room. I could only guess at what she was thinking, what she was hearing, and what she feared.


Yet I knew better than anyone else all about this particular story and the storyteller, didn’t I?


And all about the storyteller who came after that …




The Notes
and
Transcripts




From: Helen Scofield


To: Edward Hargreaves


Re: The Maureen English story


Date: August 2, 1971


I think we can go ahead with the English piece now, and I’d like your OK on this. If you recall, when I last mentioned it a month ago, I thought we were going to have to kill it because I couldn’t get to Maureen English, or ‘Mary Amesbury,’ as she now calls herself. I had gone up to Maine with the idea of interviewing her for the piece. I visited St. Hilaire and interviewed a number of the townspeople there and got some good background material. Then I drove to South Windham to see Maureen. I’d met her only once before. She had left the magazine just before I had really come on board. I’d seen Harrold around, of course. I knew him to speak to, but not much more than that.


Maureen met with me, but wouldn’t agree to talk to me. I tried everything I could think of to persuade her, but I just couldn’t get her to open up. I drove home feeling pretty disappointed. I thought I had a great story, but without her there were just too many holes.


I started work on the Juan Corona story and tried to forget about the English piece. Then, last week, I received a package in the mail. It’s a series of notes vritten by ‘Mary Amesbury.’ There are shorter ones, and then some longer ones. It is, I suppose you could say, a kind of journal to herself and for herself, except that in her notes she is sometimes writing to me. Apparently the tape recorder or my presence in the visitors’ room had put her off, but back in the privacy of her cell she was able to write her story down. I think that I must have reminded her of her former life, and that had put her off too.


Actually I’m not sure what it is that she’s sent me. I do think, however, that the basic facts are here, and I’m pretty sure I can do the piece with this and the interviews from the others I’ve already got. I know it’s unorthodox, but I’d like to give it a try. I’ve received just the one package, but she says that she’ll be sending others.


I’m quite drawn to this story. I’m not sure why, except for the obvious. It’s got a lot of strong, raw elements, but I think that if handled discreetly, it could be a fantastic piece. And I’m not sure that the issues involved in this story have really been dealt with before by the media. That alone seems to me a good reason for tackling it. I think that it’s particularly interesting that this could happen to them. I know we were all stunned when we found out what had been going on. And then, of course, there’s the inside angle – the fact that they both worked here. I’m thinking of in the vicinity of 5,000 words if you can give me the space.


I should tell you right off that I couldn’t get to Jack Strout. He positively refused to talk to me. But I think the story can be done without my interviewing him.


Let me know what you think. I’d like to get started on this right away.




December 3–4, 1970





Mary Amesbury



I was driving north and east. It was as far east as I could go. I had an image in my mind that sustained me – of driving to the edge and jumping off, though it was just an image, not a plan. Along the road, near the end, there were intermittent houses. They were old and weathered, and on many the paint was peeling. They rose, in a stately way, to peaked roofs and had els at the back that sometimes leaned or sagged. Around these beautiful houses were objects that were useful or might be needed again: a second car, on blocks; a silver roll of insulation; a rusted plow from the front of a pickup truck, set upon a snowy lawn like an inadvertent sculpture. The new houses were not beautiful – pink or aqua gashes on a hillside – but you understood, driving past them, that a younger, more prosperous generation (the snowmobiles and station wagons) lived in them. These houses would have better heat and kitchens.


The town that I had picked lay at the end of the road. I came upon it like a signpost in a storm. There was an oval common, a harbor, a white wooden church. There was, too, a grocery store, a post office, a stone library. At the eastern edge of the common, with their backs to the harbor, stood four tall white houses in varying stages of disrepair. In the harbor there were lobster boats, and at the end of a wharf I saw a squat cement building that looked commercial. I thought it promising that the essentials of the town could be taken in at a glance.


I parked across the street from the store. The sign said Shedd’s, over a Pepsi logo. In the window there was another sign, a list: Waders, Blueberry Rakes, Maple Syrup, Magazines, Marine Hardware. And to its right there was a third sign – a faded relic from a local election: Vote for Rowley. A boy in a blue pickup truck, parked by the Mobil pump out front, brought a paper coffee cup to his lips, blew on it, and looked at me. I turned away and put my hand on the map, folded neatly on the passenger seat. I put my finger on the dot. I thought I was in a town called St. Hilaire.


The village common to my right was shrouded in snow. The light from a four o’clock December sun turned the white surface to a faint salmon. Behind the steeple of the church at the end of the green, a band of red sliced the sky between the horizon and a thinning blanket of clouds. The crimson light hit the panes of glass in the windows on the east side of the common, giving the houses there a sudden brilliance, a winter radiance. Yet I noticed, above the wooden door of the church, the odd graceless note of an electric cross lit with blue bulbs.


The storm was over, I thought, and was moving east, out to sea. The street in front of Shedd’s had been plowed, but not to the pavement. I imagined I could actually see the cold.


I shook open the map and laid it over the seat, with Maine crawling up the backrest. With my finger I traced the route I had driven, from my parking place at Eightieth and West End, up the Henry Hudson and out of New York City, onto the parkways that led to the highways, along the highways and across the states and finally north and east to the coast of Maine. In ten hours, I had put nearly five hundred miles between myself and the city. I thought it might be far enough. And then I thought: It will have to be.


I turned to see my baby. She was sleeping in the baby basket in the back seat. I looked at her face – the pale eyelashes, the reddish wisps of hair curling around the woolen hat, the plump cheeks that even then I could not resist reaching back to stroke, causing Caroline to stir slightly in her dreams.


The stuffy warmth from the car heater was fading. I felt the cold at my legs and pulled my woolen coat more tightly to my chest. The horizon appeared now to be on fire. Gray swirls of clouds above the sunset mimicked smoke rising from flames. Along the common, the lights in the houses were turned on, one by one, and as if in invitation, someone inside Shedd’s snapped on a bulb by the door.


I leaned against the seat back and looked across at the houses. The windows at the fronts were floor-to-ceiling rectangles with wavy panes of glass. The windows that were lit reminded me of windows I used to look into when I was a girl walking home after dark in my town. The windows of the houses there – warm, yellow frames of light – offered glimpses of family rituals hidden in the daytime. People would be eating or preparing supper, and I would see them gathered round a table, or I would watch a woman, in a kitchen, pass through a frame, and I would stand in the dark on the sidewalk, looking in, savoring those scenes. I would imagine myself to be a part of those tableaux – a child at the dining table, a girl with her father by a fireplace. And even though I knew now that families framed by windows are deceptive, like cropped photographs (for I never saw during those childhood walks a husband berating a wife or hitting a child, or a wife crying in the kitchen), I looked across the common and I thought: If I were in one of those houses now, I’d be sitting in a wooden chair in the kitchen. I’d have a glass of wine beside me, and I’d be half-listening to the evening news. Caroline would be in an infant seat on the table. I would hear my husband at the door and watch as he kicked the snow off his boots. He would have walked home from … (Where? I looked down the street. The building on the wharf? The library? The general store?) He would crouch down to pet a honey-colored cat, would bend to nuzzle the baby on the table, would pour himself a glass of wine, and would slide his hand across my shoulders as he took his first sip …


I stopped. The image, filled as it was with critical falsehoods, was a balloon losing air. I looked at my face in the rearview mirror, quickly turned away. I put on an oversized pair of dark glasses to hide my eyes. I draped my scarf over my hair and wrapped it around the lower part of my face.


I looked up again at the simple white houses that lined the common. There was snow on the porches. I was thinking: I am a

settler in reverse.




[image: image]


I know you are surprised to hear from me. I think that I was rude to you when you came to visit. Perhaps it was the tape recorder – that intrusive black machine on the table between us. I have never liked a tape recorder. It puts a person off, like a lie detector. When I was working, I used a notebook and a pencil, and sometimes even that would make them nervous. They’d look at what you wrote, not at your face or eyes.


Or perhaps it was your presence in that sterile and formal visitors’ room. There was something that you did that reminded me of Harrold. Sometimes he would sit, as you did yesterday, your legs crossed, your face expressionless, your fingers tapping the pencil lead on the table, quietly, like a brush on a snare drum.


But you’re not like Harrold, are you? You’re just a reporter, as I was once – your hair pinned back behind your ears; your summer suit wrinkled across your lap – just trying to do your job.


Or possibly it was simply the process itself. You’d think that I’d be used to that by now, wouldn’t you? But the problem is that I know too much about how it works. I’d be talking to you, and you would seem to be looking at me, but I would know that you were searching for your lead, listening for the quotes. I would see it on your face. You wouldn’t be able to relax until you’d got your story, had seen its center. You’d be hoping for a cover, would be thinking of the length. And I’d know that the story you would write would be different from the one I’d tell. Just as the one I am going to tell you now, will be different from the one I told my lawyer or the court. Or the one I will one day tell my child.


My baby, my orphan, my sweet girl …


I took the name of Mary, like a nun, though without a nun’s grace, but you will know that, just as you will know that I am twenty-six now. You’ll have seen the clips; you’ll have read the files.


You’ll describe me in your piece, and I wish you didn’t have to, for I can’t help seeing myself as you must have seen me the day you came to visit. You’ll say that I look older than my years, that my skin is white, too washed out, like that of someone who hasn’t seen the sun in weeks. And then there is my body, shapeless now in this regulation jumpsuit, and only two or three people, reading your article, will ever know how it once was. I don’t believe that any man will ever see my body again. But that’s hardly important now, is it?


I know that you’re probably wondering why it is that I’ve decided to write to you, why I’ve agreed to tell my story. I have asked myself the same question. I could say that I am doing this because I don’t want a single other woman to endure what I went through. Or I could tell you that having been a reporter, I suffer from a reporter’s craving – to tell my own story. But these explanations would be incorrect, or only partially correct. The true answer is simpler than that, but also more complex.


I am writing this for myself. That’s all.


When I lived it, I couldn’t clearly see my way. I understood it, and yet I didn’t. I couldn’t tell this story to anyone, just as I couldn’t answer your questions when you came to visit. But when you left, I went looking for a piece of paper and a pen. Perhaps you are a good reporter after all.


If you can find the facts in my memories, in these incoherent ramblings, you are welcome to them. And if I tell this story badly, or get the dialogue wrong, or tell things out of sequence, you will hear the one or two things that are essential, won’t you?


When I opened the door to Shedd’s, a bell tinkled. Everyone in the store – a few men, a woman, the grocer behind the counter – looked up at me. I was holding Caroline, but the glare of the fluorescent lights and the sudden heat of the store were confusing to me. The lights began to shimmer, then to spin. The woman standing by the front counter took a step forward, as if she might be going to speak.


I looked away from her and moved toward the aisles.


They’d been talking when I walked in, and they started up again. I heard men’s voices and the woman’s. There was something about a sudden gale and a boat lost, a child sick with the flu and not complaining. For the first time, I heard the cadence of the Maine accent, the vowels broadened, the r’s dropped, the making of two syllables out of simple words like there. The words and sentences had a lilt and a rhythm that was appealing. The accent grows on you like an old tune.


The store was claustrophobic – you must know the kind I mean. Did you see it when you were in St. Hilaire? A rack of potato chips and pretzels had been squeezed next to a cooler of fresh produce. There were two long rows of cereal boxes and canned goods, but at least half the store appeared to be given over to shelves of objects associated with fishing. I moved along to the back wall and picked up a quart of milk. I held the baby and the milk in one arm and slid a packaged coffee cake into my free hand from the bread aisle. Walking to the front of the store, I passed a cooler filled with beer. I quickly snagged a six-pack with my finger.


When I returned to the front of the store, a man was at the counter, a man about my age and about my height. He had a handlebar mustache and was wearing a denim jacket and a Red Sox baseball cap. The jacket was tight in the shoulders, and I doubted it would button across his waist. It seemed like a jacket he had worn for years – it had a frayed and soft look – but now he had gained a bit of weight across his middle, and the jacket was too small. He wore a navy-blue sweater, and he moved his feet while he stood there. He seemed jazzed up, nervy, in perpetual motion. He tapped a beat on the counter, where he had placed a package of fish cakes, a can of baked beans, a six-pack of beer, and a carton of cigarettes. I thought he must be cold in such a thin jacket.


Across the counter was the grocer, an older man – in his late fifties? He had discolored teeth, from cigarettes or coffee, and an ocher chamois shirt that had an ink stain, like a Rorschach, on the pocket. He rang up the purchases on the counter with only one eye on the cash register. The other one was glass and seemed to be staring at me. My scarf was slipping from my hair; I had my arms full and couldn’t fix it.


The only woman in the store was standing by the coffeemaker and reading The Boston Globe. She was wearing a green hand-knit sweater and a taupe parka. She was an impressive woman, not fat, but tall and big-boned, and I thought it was possible, though she was well-proportioned, that had she stepped on a scale, she’d have outweighed the grocer. Her eyes were watery in color, bluish, and her eyebrows nearly nonexistent in a roughened face of high color. Her teeth were large and very white, and there was a slight gap between the front two – a trait I would see often in the townspeople. Perhaps you saw it too. Her hair was graying, clipped short, in a style I would describe as sensible. I thought she was probably fifty, but I also thought she was a woman who had early on settled into a look that would last her many years. When she turned the pages of her newspaper, she looked up at me.


‘That’s five hundred and eighty-two-dollars,’ said the grocer.


The man with the handlebar mustache took his wallet out of his back pocket and smiled at the weak joke. He handed the grocer a ten-dollar bill and began to speak to him. I may not have the dialogue quite right, but I remember it like this:


‘Everett Shedd, you’re goin’ to make me a poor man.’


‘Don’t be bellyachin’ to me, Willis. You’re poor all by yourself.’


‘That’s so. It’s a bitch season. Jesus. There in’t a man in town makin’ a dime this time a year.’


‘You pull your boat yet?’


‘No; I’ll do it on the fifteenth, like I do every year. Tryin’ to eke out a coupla more miserable weeks, though the pickin’s is pitiful.’


‘Don’t get sour on me, Willis. You’re too young to get sour.’


‘I was born sour.’


The grocer snorted. ‘That’s the truth.’


The man with the handlebar mustache picked his change off the counter and lifted the paper bag of groceries. I moved forward with the milk and coffee cake and beer and set them down. Quickly I tightened the scarf around my head with my free hand. The man with the handlebar mustache hesitated a minute, then said, ‘How you doin’, Red?’


I nodded. I was used to this.


‘What can I do you for?’ asked the grocer. The glass eye was looking at me. It was blue; the other eye was a grayish green.


‘I’ll take these,’ I said, ‘and I was wondering if you knew of a motel where I could spend the night, with my baby.’


This came out fast, as if rehearsed.


‘Passin’ through?’ the grocer asked.


I touched the items on the counter, reached in my purse for my wallet. The strap from my shoulder bag lurched down my arm, causing me to have to shift the baby.


‘I don’t know. I’m not sure. I might stay,’ I said. I lowered my eyes to the counter – a scuffed rectangle of gray Formica, bordered on one side by a canister of beef jerky strips, on the other by a display of candy canes. I knew the grocer must be wondering why a woman alone with a baby wanted a motel room on the northern coast of Maine, possibly for more than one night, the first week in December.


‘Well, I’m afraid there’s nothing in St. Hilaire,’ he said, as if genuinely reluctant to disappoint me. ‘You have to go over to Machias for a motel.’


‘There’s the Gateway, halfway to Machias,’ said the man with the handlebar mustache, who was hovering near the magazine rack. I looked at the magazines – Yankee, Rod and Gun, Family Circle, and others. I saw then the familiar title, and my eyes stopped there, as if I’d just caught sight of my own face in a mirror, or the face of someone I didn’t want to be reminded of.


‘Muriel has about a dozen rooms. She’d be glad of the business.’


‘That’s so,’ said the grocer. ‘Save you goin’ into Machias proper. Motel’s not much to look at, but it’s clean.’


Caroline began to whimper. I bounced the baby to quiet her.


‘That’s three thirteen,’ said the grocer. He said the number like this: ‘thuh-teen,’ and I always think of that pronunciation when I think of the Maine accent.


I paid the man and opened my coat. I was sweating in the hot store.


‘Where you from?’ asked the grocer.


I may have hesitated a fraction too long. ‘New York,’ I said. The two men exchanged glances.


‘How do I get there?’ I asked.


The grocer put the food into a paper bag, counted out my change. ‘You go north on this coast road here till you hit Route One. Take a right and that’ll take you toward Machias. The Gateway is about seven miles up, on the left. You can’t miss it – big green sign.’


I gathered the paper bag into my left arm, held the baby in my right. The man with the handlebar mustache moved toward the door and opened it for me. When he did, the bell tinkled again. The sound startled me.


The horizon had swallowed the sun. The dry, bitter air slapped my face. My boots squeaked in the snow as I hurried to the car. Behind me, from the top of the steps, in the cold silence of the night, I could hear voices, now familiar, casual and well-meaning in their way.


‘She’s alone with the baby.’


‘Left the father.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Maybe.’




Everett Shedd


You could tell she was in trouble the minute she walked in the door there. She had a gray scarf wound all round her face, ’n’ those sunglasses, ’n’ I know she meant to hide herself, but the fact is, she looked so unusual, don’t you know, with those dark glasses when it was already sundown outside, that you had to look at her. You understand what I’m sayin’? It was like she was tryin’ to hide but drawin’ attention to herself instead, if you follow me. ’Specially when she wouldn’t take the glasses off inside; then you knew she had a problem. And the way she held the baby. Real close, like she might lose it, or it might be took away from her. And then later, the scarf fell back down off of her head, ’n’ you could see, ’n’ I thought right away that she’d been in a car accident. It was slick as spit outside – had been all afternoon. Not all of the roads had been plowed yet, ’specially the coast road, ’n’ so I figured she was going to tell us she’d been in an accident, except that the bruises didn’t look exactly fresh, don’t you know, I mean to say recently fresh. And then there was the fact that she’d tried to hide them. You don’t try to hide bruises from a car accident. At least in my experience you don’t. And I’ve had a little bit of experience. I expect you know that I’m the town’s only officer of the law, apart from when I’m authorized to deputize someone else. Me ’n’ my wife, we run the store, but when there’s trouble, I’m supposed to sort it out. And if I can’t sort it out, I call over to Machias, and they send a car. And I’ll tell you something: I hardly ever see a face looks that bad. Not to say we don’t have our fair share of altercations. We got some fellas here get to drinkin’ ’n’ go off their heads, ’n’ I seen a few black eyes, even a broken arm here and there, but this was different. Her lower lip, on the right side, was swollen ’n’ black, ’n’ she had a bump, big as a lemon, at the edge of her cheekbone the color of a raspberry, ’n’ I suspect if she’d taken off those glasses we’d a seen a coupla humdinger shiners, and Muriel, who saw her in the morning, and Julia, they say it was bad. This was important, don’t you know, what we saw that day, we had to say so at the trial. I think Julia might of said, right there when she walked in, was she all right, and she said, fine, but you could see she wasn’t. Dizzy, she was. And it seems to me she had a limp. I thought there was something wrong with her right leg. So I was standin’ there, puttin’ in the groceries, thinkin’ to myself. She in’t askin’ for help. She says she’s from New York. We don’t get many people from New York ’tall up here.


So me and Willis and Julia are all three of us lookin’ at each other on the sly like, ’n’ then she’s gone. Just like that.


I can tell you I’ve pondered many times if I did the right thing that night. I could of quizzed her, you know. Got her to tell me what was goin’ on. But I doubt she’d a told me. Or anyone. She was on the run, if you want to look at it like that. And we knew she was probably goin’ to be safe at the Gateway, though I didn’t like to send her and the baby out in such cold. It was goin’ to be brutal that night, they were sayin’ minus sixty with the wind chill, so I called up to Muriel to tell her someone was on their way. And then Muriel put her onto Julia the next day, and I think we all figured Julia, she was keepin’ an eye on things, had the situation under control, as if you could control a situation like this. But we talked about it later, after she left. We were interested; I won’t say we weren’t.


She was skin and bones, like them New York models is, undernourished, ’n’ I’ll tell you something else. You’re goin’ to think this is strange, but I had the feeling she was pretty. You wouldn’t think I’d say that, now would you. But she was. You could see, even with the dark glasses ’n’ that hurt lip, she was meant to be a little bit of a looker. She had red hair; alive it was, I’ve said it since: not orange, like you sometimes see, but red-gold, real pretty, the color of polished cherrywood. Yup. Cherrywood. And a lot of it, fallin’ all around her face, framin’ it. (Course, I’m partial to redheads. My wife used to be a redhead once; she had pretty hair too, all pinned up at the back of her head. But that’s gone now.) It was like … let me try to explain this to you. You see a beautiful ancient statue in a picture book, and the statue has been ruined. An arm is gone, or the side of the face has been chipped away. But you know, lookin’ at the statue, that once it was perfect and special. You know what I’m sayin’? That’s how you felt when you looked at her, that something special had been damaged or broken. The baby had that hair too. You could see it in the fringe, outside her cap, ’n’ later, of course. Have you seen her yet?


Have you met Mary yet? Well, I’ve seen her a few times since … well, you know. And I can tell you right now, she don’t look the same as she did last winter when she came to us. But you take my word for it, ’n’ you write this down when you do this article of yours. Mary Amesbury was a looker.


Not that it ever did her any good. ’Cept with Jack. And that’s another story, in’t it.


You have to talk to Jack. You talk to him right, he’ll tell you some things. Maybe. He’s close, our Jack.


Willis will talk to you. Willis will talk to anyone. I only mean that Willis likes to talk, and he was there. He lives in a pink trailer you might of seen just south of town, with his kids and his wife, Jeannine. And speakin’ of Jeannine, I’ll tell you something confidential. You don’t repeat this now, or put this in your article there, but you’re probably goin’ to hear this around, so I’ll tell you now, about Willis. It’s said of Willis – that is to say in connection with Willis, the way whenever anybody ever talks about Julia they always say how Billy went from the cold afore he went from the drownin’ – that Willis’s wife, Jeannine, has three … that is to say … well, breasts. They say that the third one, a little bit of a thing, is located on the right side, up in the hollow where the shoulder meets the collarbone. I’ve never seen it, of course, ’n’ I don’t actually know anyone who has, but I do believe it’s true, although I would never bother Willis about it. And Jeannine is as good a mother as they come. Everybody says so, ’n’ so I wouldn’t want nothin’ bad said about Jeannine. It’s from inbreeding, tell you the truth, but don’t you go repeatin’ this in your article there. This is private town business, not for the world. Just an aside, don’t you know.


Now, you asked me about the town. You come to the right place. I guess you could say I’m a little bit of the town historian, but I ’spect you know that already, which is why you’re here.


I was born here, lived here all my life, like Julia and Jack and Willis. Muriel, she come over from Bangor when she got married. Her husband left her – that’s another story – ’n’ she stayed. We’re a fishin’ town, you’ve seen that, lobster mostly, clams and mussels and crabs when the season’s on. The main business in town is the co-op on the wharf there. We ship down to Boston. There’s some blueberry farms too, just inland; they ship all over the country in August. But the lobsterin’ is what we’re all about. Me, I inherited the store from my father, never any question about what I was goin’ to do. But Willis and Jack, now, they’re lobstermen. And Julia’s Billy was, afore he died. They’re a different breed, you know, not your average Joe. Independent is a nice way to put it. They can be a cussed lot. It’s in the blood, lobsterin’, handed down from father to son, the way minin’ is in a town, because that’s the only way to make a livin’ here. Don’t get me wrong. This is a good place to live, in its way. Can’t imagine livin’ down where you come from. But it makes you hard, stayin’ here. You got to be hard, or you won’t survive.


Now, the lobstermen, most of ’em, they’ll haul their boats just afore Christmas, ’n’ they won’t put their pots back in till the end of March or so. Willis, for example, he drives a truck for a haulage company in January and February. Then in March he’ll start gettin’ his gear in shape. Some of the men, though, they don’t pull their boats till January. Jack don’t, usually. Well, he’s got a difficult home situation, don’t he? His wife, Rebecca, had what we call the blues real bad. Some of the women, they get them in the winter. It’s a dreary thing – they can’t stand the water when it’s gray for days on end, and they start to go a bit melancholy on you, cryin’ all the time, or they cut off all their hair, till it gets spring, and then they’re OK. But Rebecca, she was melancholy summer or winter, a trial to Jack, though if you want to know the truth, maybe he’s not the sort of man she ought to have married. Jack keeps to himself, he does, pretty quiet. Maybe a bit disappointed in life too, if you want to know. He had himself two years at the University of Maine, don’t you know, more’n twenty years ago that was, on a track scholarship, but his father got both his arms broke on a shrimp boat and the family run out of money, so Jack come home to take care of his father. He took over the lobsterin’ and married Rebecca. He did his best with the kids. He’s got two, nineteen and fifteen their ages are, I think; decent kids. The boy, he’s in Boston at school there now. Northeastern, I think it is. Jack’s puttin’ him through.


But anyway, Jack, he’ll go out in a thaw or when it’s not blowin’. Works on his pots the rest of the time at the fish house over to the point. That’s where he keeps his boat – the Rebecca Strout. They name ’em for their wives. Well, at least on this part of the coast they do. Elsewheres they name ’em for their sons, don’t you know. That’s where she was, by the way, over to the point. Mary Amesbury, I mean. You’ve seen the cottage?


You understand that when they do go out, summer or winter, the water’s still so cold a man can’t last ten minutes in it. That’s what happened to Billy Strout – Julia’s husband, Jack’s cousin, don’t you know. Got his foot caught in a tangle of pot warp, and he went over. Not uncommon, sorry to say. It was November, if I remember correctly. They say he went from the cold afore he went from the drownin’. The medical people up to Machias, they can tell when they get the body. Sometimes we don’t ever get the body, but Billy, he washed up over to Swale’s Island. We knew, of course, the day it happened. It’s a disturbin’ sight, I’ll tell you, someone findin’ the boat, unmanned, the motor still goin’, movin’ in slow circles. That’s how you know. Course, Billy was a drinker, part Indian from his mother, don’t you know, so that may have been the problem right there.


I can’t allow as Julia was all that sorry to lose him, tell you the truth. Don’t write that, either.


Anyway, the town.


About four hundred people, give or take a few. The young ones in their early twenties, they go off, some come back, live at home a few months, go off again, hard to keep track, till they lose heart and settle down here for good, or go off for good. We’ve sent four boys to Vietnam, and we’ve lost two. Their names is on the town memorial over there. Most of the boys, they’re already lobstermen and feedin’ families by the time they get the call – and a lot of ’em don’t go. We got some patriots in town, but most folks don’t think the war has much to do with us up here.


The town was first settled in the seventeen hundreds by the French over from Nova Scotia, which is why we have a French name, like Calais or Petit Manan further south. During the War for Independence, the town was mostly British, I’m sorry to say, so that after the war; they tried to get rid of anything foreign and rename the place Hilary, but it never caught on. There are some families can trace their roots back to the war, others that come from Bangor or over from Calais. We had Indians here too, but now they’re on the reservations down to Eastport. I say reservations, but we’re talkin’ about cinderblock housing projects that’d make you sick to look at. Unemployment and alcohol – it’s a sin. What we did to ’em, I mean. Anyway, it’s not a problem I can solve.


We got a library, open two days a week. Elementary school. For high school, the kids go over to Machias. The church, the post office, my store. Tom Bonney got sick of lobsterin’, tried to start up a marine supply store, don’t you know, but it didn’t take off – most of the men, they make their own pots, and the gear gets handed down father to son. And Elna Coffin tried to get the co-op to go in with her on a clam shack, but like I say, we’re out here at the end of the road – not a road to anywhere – and they wouldn’t back her.


Those houses over there, they’re from the shipbuilding days. A hundred and fifty years ago, this town was big in shipbuilding. We had a hotel too, but it burned down; was at the other end of the common. We had twenty-five hundred people in the town at one time, if you can believe it. You’ll see some of the houses on the coast road, abandoned a lot of them. Old Capes, some farmhouses. These houses here now, there’s two still in the family, but the people in ’em don’t have two sticks to rub together, and they’re livin’ in only one or two rooms in the winter. Shut the rest off. One of the other houses belongs to the schoolteacher, and the fourth is Julia’s. Julia does her best to keep the house standin’, but it needs work, you can see that. She come from a bit of money years ago, and she went to college too. Up to Bates. Her mother sent her. Nearly killed her mother when Julia up and married Billy Strout. Anyway, Julia had some money afore Billy run through it, but she kept the house, and she’s got the three cottages. We get a coupla dozen summer people. Water’s too cold ’n’ we’re too far north for most people. And the black flies are wicked in June. Still, you wouldn’t believe the rents people from the city are willin’ to pay in the summer, just to get away from it all. Julia makes a bit of money rentin’ out June to September. Uses it to live on the rest of the year.
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