
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            
               
                  [image: ]

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

            Copyright © 2018 by Katharine Dion

Cover design by Neil Alexander Heacox

Cover image © Alex Katz / Licensed by VAGA

Author photograph by Terri Loewenthal

Cover © 2018 Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
littlebrown.com
twitter.com/littlebrown
facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany

            First Edition: June 2018

            Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The phrase "Love—that's a private catastrophe" here is from Anton Chekhov's story "The Dance Pianist," translated by Ann Dunnigan.

            The phrase “We end in joy” here is from Theodore Roethke’s poem “The Moment.”

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

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN 978-0-316-473873

LCCN 2017963616

            E3-20180502-DANF

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	
One
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

         	8.

         	9.

      



   	
Two
      
      
	10.

         	11.

         	12.

         	13.

         	14.

         	15.

         	16.

         	17.

         	18.

         	19.

         	20.

      



   	
Three
      
      
	21.

         	22.

         	23.

         	24.

         	25.

      



   	About the Author

   	Newsletter




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            One

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1.

         

         HIS WIFE HAD died in June and there was to be a memorial service for her in two weeks, at the end of the summer. Gene’s daughter had come out from California with his granddaughter to help make the arrangements, and he found himself dismayed by his general helplessness, which was not exactly the same as resenting what his daughter did for him, but the feelings existed along the same continuum. He hadn’t been able to find his swim trunks that morning, so he was wearing a pair of pants Dary had chopped off at the knee. She had cut them unevenly and the left side hung lower than the right, in a skew of brown corduroy fringe dampened by sweat against his slack thigh.

         He was also wearing real shoes, probably the only person on the entire beach. A bulky pair of sneakers made of foam and glue, the sort that older people were punished with and expected to submit to meekly, as if they were no longer discerning. On Dr. Fornier’s recommendation Dary had driven all the way out to the freezing mall, the one with the potted palms, because it was easier to do something for his weak ankles than his grief. He had fought only a little about whether he would wear them, because when he and Dary had started to bicker, his ten-year-old granddaughter had shouted from the back seat of the car, “If you’re going to fight, leave me home!”

         Now Annie was playing down the beach with a group of boys and girls who were still unselfconscious about being a group of boys and girls who played with one another. Dary had gone to get her because they were going to meet the Donnellys at the miniature golf course. He had little interest in miniature golf, but as long as his daughter was in town it seemed that he was a type of appendage to her, expected to go where she went unless she made other arrangements for him. He had promised to meet up with his daughter and granddaughter later, and they had left him behind with their towels thinned by too much washing and a single glass jug filled with what was now very warm water.

         The beach was crowded, a cluttered heap of pink skin, chipped toenail polish, ice chests, crumpled tin foil, silver cans wearing coats of sand halfway up their sides, shovels and buckets in primary colors, and striped umbrellas that stammered in the uncool breeze. A group of teenage girls had established a colony nearby. They were arrayed on their stomachs in a line surrounded by the incredible amount of stuff that had come out of their bags, the water bottles, energy bars, sun lotions, women’s magazines, hairbrushes, inflatable pillows, diet sodas, reed mats, and radios. At times they would roll over each other like seals to point out something in one of the magazines, and from them arose a collective shriek that he vaguely recognized as a form of laughter.

         Not far from them a good-looking youngish man with bronzed forearms was helping a little girl build a sandcastle with multiple towers and walkways. Whenever the man did something that pleased the little girl, she cried out, “Mommy, look what Roy did!” Then a woman sitting just beyond them with a puppy in her lap would gaze up at Roy with an expression of complete contentment, and she would lift the pudding-fleshed puppy so it too could gaze on Roy with dumb bliss. She was older than Roy but aggressively attractive; her swimsuit squished the tops of her breasts into little meat pies above the elastic. It was difficult to tell how long she and Roy had been together, and whether he had been inaugurated already into a fatherly role or was merely auditioning.

         Gene’s interest in other people lay primarily in the mystery of their happiness. Happy children, happy parents tending happy children and small animals—had they always been such evangelists of joy? He now reserved a special kind of misery for the sight of a happy couple. This particular human configuration seemed to have been invented to draw out the despair in everyone else.

         A scrum of ball-playing men moved up and down the beach, spreading out and coalescing an expansive territory. You could smell them before they passed by and again afterward, a mass of warm air cabbagey with sweat. Even men who didn’t play sports in their regular lives, the ones with the narrow bony chests white as the bite inside a pickle—even they would play with a ball at the beach. Every now and then, when they stampeded across a blanket, some lifeguard would stand up and bullhorn about it.

         When Gene was in college the lifeguards on this beach had been lazy party boys, scornful of enforcing rules made by somebody else, especially the state of New Hampshire. On their breaks they smoked cigarettes and sipped beer from bottles in paper bags. But something had changed. Now the beach seemed part of a larger state public service effort to deliver a serious message about health and safety. Last summer, a mobile health clinic had been stationed in the parking lot and to get to the beach you had to pass cheerful volunteers in matching T-shirts, handing out flyers promising various free screenings. It had been one of the last memorable fights between him and Maida, a fight that began when one of the volunteers asked if she could give them a flyer and Maida said yes and he said no. Maida took the flyer and read aloud about the screenings as they stumped over the dunes and he was aware of the way his No had sharpened her Yes, had made it oppositional. “They’re free,” Maida said. “Why not?” But nothing was free and he said so.

         Maybe if they had left off there, sparring halfheartedly about money, he would have forgotten the argument by now. Instead they jumped tracks and the argument became about what it was or wasn’t useful to know. If you could know something, Maida said, she didn’t understand why you wouldn’t choose to know it. “Not knowing won’t save you,” she said, at a moment when neither of them knew she would die the next summer. Instead, he had taken a certain needling pleasure in assailing her logic. He pointed out that no test would be able to tell him precisely when he would die, or provide the details for how the how would unfold. The tests would only increase his fear, which in his estimation was generally worse than pain of a physical kind. “For a smart person,” Maida said, “sometimes you aren’t.”

         Now he picked his way down to the water through a maze of blankets, discarded cups, and scavenger birds. Airy tangles of dark seaweed crisped by the sun nested in the indentations in the sand, trapping small bits of litter, froth, and shells—mostly surf clams but also some mussels. When he was ten years old, the year his father died, Gene had gone to the beach for a week with his father’s family—the French-speaking aunts, uncles, and cousins who came from the same small town in Canada—and his cousins had told him the secret that if you held a seashell to your ear, the ocean would speak to you. All that week he collected horse mussels, dog winkles, and moon snails, and after he had rinsed them off he tested each one, thinking that if he found the right tiny, smooth, hollowed-out body and held it to his ear, he might hear instead of the cry of the ocean, the voice of his father. It astonished him that even now, more than sixty years later, he couldn’t see a seashell without experiencing the flicker of an urge to pick it up, in case the shell was the one that would return his father to him.

         A woman in a sun hat and slacks sauntered toward him along the edge of the surf. Some aspect of her gait triggered a flash of recognition, and the seas inside his cells rose in response. For a fleeting moment the woman was Maida. But when she came nearer, the illusion was shattered. Her face, her expression, was wrong, and she was round in the places where Maida was trim. Yet even after the illusion had been dispelled there remained in him a reckless hope that his wife was alive somewhere, that the person who had died in the hospital wasn’t her, and that the real Maida was making her way back to him somehow.

         There were things he hadn’t told her. Like how a week after their fight about the free screenings he had gone back to the mobile health clinic. He wanted to say he had gone back out of devotion to her, out of the kind of love that is a radical openness to someone else’s ideas, but the truth was closer to something like superstition. After you had talked so much about the idea that there might be something wrong with you, it took on a fatalistic dimension. On some level he believed that if he emphatically refused the screenings, the universe would punish him. He went back for the free blood-pressure and diabetes screenings, and then—because the frowning stethoscoping doctor recommended it—he paid for an EKG that revealed an irregular heart rhythm. Except the doctor wouldn’t tell him what was wrong with him and would recommend only that he see his regular doctor. But by the time the appointment with Dr. Fornier came around, Gene was having trouble with his ankles, and he was relieved to allow this to become the all-consuming problem.

         There were also things he hadn’t asked Maida. Like if it had been, on the whole, a happy life. He didn’t mean the outward life, but the life within the life. The tucked-away life, secret even to oneself most of the time. Had it been happy enough?

         A wave, leaping out of nowhere, crashed against his feet. The water coursed over the tops of his shoes, penetrating the webbing. He waded in and the chill grabbed at his corduroys. His body convulsed in the strange liquid way it always did when the water approached his navel.

         There were people who told him his grief would diminish, but he didn’t believe them. That his father’s death was still an experience reverberating inside him after all these years suggested that the distance a person traveled from death was just along a circle, and all it took was one new loss to show you that you were still traveling the same line. Only now he was older and more broken down and less able to absorb the devastation. Because there was only so much room inside the body to accommodate all the deaths you had to accommodate to go on living.

         A wave flung toward him and broke against his chest, splashing water in his face. He tasted the blunt gift of its salt, the roughness cutting into his nose and mouth. Then the ocean reeled back, spinning, a membrane pulled in every direction, sucked low and flat by a deep inner drain.

         
              

         

         No couple had played a more important role in his and Maida’s lives than Ed and Gayle Donnelly. The two families had vacationed together for years at White Pine Camp, the Donnellys’ property on Fisher Lake, and they had been initiated together in the summer rituals of family happiness—swimming, boating, fishing, birding, croquet, card games, night swimming. On these trips they had shared responsibility for sick children, mosquito-bitten children, and plain old whiny children. The handed-down clothing and baby items had traveled both ways between the families. Dary, born just over a year after Ed and Gayle’s oldest, spent much of her first year outfitted in Brian Donnelly’s old clothes. Later, the two younger Donnelly boys, Michael and Colin, inherited the best of Dary’s toys. And just as there was a key to the Ashes’ house in the top drawer of the Donnellys’ secretary (beside the roll of Charles Demuth stamps and the mother-of-pearl letter opener), there were keys to the Donnelly homes in the Ashes’ front closet in the pocket of an oversize men’s coat, the circumstances of whose acquisition no one could recall. Sometimes to outsiders the Ashes and Donnellys gave the impression that each family was an extension of the other, and in moments of crisis they tended to rely on each other without waiting for an invitation.

         The first weeks after Maida’s death, Ed and Gayle had often appeared whenever Gene needed a competent stand-in. Gayle quietly went about concluding Maida’s institutional relationships in the world. She returned library books, transferred memberships to Gene’s name, canceled automatic payments to the gym he had never gone to, and generally handled the things he would have never remembered to do, though somehow it would have drained him to have left them undone.

         Ed kept the infrastructure around the house in working order. He took Gene’s car to be serviced when it was supposed to be and got an estimate for the repairs to the roof. He replaced the refrigerator the same day it discharged a foul-smelling puddle under the freezer drawer during a heat wave. By the afternoon the floor was clean and dry and the new model was restocked with everything from the old one, plus some nice beer and cold cuts that hadn’t been there before.

         All this generosity from his friends should have inspired more tenderness in him, and it puzzled him that instead of gratitude he often felt something closer to irritation. It was mostly Ed who aroused it in him, though Gene knew his friend was just trying to be helpful. But the more his irritation grew, the guiltier he felt, with the result that often he found himself balking at some proposed kindness that was in his best interest, or he would be late to some engagement his friends had arranged on his behalf. As he was now late to meet them at the miniature golf course, having waited past the reasonable moment to heave himself out of the ocean.

         The course was across the street and down the block, not far from the band shell where free summer concerts were held. He had expected the boardwalk to have emptied in the midday heat, but it was as crowded as the beach and dense with oiled bodies jogging and strolling and lolling at the rail. He had never gotten entirely accustomed to it, the sight of women walking down the street in nothing but bathing suits, the initial shock not from seeing so much flesh but from thinking that here was a person who had forgotten to wear clothes. A tanned bride-to-be in a ruffly white bikini, tiara, and sash announcing her bachelorette status posed for a photo, flanked by a group of equally tanned bikini-clad women, none of whom looked like they needed another minute in the sun. A large muscular man wearing an airbrushed T-shirt depicting a woman with obscenely large breasts was accompanied by a woman half his size wearing an identical shirt.

         Gene stepped into the street and was nearly run down by a Rollerblader in the bicycle lane, who shouted at him, “Don’t die, dude!”

         In front of the penny arcades, everyone seemed to be eating something: three scoops in a waffle cone, or fried dough, or steaming slices of pizza served on doubled paper plates. The seafood restaurant that served the same food under a new name still had a twenty-foot blue marlin surging from the roof. A teenage boy wearing a sandwich board shaped like a piano handed him a flyer for a bar with private karaoke rooms.

         There was more than one miniature golf course on the strip, but only one had a pirate theme. A skeleton missing a hand greeted him at the entrance, and the attendant offered him a complimentary paper visor with a skull and crossbones, which he declined. There was no good shortcut through the course, so he simply walked the holes in order, passing entire parties in the skull-and-crossbones visors. There was a hole that had to be played through a shipwrecked boat; another that required hitting the ball through an enormous skull; another that skirted the tentacles of a monster squid. He crossed a wooden bridge and found his family putting next to a waterfall, groundwater tumbling down beige plastic rocks.

         “Well, well,” Ed said. “The beachcomber arriveth. We started without you, hope you don’t mind.”

         His granddaughter handed him a bright orange ball. He kissed Gayle hello on the cheek and asked what he had missed.

         “Ed’s threatening to sell White Pine Camp,” Dary said.

         “Well, you can’t,” Gene said. “You can’t sell it until I’m dead.”

         “Not until we’re all dead,” said Gayle.

         “I counted,” Ed said, “and last summer we were only there a total of ten days. And you”—he pointed to Gene—“we could hardly get you out there for a day.”

         “It’s the kids’ fault,” Gene said.

         “Thanks,” said Dary.

         “It’s true. It’s their fault for growing up. It was different when they were young.”

         “Now I resent that,” Ed said. “I resent the idea we were living for them.”

         “Not just for them,” Gayle said.

         “Just mostly,” Ed said with a wry, disdainful smile.

         “You’ll regret it if you sell,” Gene promised.

         “How is that possible,” Ed said, “when I’ve never regretted anything in my life up to now?”

         “It’s not just the cabin you’d be giving up,” Gene said. “It’s the whole experience. The air and everything in it.”

         “I have plenty of air. The trees make it for me every day.”

         “It’s that deep lake smell, isn’t it?” Gayle said wistfully. “It makes everything all right.” She went to the tee and played her turn, a solid if unremarkable hit. There was some speculation from Ed about whether she could have done better if she hadn’t been chatting (the Ashes abstained from this conversation), and before long Gene found himself hitting the orange ball up a ramp and over a waterway. He thought he had hit it with good power, but it plunked into the water.

         “Your head,” Ed said.

         “What?”

         “At the last moment you moved your head.”

         Ed stepped up to take his turn. He was a tall man, over six feet, and the putter looked too small for him. In the last decade he’d lost some muscle but he still projected an aura of good health, the leftovers of a lifetime of exercising every day. For years he had tried and failed to persuade Gene to get up with him at five a.m. to run along the river, a circuit that ended at a coffee shop where a group of sedentary retirees greeted him reverentially. Now he hit the ball with a swift, precise stroke. It cleared the waterway and came to rest about a foot from the hole. “See if you can do any better,” he taunted Dary.

         She played her turn. Her ball cleared the waterway easily and rolled to a stop between Ed’s ball and the hole.

         “Not bad,” Ed conceded.

         “Spoken humbly by the man who taught me to play,” Dary said. “Telling me it was important in life to excel at one or two pointless games.”

         “If you hadn’t listened,” Ed said, “you wouldn’t have seen a unicorn.”

         “What unicorn?” said Gene.

         “Are you talking about the time Mom saw the pony?” Annie said.

         “Yes, honey.”

         “She knows?” Gene said.

         In the end, Ed told the story. It took place when Dary was not quite a teenager and Michael and Colin were still little boys. One day Ed had driven with the kids out into the country, looking for a miniature golf course they had heard about. It turned out to be a run-down farm that the owners had attempted to convert into a tourist attraction, a strange little place with a hay-bale maze and a rudimentary nine-hole course that was open only during the summers. There was also a small, derelict petting zoo on the grounds—the kind of place, Ed said, that had been developed with more attention to the billboards than the paddocks for the animals. One of the penned-up animals was a very forlorn-looking pony. Its coat was slick with gelatinous gray patches, as if something under its skin was rotting, and there was a horn affixed to the center of its forehead, which had become partially unstuck. The pony began stamping and thrusting, twisting violently in an effort to throw it off. This terrified young Michael and Colin. Ed was making an effort to redirect their attention when without any warning Dary reached over the fence and tore off the pony’s horn, ripping off some of its skin along with it. The animal bared its teeth and brayed malevolently at them. Where the horn had been stuck to its head, little orbs of yellow pus started to spring up on a wound. Ed ordered everyone back into the car.

         “How awful,” Gayle said.

         “But that’s just it—it wasn’t,” Dary said. “Not in the end.” She told them how in the car on the way home, Ed had talked about how good intentions sometimes have unpredictable consequences. He reassured her this wasn’t her fault.

         “Well,” Ed said, looking pleased. “I guess I do all right sometimes.”

         Someone changed the topic, and the game resumed. Ed and Gayle were taking Annie and their son Colin’s daughters camping over the weekend, and there was some talk among the adults about what preparations remained for the trip and whether the mosquitoes were likely to be bad that year. Gene didn’t hear the rest of it. His mind veered away, drawn back to an aspect of Ed’s story he couldn’t explain. He was still thinking about the wretched pony, how it had existed for the others for a very long time. Had Maida known about it? If the others knew, it seemed likely she did too. But then why had she never mentioned it to him?

         
              

         

         On the way home the Ashes stopped in Wheeler, a seaside village with unpretentious shops and restaurants, the same attractions that had drawn Gene and Maida to it for their honeymoon half a lifetime ago. Annie wanted Dary to buy her a souvenir, a novelty T-shirt or maybe a ceramic figurine of leaping dolphins. While they were inspecting trinkets in a shop, Gene told them he was going down the road to see something and would be back in a bit.

         “Don’t forget,” Dary called after him.

         “I know where the car is,” he said.

         “I mean to come back,” she said.

         He walked down the row of shops with their sun-bleached signs and casual disarray just inside the door, the retail spaces dense with racks of brightly colored swimsuits and beachy sarongs, and sometimes a wall covered with what was now called “active” footwear. The little shops all looked like a variation of one another, which maybe in some counterintuitive way helped explain their survival. If the town was to be redesigned, it would never have five versions of the same shop, and maybe not even one survivor from among the current contenders. But there was something inherently charming, almost calming, about pausing in front of the Beach Stop or Seagull Alley or Wave Haven and knowing before you walked through the door that somewhere inside there would be a towel blazoned with an orange-to-pink sunset and a marked-down bodyboard in soft blue foam. He hoped these shops would go on surviving forever, in part because his memory of the town depended on them.

         He walked on, passing a bar where happy hour began at 11 a.m. and ended at 6 p.m. every day of the summer. Two teenage girls standing on the street corner were selling melons from the back of a dusty pickup they didn’t look old enough to drive. A convenience store advertised the sale of “ice cold Ice.” After three blocks the commercial strip dwindled and ceded to bushes and shrubs marking property lines. The sidewalk disappeared, leaving him beside the road in a gully sprinkled with gravel and strips of old tire jerky.

         It wasn’t much farther.

         He turned down a gravel drive, and there was a boy in a dun-colored uniform coming the other direction carrying a bicycle over his shoulder. The way he carried it seemed to rob the frame of any weight, and this same quality of weightlessness was borne into his body as he mounted the bicycle in the street. He didn’t appear to jump and throw his leg over it so much as resume his natural form. The boy’s figure grew small against the row of bushes. It was beautiful how from a distance his legs seemed to become part of the bicycle, as if he was spinning his own disappearance, a boy creating a rent in the horizon with that steady, circling motion of the wheels that were also his legs. A nick of silver, a smudge of air—then the boy was free, on the other side of the visible world. Gene couldn’t say why it moved him. And yet there it was, the swollen feeling in his chest.

         This too was grief and it was this infusion of it, even more than the suffering, that made the experience of sorrow a kind of madness. Why this freak susceptibility to ordinary dull occurrences suddenly revealing themselves as the world’s valentine to itself, the splendor tossed off so casually it made you feel that incidental, unwarranted gorgeousness was actually the hidden power of the universe? Why the avian commotion in his chest? The sheer rawness of his senses didn’t explain it. He couldn’t understand why, in the midst of feeling it might be desirable to die, the splintering of the air in the late afternoon by a boy on a bicycle could exist as a complete joy. Each time he had narrowed it down, saying grief was this or that, it sent him a flock of birds in his chest.

         He crossed an island of shaggy grass that diverted cars onto a crescent of gravel running along the front of the Sandpiper Inn, a two-story white clapboard that wasn’t overly maintained. The shutters were lopsided, the porch sagged, and the seat cushions on the porch rocking chairs had faded to a colorlessness that conveyed rustic charm. There was a restaurant on the first floor and during their honeymoon the smell of frying grease in the mornings had overpowered the sea air and clung to the linens. The cottages, with quaint names like Eagle’s Lookout, Plover’s Perch, and Crane’s Cranny, fanned out behind the inn along a winding boardwalk. Gene recalled that the path led to a small gray beach craggy with jagged rocks.

         He still remembered the clerk who had checked them in after the wedding. The reception had taken place in the backyard of the house belonging to Maida’s uncle. With the exception of a few friends, most of the guests were family and the party had the stifling atmosphere of a family occasion. When Ed cued “Earth Angel,” the song Gene had picked out for this moment, he was too uncomfortable to dance with his bride in front of his family and hers, and they had only held hands and looked at each other, smiling stupidly, until the Penguins cooed their last note. Having escaped the party at the earliest possible moment, they arrived at the inn giggly and breathless, and the boy at the front desk—he was a young man, really, jocular and handsome—had checked them in with a knowing half-smile. Gene in his nervousness got confused about whether he was supposed to pay for the room before or after, and the boy said, “After what?” with a smirk. As Gene fumbled first with his checkbook and then with the pen, Maida started a conversation with the boy about the tattoo on his arm. It was a kind of mermaid, a buxom woman naked from the waist up with a green fish’s tail, and as they talked, a teasing rapport sprang up between them. When Gene looked up, the clerk was lifting his shirt to show Maida how the tattoo continued around his torso. The end of the tail was buried in his pants, and for a moment Gene wondered if he was going to take these off too. Suddenly his head felt stuffy and his throat burned. But just as he thought he might have to sit down, Maida slipped her hand into his and gave it a squeeze. Then he understood she was entertaining the boy’s story as a sideways flirtation with him. It was a kind of performance to excite him for what was about to happen between them in the cottage.

         Now in the humid office of the inn, with the late-afternoon sun streaming through the blinds, Gene explained to the woman behind the desk his connection to Cottage No. 5, the Pelican’s Nest. He asked if he might pop his head in and take a look around. She told him there was some work being done on the plumbing, but if he didn’t mind that, the cottage was unlocked and he should go ahead.

         Some mud-streaked towels lay on the floor but the cottage was empty. It was as simple as he remembered it. The windows had no glass, only screens, and if you wanted to shutter them you had to do it from the outside by releasing the hook-and-eye closure that kept the hinged boards from flopping down in the wind. The single room was adjoined by a closet-sized bathroom lacking a tub, and both the walls and the floor were painted a watery coat of white that the knotty pine showed through. The mattress on the full-size bed wasn’t very firm and when he sat down he sank until it seemed his tailbone would connect with the box spring.

         How strange those first hours of marriage were! There had been the rush to put miles between them and the wedding guests in Colton. But alone in the cottage the demented urgency he had felt in the car evaporated. Somehow having what he wanted within reach—not only within reach but expected—dampened his desire.

         For several long minutes they sat on the bed wordlessly holding hands. Maida was wearing a white satin top overlaid with lace and her mother had braided matching white ribbons into her hair. Her expression took refuge behind all this ceremonial white. He realized he would have to be the one to take responsibility for their loving.

         Already he had been intimate with her mouth, her breasts, her stomach, her inner thighs, and two days before the wedding he had reached his hand inside her. In response, she had wriggled around in an accommodating way. She had also tried to bring him to pleasure using her hands and been almost successful. But in the end he had to help her, because their rhythm was off.

         In the cottage she closed her eyes when he touched her and this was a relief, the potential for awkwardness somehow halved if it was only felt but not seen. To surmount his own sense of absurdity, the absurdity that so much courtship and ceremony came down to this, he found it easier to concentrate on her pleasure rather than his own. She was quiet and acquiescent, and her silence roused him to more frantic activity. He imagined motors in his hands, small motors under his tongue, and he told himself he couldn’t stop until she cried out in pleasure. But she remained virtually soundless, her quiet absorbing not only any sound she might have made but also his grunts and whimpers. He had no idea that he would feel so alone.

         But later, drifting in and out of the balmiest sleep, he wondered in a kind of rapture what exactly had taken place. There were various names for what had transpired between them and none of them was satisfying. None of them explained why his tenderness for her had enlarged when it was already full, or why his innermost life felt more deeply bound up with the woman sleeping next to him.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

         

         ED HAD INTRODUCED them.

         Gene had met Ed in the spring of his junior year at the University of New Hampshire, after they were matched by a student organization that offered academic tutoring. Gene’s course of study in business communications allowed him to take some English classes toward the requirements of the major, and he was determined not to waste the opportunity. Somewhere—and not from his parents, neither of whom he could remember ever reading a book—he’d gotten the idea that to be a person who read books was to be someone who was alluring to other people. The allure had something to do with solitude, but also with intimacy—the flash of connection that was possible between two people who had read the same book. (It hadn’t escaped him that the prettiest girls at the college were studying literature.) The power of books was mysterious, and the mystery had an almost erotic dimension, because it required a kind of relentless pursuit that might or might not result in the book giving itself up.

         The year before he’d done all right in a class on the nineteenth-century novel and slightly better in a Shakespeare course in which they got to watch films of the plays. Neither, however, had prepared him for his junior-year survey class in poetry, in which the withered, shrunken appearance of the aging professor provided a startling contrast to the unsparing, blunt comments he scrawled across Gene’s papers. Each time one of these heavily annotated papers was returned to him, Gene was disappointed that the sense of momentousness he had hoped to capture hadn’t been adequately conveyed. He was embarrassed to have wasted everyone’s time—the professor’s, but also his own—and his contrition was not any less because of the general irrelevance of poetry. He found a tutor and began to spend Thursday afternoons in Ed’s apartment tracking ankles in Dickinson, apples in Rilke, and birds in Stevens in order to find out which ideas these ankles, apples, and birds stood for.

         The apartment was a run-down series of rooms that Ed and his flatmate, Braxton, ironically called “Old Glory” for the American flag the previous tenant had left pinned crookedly to the wall above the fireplace. Gene didn’t know many students who lived in their own apartments—either they lived in the dorms, as he did, or they lived at home. Ed’s apartment had a peculiar odor, a sophisticated amalgam of the cigarettes smoked nearly constantly by Braxton, doughnuts fried each morning in the bakery down below, wet coffee grounds left all day in the sink, a sweet chemical smell that Ed said came from the mousetraps in the kitchen, and the moist, earthy emanations from the potted plants Ed had stuck all over the apartment to combat the other smells. The apartment was often missing the pieces of furniture you might think were crucial to student life—sometimes the desk, often the chairs—and if a missing piece was inquired about, the inevitable answer was that it had been borrowed by the neighbors down the hall or broken during one of Ed and Braxton’s frequent parties. There were not enough chairs, but a section of the living room floor was covered in pillows made of richly textured fabrics. Whenever by some automatic habit Gene picked one up and set it on a chair, Ed said mildly: “Leave it on the floor, Ashe. That’s where it goes.”

         It turned out that Ed was not a literature student—he was majoring in molecular biology—but since he had done well in literature courses (and in art history, political science, philosophy, and economics, as well as in the courses required for his major), the academic organization had listed him as available to tutor in any subject. Ed’s off-campus housing and general fluency with college academics had led Gene to believe that Ed was older than him and probably from a city. But neither turned out to be true. Ed was just a junior like him, and he had grown up in the small town just across the river from Colton.

         Ed had joined the tutoring organization rather impulsively, because the two young, attractive women who ran it had asked him to. He had skipped the training session, resolving to participate according to his own style. His manner of teaching was indirect—so indirect that Gene sometimes worried that he wasn’t learning anything. Inevitably their conversations drifted away from the text they were supposed to be studying toward any number of unrelated topics: whether it was relevant to know they would eventually die, whether happiness was something the self manufactured or whether it was largely the function of your relationships to others, whether romantic love was a worthy pursuit and if so whether that made it interesting or dull. By the time they returned to the text Gene would have forgotten about ankles and apples and birds altogether, and he would have to prod Ed to consider whether a particular line was or wasn’t trochaic meter.

         Ed had offered to hold their meetings at the library, but then Gene would have been deprived of the opportunity to feed his covert fascination with Ed and his off-campus life. There were enough books in the apartment to keep a person busy for years. Books about religion and medicine and philosophy, about gardening and theater and political economy. During their lessons Gene’s eye habitually came to rest on certain volumes: a thin, cream-colored copy of Siddhartha, or the black spine with white capital letters of Thoughts Out of Season. An entire shelf was devoted to books about photography, and set up permanently in a corner of the living room was a large-format camera with a flash umbrella. Gene heard it first as a rumor and later from Ed directly that if Ed wished to make a portrait of someone he encountered, he invited the person in off the street. Gene began to nourish a private hope that Ed would ask to make a portrait of him.

         There were no photographs, however, on view in the apartment, only paintings whose selection had no underlying principle that Gene could discern. Some were still-lifes with crockery pitchers and gleaming tumbled fruits, as boring as anything you would see in a textbook, while others were abstract assemblages of gruesomely paired colors, chartreuse and crimson, bronze and bird shit. Sometimes Gene caught himself involuntarily complimenting Ed’s taste, voicing some opinion that he didn’t recognize as his own.

         “You like it?” Ed said. “I like it too.”

         It turned out that everything on the walls had come from junk shops. Most of it would go back to them when Ed got sick of it.

         Once in a while Gene would remember that he and Ed had both come from small New Hampshire towns, and this fact, freshly landing for the sixth or sixteenth time, astonished him. It seemed impossible that someone like Ed could have had a childhood like his, in which children who complained of hunger were sometimes given a washrag to suck on, and pants were patched with flour sacks, and for amusement in the evenings kids would go to the park to count how many gypsy moths had been caught in the light traps by the men who were studying why all the trees had lost their leaves. To be a child born in 1931 in Colton was to be born into a town losing its life. One year the Amoskeag mill in Manchester shut down on Christmas Eve and never opened again, and three years later the last mill making cloth in Colton was closed for good. Gene’s mother said it wouldn’t be long before the men who worked at the tannery like Gene’s father would be cutting gooseberry bushes with the other ragged men on the side of the road. Gene was just a child then, he didn’t understand how it all connected, but he remembered the feeling in the rooms where adults met and addressed each other in low voices, the mood of fear and confusion that made them suddenly wheel around and speak angrily to a child who wanted to know why he couldn’t have a cup of cocoa before going to bed. Colton was men without jobs and women minding children, it was churches and waterways and the closed-down mills, and it and places like it were noticeably bare of the kind of cultural objects Ed felt at ease around. So he thought of Ed as a sort of changeling, a person whose origins didn’t entirely match his presentation, and for Gene it was a pleasant dissonance, one that inflated his admiration of Ed. He was always a little disappointed when Ed mentioned his boyhood excursions in the White Mountains or playing Skee-Ball at the beach arcade, anything that suggested they had not grown up in distinct universes.

         Once after they had not really discussed “The Wild Swans at Coole” but had engaged instead in a conversation touching on the aspiration that something, something, could be accomplished in a life, Gene asked Ed why, when it was evident he was so stimulated by poetry, he was studying biology.

         “You can’t spend all day mooning over poetry,” Ed said, “and expect to be accepted to a good medical school.”

         It couldn’t have surprised Gene more than if Ed had said he was planning to live in a cave for a career. Actually, Gene could picture Ed living in a cave more easily than he could picture him as a physician, with the inflexible hours, fixed protocols, never-ending training, and regular supervision. Ed’s father was a doctor, a nephrologist, and it occurred to Gene that Ed’s decision might have something to do with that, but Ed denied it.

         “Isn’t there some part of you,” Gene said, “that wants to be a writer? Or if not a writer, an artist?”

         The look on Ed’s face told him the question had hit its mark, but the expression was so fleeting that if Gene hadn’t been certain of having seen it, he would have wondered a moment later if he’d imagined it.

         “The world doesn’t need more writers,” Ed said. “Has any writer solved a single problem we know of? I’m going to be a doctor because I want to do something with my life. It’s all probably going to end sooner than we think anyway, and before I go I’d like to know that my existence made some little difference to this freak show on earth. When you’re a doctor, you can do that. You can make people live and die. What’s a painting or a poem compared to that? I’m going to learn the human body well enough to tell it how to do its job.”

         “But isn’t there something noble about art?” Gene said.

         “Don’t ask anyone else that question, Ashe. You can ask me, but if you ask the wrong person, they’re going to shove your balls into your throat quicker than you can picture the Mona Lisa. Here’s my advice to you: if someone starts talking to you about how noble art is—or worse, how noble their art is—run the other way.”

         “I don’t think of artists as being especially dangerous.”

         “That’s why you have to get away,” Ed said. “Nobility is a concept tossed around by people who are terrified to smell their own shit. You aren’t one of those people, are you?”

         “I—”

         “Don’t answer the question. Just smell everything.”

         
              

         

         One day, from the window of Ed’s apartment, they watched a woman passing on the street below. She wore loose batik pants that were tight at the ankles, and in her arms she carried a Manx cat that was clawing at a pile of silver necklaces on her chest.

         “What do you think?” Ed said. “On her way to break up with her boyfriend and give him back her Valentine’s Day present?”

         “Maybe she’s going to the vet,” Gene said.

         “Should we invite her up? Her and—Whiskers?”

         “What—right now?”

         “Did you have another time in mind?” Ed said, putting on his shoes.

         “We don’t have chairs.”

         “I’ll sit on the floor. Or you will.”

         “Why don’t you invite her up,” Gene said, “and I’ll just slip out the back?”

         “Are you afraid of women or something?”

         “If you don’t go down right now, you’ll miss her.”

         “That’s all right,” Ed said, and he took off the shoes he had just put on. “We’ll let this one go.” He settled himself on a pillow on the floor. “What I want to know, my friend, is why when I start to talk about that girl on the street, you start looking like you want to jump out the window. Isn’t there a woman, any woman, you could call up right now?”

         “And say what to her?”

         “You’re having a party, and you’d like her to come.”

         “But we’re not having a party.”

         “We could be, in ten minutes. I’ll just go down to the liquor store and have Freddie send up a few bottles. Whiskey okay? Normally I’d do one whiskey and one vodka, but the only vodka they have down there is imported from a country whose politics are lousy, so my little act of disobedience is to refuse to buy it.”

         “What’s wrong with it? Are they socialists?”

         “Yes, but they’ve lost their imaginations. I was buying their vodka as long as their ideas were good—but now their ideas sound the same as everyone else’s. What’s the girl’s name?”

         “Who?”

         “The name of the girl you’re inviting over! When I go down there and get the Manx, I’d like to be able to tell her who her sister will be.”

         Gene thought for a moment. There was a girl in his poetry class who once had given him her notes when he was sick. Encouraged by this, he’d invited her to go to the movies and a date was chosen, but then she had canceled the day before, saying she wasn’t feeling well. It was quite possible that she was legitimately ill, but he had been deflated by the experience nevertheless, and the next time he saw her in class he was convinced she was trying to avoid him. He considered who else he might call. “I could call my cousin,” he said. His cousin Rose worked in an insurance office in Manchester; she might come on short notice if he explained the situation.

         “Ashe, you’re not going to invite your cousin, for Chrissake! What’s wrong with you? Haven’t you been paying attention to anything we’ve been reading? And here I thought you were a smart guy.”

         For an instant, forgetting he was being teased, Gene felt the glow of Ed’s compliment. A person he regarded as well above average in intelligence and discernment thought that he, Eugene Ashe, was smart. The rapture of the praise increased his eagerness to please his friend. “I think you’d like my cousin.”

         “I don’t need you to do my fishing for me, Ashe. But it seems like I have to do yours. What’s your type? Tall and skinny? Short and fat? Brown hair, blond hair—every last hair plucked away?”

         Gene wasn’t sure if he was supposed to take the question seriously, or if he was being teased again. “I’m not stuck on a girl’s hair,” he said. “As long as you like her, I’m sure I will too.”

         “You’re breaking my heart, Ashe, and the only ones who are allowed to do that are beautiful women I’ve never seen naked. You understand? In the meantime, let’s have you work on being a little less skittish, okay? I don’t want to invite the girl over for you and then have you running down the stairs.”

         
              

         

         In the weeks that followed, Gene perceived that he had failed some tacit but nevertheless definitive test of the friendship. But if after that their conversations ranged a bit less widely, there were other explanations besides an unspoken rift. The semester was coming to an end, finals were upon them, and summer jobs had to be found. They parted on friendly terms and promised to look each other up in the fall.

         In the fall Gene was relieved when, first thing after he had settled on his classes, he went by Ed’s apartment and the two of them stayed up talking into the night. A lot had happened during the summer—Ed had applied to medical school and gotten two interviews, with more potentially coming, and Gene had gone on a few dates with one of his cousin’s friends. Ed, for the first time in a while, had a steady girlfriend, whom he’d met at a costume party at which she was dressed as a bottle of No-Cal and he as a straw. Gayle Carey was nineteen years old, she had a job processing work orders at the naval shipyard, and Ed promised that Gene would meet her soon. Ed also had another girl he wanted Gene to meet, someone he knew from high school who he felt “shouldn’t go to waste.” Gene figured there had to be something wrong with this girl if Ed didn’t want her for himself. She was probably ugly or slow-witted or mean-spirited or ratty.

         None of these turned out to be true. Maida Halloran was attractive and intelligent. She had a lovely neck shown off by short blond hair, and there was a restraint in her manner that came off as a form of acquired dignity, as if she had been injured once and had decided not to allow it to happen again. She didn’t talk often about herself, but she had spent the previous two years at Bates before she’d had some sort of disagreement with the administration. Gene took her general reticence on the topic as an indication that she didn’t particularly mourn her collegiate life. She had come to Durham because her father had been able to find her a job with one of his contacts, and she was working in the office of an architect and had acquiesced to Ed’s proposal to take her around and introduce her to people.

         It was a cataclysmic interruption in Gene’s life that he should suddenly come to know not one but two delightful women at the same time. He liked Ed’s girlfriend almost as much as he liked Maida. Gayle was the kind of person who stood up to greet you when you entered the room even if you’d only been gone long enough to get limes for the drinks. When you insisted she sit down, she didn’t listen, helping you with your coat and whatever you were carrying and then fixing you a drink when you were the one who was supposed to be making drinks for everyone else. Maida was pretty, but she was also slender, and some thin girls carried a perpetual tension in their bodies that made him feel like the slightest touch would send alarms up and down their nerves. Gayle had that pleasing roundness that was the opposite. Gene wasn’t accustomed to touching women casually, but Gayle hugged or patted or tugged at people with the affection of a puppy. No one could be afraid of a person like her, a sentiment that was close to feeling that she could be an ally for the rest of your life.

         Gayle was terribly naive about certain things—she thought food stamps were a kind of postage, and a pessary a type of fish—and this aspect of her personality galled Ed. Of particular dismay to him was Gayle’s tendency to regard the naval shipyard where she worked as an independent entity rather than as a branch of the armed forces. Ed was convinced of the widespread, amoral collusion of politicians and military personnel, and in an attempt to bring Gayle’s views more in line with his, he collected news reports about the unconfirmed hydrogen-bomb test on Enewetak Atoll in the Pacific. “Now how do you think the bomb got to the middle of the ocean?” he said to Gayle, who just laughed as if to say Ed couldn’t seriously expect her to opine on something she knew nothing about. “Think,” Ed said. “Just stop and think for a minute.” Gayle pretended to study the article. Then in a tone of mild surprise she said, “It sounds like there was a fire on the island. Maybe it was set by the people who live there.” Ed responded by turning from her and asking Maida what she thought of the treaty with Japan. Gene understood Ed’s frustration, but he personally found Gayle’s lack of intellectual posturing refreshing.

         Sometimes Gene had the sense that Gayle didn’t have a No in her body, that her body would give and give and never turn someone back no matter what they asked, no matter how enormous or desperate their need might be. One evening, when the four of them had spent the day together and she was the last of his passengers to drop off, he asked her if he could come inside to see her apartment, which she shared with two other girls on the first floor of a large house. He asked her mostly because he was curious about her life, but also because he just wanted to know what she would say. Her kitchen was cozy and cheerful, with striped yellow wallpaper bursting with yellow roses, and a yellow sugar bowl on the table in the shape of a bird. She made a pitcher of fresh lemonade, though it was already quite late and she had to get up early for work the next day. It was only when he noticed her rubbing her neck that she admitted she had a headache. He led her by the hand into the dark sunporch and had her sit on the bench, facing out toward the night. He started at her temples, rubbing gently, allowing his palms to brush against her cheeks, the lobes of her ears, her neck. There was something thrilling about her vulnerability to him. He brought his face close to the back of her neck—it smelled of the lemons she had squeezed. His hand swept down to her waist, the suppleness there surely just a prelude to the suppleness of her breasts. But abruptly she was back on her feet. She said she couldn’t stand to have a fuss made of her.

         Not long after this he asked Ed a question that had been on his mind a while: Why did he like Gayle? Gene understood why he liked Gayle, but it was something of a mystery to him why, out of all the women Ed had dated, he’d chosen Gayle Carey to be his girlfriend.

         “I guess it might seem improbable at first,” Ed admitted. “She can be a little square, right?” He smiled a brittle smile. “Don’t be fooled,” he said. “The square ones—they’re the ones with the darkest stuff in here.” He tapped two fingers against his chest. “All their wholesome piety is hooey. They’re the ones with the most to repent for, the most to hide. I like to crack them.” The brittle smile expanded. “And I think they like to be cracked.”

         Gene figured it would not take Ed long to crack Gayle and move on, putting an end to the fun the four friends had together. But Ed and Gayle were still dating six months later when Ed invited Maida and Gene to spend a few weeks of the summer with them at White Pine Camp, the Donnelly family property. Gene still hadn’t acted on his amorous interest in Maida and he took Ed’s invitation as a gentle ultimatum—either he would make something happen with Maida that summer, or he would have to give her up.
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