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Praise for Ursula K. Le Guin


‘One of the literary greats of the twentieth century’


Margaret Atwood


‘I’d love to sit at my desk one day and discover that I could think and write like Ursula Le Guin’


Roddy Doyle, The Times


‘One of the greats. … Not just a science fiction writer; a literary icon’


Stephen King


‘Genre cannot contain Ursula Le Guin: she is a genre in herself’


Zadie Smith


‘Ursula Le Guin is one of the great American writers and a visionary artist whose work will long endure’


Joyce Carol Oates


‘A writer of intense ethical seriousness and intelligence, of wit and fury, of radical politics, of subtlety, of freedom and yearning, Le Guin was a literary colossus’


China Miéville


‘A fierce thinker and largehearted, beautiful writer’


Maria Popova
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‘Like all great writers of fiction, Ursula K. Le Guin creates imaginary worlds that restore us, hearts eased, to our own’
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

Map of Klatsand in 1906, showing a small coastal settlement bordered by Breton Head to the north, Wreck Rock and Wreck Point to the south, and two creeks, ‘Fish Creek or Klatsand Creek’ to the northeast and ‘Sucker Creek’ to the southeast. Buildings appear in loose clusters near the shoreline, with only a few streets and large areas of open land surrounding them. A few isolated buildings appear farther south. A road labelled ‘Coast Road’ runs along the bottom edge.




[image: A hand-drawn map titled ‘Klatsand – 1986’ shows Klatsand expanded from a small waterfront settlement into a fully developed coastal town, with the addition of new roads and a denser, more structured town center.]




Expand / collapse Extended Description

Map of Klatsand in 1986, showing a significantly expanded town with a dense grid of streets and many more buildings. Klatsand Creek runs from the northeast, and Winter Creek from the southeast. Loop Road curves across the eastern edge, connecting newer development. The coastline and landmarks such as Breton Head, Wreck Rock, and Wreck Point remain, but the town has spread far beyond its earlier boundaries.








Foam Women, Rain Women


The foam women are billowy, rolling, tumbling, white and dirty white and yellowish and dun, scudding, heaving, flying, broken. They lie at the longest reach of the waves, rounded and curded, shaking and trembling, shivering hips and quivering buttocks, torn by the stiff, piercing wind, dispersed to nothing, gone. The long wave breaks again and they lie white and dirty white, yellowish and dun, billowing, trembling under the wind, flying, gone, till the long wave breaks again.


The rain women are very tall; their heads are in the clouds. Their gait is the pace of the storm-wind, swift and stately. They are tall presences of water and light walking the long sands against the darkness of the forest. They move northward, inland, upward to the hills. They enter the clefts of the hills unresisting, unresisted, light into darkness, mist into forest, rain into earth.






The Ship Ahoy


The White Gull was the really nice motel in town. The Brinnesis had run it since 1964, and they kept it up, with white trim renewed every few years on the sixteen shingled cabins, firewood for the fireplaces, a flower box by every doorstep, good stoves and refrigerators in the kitchenettes. The last few years, they were asking sixty dollars a night for the ocean-view cabins, and on weekends in the season taking reservations only for two-night occupancy, and still filled up every weekend. Mrs. Brinnesi wore dresses, never pants; she was a religious-minded woman, attending Sunday mass at St. Joseph’s up the coast and various retreats and Catholic women’s meetings. Mr. Brinnesi would tell people right to their faces that if they wanted to have loud drinking parties or behave immorally they could go to another motel in another town. They were strict people, the Brinnesis. Their son had not turned out well. He had raised hell in high school, and run off to Portland and become some kind of hippie, and they did not even know where he lived now. Somebody told Tim Merion at the gas station that he had AIDS and was in San Francisco. But the Brinnesis were good neighbors, and the White Gull was a place people in town could be proud of.


Then across the loop road, up in the spruce and alder woods, was Hannah’s Hideaway. Most people thought Hannah was a woman it was named for, but people like Mr. Voder could tell you that the man who built it way back in the Depression years had been named John Hannah, an eccentric Portlander with lumber money. He had started out building a cabin for himself there in the woods above Klatsand Creek when there wasn’t anything much in town but an old falling-down hotel and the General Store and a few houses and summer cabins scattered around between the road and the beach; the loop road was the main road then, before they built the coast highway. John Hannah built his wife a second cabin, a sort of tower, two rooms one on top of the other. He said she got on his nerves sitting knitting in his cabin. Then some friend of his came to visit, and John Hannah built a cabin for him. And some more friends came to visit. It ended up with seven different cabins sitting there in the woods on two and a half acres. After the Hannah estate sold it, there were times the Hideaway had been, as Mr. Voder said, “a very shady retreat,” rented out to parties of men who brought their liquor by the case and their women by the carload and never came into town at all. Other owners had cleaned up the old cabins and made it almost a private club kind of resort. In the seventies it had changed hands again and run down into an on-again-off-again second-rate seasonal motel. Now that the Shotos had it, it was doing a lot of week-long and even month-long summer rentals, and a nicer kind of people stayed there, although there was still something a little queer about the place, all those cabins with their gables and dormers and ladder lofts in the thick woods, compared to the White Gull right in town at the top of the beach, with its white trim and sunny marigolds.


And then there was the Ship Ahoy. The Tuckets took over the Ship Ahoy in the mid-eighties, when it was pretty badly run down. It never had amounted to much: a double row of jerry-built cabins with a carport between each pair, on a U-shaped driveway with a grass plot in the middle. The office and apartment were on the right coming in, and a storage building connected the two rows at the west end. The four cabins on the left had kitchens and could sleep five apiece; the three on the right were duplexes, a room and bath with one queen or two twin beds. All the showers were some kind of plastic unit made for motels, installed when the place was built in the fifties, and they were really decrepit by now, cracked through, with dirt in the cracks, and leaking. The faucets were cranky and the plumbing was explosive. The TV sets were huge old things fixed on imitation wood stands; in the smaller rooms you could barely get between them and the foot of the bed. Most of the sets picked up three or four of the five cable channels available, but none of them got all of them. The bedspreads and curtains and carpets of all the rooms smelled of cigarettes and mildew, and the equipment in the kitchens was sorry: groaning refrigerators, stoves with dead burners, a couple of thin pots, a scratched no-stick frying pan that stuck, table knives and forks from the Goodwill, one dull serrated cutting knife, and odd plastic plates and cups that had been scraped and scorched and battered and worn till their aggressive pink and orange and aqua and chartreuse colors had gone whitish-grey. But then, the Tuckets seemed a little run down, too.


He had been in the Marines, how long and how long ago nobody knew, but it was about all anybody did know about him. His first name was Bob, and this was his second marriage. People learned that from Mrs. Tucket. She joked that when she married Mr. Tucket she ought to have changed her name to Nan. But it was Rosemarie; and she had been married before, too; but she didn’t say more about it than that. She was friendly enough, and pleasant mannered, but people knew her only in the stores and from when she chatted with Tim at the filling station or had to have Bigley come out for the plumbing, that kind of thing; she did not get to know any women in town well, for the motel kept her on a short chain. She hired no help to run it, and did almost everything herself. Mr. Tucket had some kind of health condition that got worse soon after they bought the Ship Ahoy. He could not move furniture or do any heavy work. He wheezed and looked shaky even when he ran the heavy old vacuum cleaner. Mostly he sat in the apartment living room and watched NBC, and answered the bell when anybody telephoned or came to the office to ask for a room. Nobody ever made reservations at the Ship Ahoy except maybe on the really big weekends: Memorial Day, Sandcastle Day at Cannon Beach, the Fourth, and Labor Day. People just saw the sign up on the highway as they drove by, or the Gull and Hannah’s filled up and sent people to it. It was on the loop road a little out of town to the south. It didn’t have a sea view, but was only one block of sandy road and a bit of dune grass away from the beach. It could have been a nice little place, and no doubt Rosemarie and Bob Tucket had meant to make it nicer; or anyway Rosemarie had, since he seemed to be one of those men who never meant anything they did but just got angry when it didn’t come out right.


Rosemarie had talked with people in town about some of the things she hoped to do with the Ship Ahoy to fix it up and make it more attractive. She did plant petunias in front of the office, first thing. She made a good deal on weekly linen and towel rental with a nice young couple starting an agency in Astoria. The first week they had the place she threw out the old bedspreads that were fit for nothing but furniture packing and hounds to lie on in the back of pickups. She bought pale green fiber-filled coverlets that served both as blanket and bedspread and were fireproof. All a cigarette could do to them was melt a hole with hard brown edges. Several guests with cigarettes did so pretty soon. It took more money than she had figured on to buy the six queen, four double, and twelve twin spreads for the ten units (she kept the best of the old bedspreads for the rollaways and sofa beds). She bought good curtain material, beige with wide pale green stripes, and sewed the drapes for the front kitchen units, the best ones, 1 and 2; but putting in the hooks for the drapery installation took so long, it would take forever to make curtains for all the units, hundreds of hooks to be sewn in. When was she to do it? At night the light wasn’t good enough to sew by. Cleaning up the units to be ready by two P.M. took the whole morning, and there was their own apartment to keep clean, and meals to cook and clear, and she had to have some time to herself. Hadn’t they looked for a motel in a small town, a beach town, so that they could have some time free?


She had never minded being alone; indeed, she would have enjoyed it, if she had had time to enjoy it. Certainly she hadn’t planned to socialize with the guests. That might be what people wanted at these fancy bed-and-breakfasts where there was champagne and orange juice and everybody used first names. But most people at motels wanted to be left alone, she thought; and all she wanted was to greet them in a nice way so they felt at home, take their money and give them their key, and then clean up after them next morning. And she knew what that involved. Working at her first husband’s service station in Tucson years ago she had learned how people use public facilities, not only peeing on the floor and strewing paper around, but scraping off paint, unscrewing fixtures, uprooting toilets even, like crazy monkeys wrecking their cage. She didn’t expect the cleaning to be pleasant, and sometimes it was disgusting, you wanted to rub their noses in it. But then some people left things neat, the wet towels in a pile, trash in the wastebaskets, sometimes even a dollar bill under the ashtray, as if she was a maid, but they meant well. And nobody came here for big wild parties, like in city motels. Mostly they were just driving through on the Coast Highway and pulled off for the night—single men, a good many elderly couples, some families with young children. Sometimes women staying with their families in the kitchen units for a couple of nights liked to talk with her while the children were down playing on the beach. Mostly they started out with a complaint about the refrigerator or the shower or they wanted extra cups, but sometimes they also got to talking about their lives; and that was interesting. In some of them she recognized right away the pain and strangeness she felt in her own life, but others interested her because they seemed to be so dull and so familiar, and the women living these lives complained about them comfortably, feeling no strangeness at all. Such conversations usually took place in the front office or at the doorway of the units. Once, an elderly lady staying alone for the weekend for a church conference up in Seaside invited her in for a glass of iced tea. Rosemarie did not feel that she should accept the invitation, and did not want to accept it, but she appreciated it.


The apartment kitchen was cramped. The living room was dark, because Bob kept the blind down and the TV on, and it smelled like his socks. Since he was always there to answer the bell, Rosemarie took to spending a good deal of time that fall in the storage room. It had the only west window in the motel, looking down through some big old black Sitka spruce trees to the grassy dunes. You couldn’t see the sea, but you could hear it, if you wanted to. Or she would lie down on one of the twin beds in No. 10, a unit they had never rented even in the summer, saving it till last because its TV and heating unit both acted funny. She would lie down on the bed farther from the door and look at a mail-order catalogue or doze and think at the same time. Sometimes she read science-fiction books or magazines from the secondhand paperback book store in Astoria. She had never liked what they called women’s books. She did not like most of these, either, the ones that were about wars and drugs and killing like the newspapers and everything else, but some of them told stories about places that were different from here. She wondered where the writers got their ideas from. She spread the untouched pale green coverlet back across the bed and went back to the storage room to put the wash in the dryer. She looked out at the edge of the land, the dune grass bowing in the sea wind, and pretended that if you walked down the sandy road past the spruce trees and the empty lots and stood there on the edge you would see something entirely different—not the long, wide, brown beach and the breakers and the grey horizon, but another world. A city with glass towers, maybe. Pointed green glass towers like thin church steeples. A person came up from that green city towards her. He shone, with a kind of shimmering and sparkling at the edges and in his hair, because he was an energy person. Not flesh and blood, not earthly. She did not dare take his hand, although he held it out. She was afraid the touch would destroy her, until he smiled and said, “It’s all right.”


Then she smiled at him, or at herself daydreaming, and finished loading the dryer. But she remembered him. He was sad, in trouble, she thought, another day, after she had cleaned 2 and 6 and put new blue deodorant blocks in the toilet tanks and emptied the vacuum for Bob and was opening a box of plastic glasses for the bathrooms. It was raining and the rain beat on the window of the storage room. Through the water-wavery glass the old black spruces moved their stiff arms. Beyond them the top of the dunes was pale against grey-black cloud. She thought what it would be like if he came up over the edge of the dunes and down the sandy road. He needed help. He was in trouble. He had been driven out of the green city because the other energy people did not understand him. He had enemies, and was in danger, perhaps because he could talk to people in her world. She went to No. 10 and dusted the lamps and the TV before she took off the coverlet and her shoes and lay down on the twin bed farther from the door. If she could take him in and let him stay here, he would be safe. He could stay in No. 10. “You can come in,” she whispered.


Bob never looked in the units any more. It was easy enough. She told him not to put anybody in 10 till she could get the TV fixed, and she fiddled with the fine tuning and the vertical hold till it was completely out of whack, in case Bob got a fit of trying to fix it himself. He had used to be pretty handy with repairs, but it seemed that since they bought the motel, instead of fixing it up like they had planned, he only wanted to sit and watch TV like one of the guests instead of the owner. And there was so much to do, she could never catch up. In a way it was lucky so few people were coming now, in the rainy fall. The shower in 2, their best unit, had kind of split right down the back wall. The family with the teenagers from Illinois had spilled what must have been beer on the queen bed in 4. Even after she poured scented deodorant disinfectant right on the mattress the beery smell came back, only with a sort of bubble-gum flavor to it. Once it dried, probably people wouldn’t notice. But she had wanted the place to be nice. Not fancy, but homey. So that nice families would come back, with little kids. She didn’t mind little kids, the way some motel managers did. She loved getting the old crib out of the storage room. Kids of six or seven were hard on the TVs, but there really wasn’t anything else they could hurt, and what did it matter, anyway?


“If I used my energy,” her friend said, with his lovely smile, and she said, “If you used your energy—?”


“All the rooms would be painted white, to start with.”


“Oh, no,” she said. “I wanted each unit different, see—1 pink, and 2 peach, and 3 aqua blue, and 4 daffodil …”


He smiled, shaking his bright head. “All pure white,” he said. “Energy white. But with different-colored carpets. And curtains—red and white checked, blue and white, yellow and white. …”


“Oh, curtains,” she said, her heart sinking at the thought of that huge bolt of material, green and beige striped, but he laughed again, laughed at her so kindly that she had to laugh at herself, too.


“It’s all right. I’ll handle the curtains,” he said. And he did, for the time being, anyhow.


She was not foolish about him. When she read in the Sun or the Enquirer about Space Aliens and flying saucer visits, she enjoyed the stories, but they were just like the science fiction. If you began to believe all that, you’d be in trouble. Her friend was different, because he was only a kind of game of make-believe or a gift to her, and because he needed her. It wasn’t like the saucer people, who always knew everything and were sent to save people. Although he helped her in her daydreams, it was because he needed her help, because he was in trouble.


Bob had a gallbladder attack after Christmas. He thought it was his heart and was terrified. But it was so much like his first attack two years ago that she was pretty sure it was gallbladder and was not too frightened, though the drive at night up the coast to the hospital was very like a nightmare, in the hard black rain, with Bob gasping for air, panicked. He would not listen to her trying to reassure him, or even to the doctor. Even after he was home, though he did stop eating so much potato chips and pork skins and boughten popcorn while he watched TV, he went on saying it had been his heart. She heard him say it to a guest checking in at the front desk. “Had some heart trouble lately, can’t get around much for a while.” He would talk with some of the guests, she never could figure out which ones or why, and then with the next ones be as sour and mean as an old hyena.


“It was all right in January when you weren’t well and hardly anybody came anyway, but if you’re going to be in the office registering guests you got to shave,” she said to him in March, after the family of four from Washington looked at No. 3 and then said, “Thank you,” embarrassed—they were nice young people with pretty children—and got back in their car and drove on south.


“I’ll shave when I damn want to,” he said. “Quit your damn nagging!” As if she had said one word to him from the night she drove him to the hospital to this day, one word anything but cheerful. She hadn’t even felt cross with him, only sorry for him, even when he sort of boasted about his “heart trouble.” But now his rudeness turned her against him, like the slam of a door. She could not bear the sight of his grey-stubbled chin. She wanted to cry, looking at it, it was so ugly. She went off to the storage room without a word, though when she got there she did not know what she had meant to do there. It was late afternoon and there was only one unit occupied. A young man had come in before noon yesterday. He had a junk-food complexion and a dull look, like the photos in newspapers of the man whose neighbors say, “He was always real quiet,” after he kills his wife, the four-year-old, the baby, the baby-sitter, and finally gets around to himself, which he would much better have tended to in the first place. Rosemarie was not at all afraid of this young man, but she thought him creepy, and she put him into 9, where the TV only picked up two channels, because it seemed the right room for him. And she never could talk herself out of the notion that all the better units should be held for the nice families that were going to come later in the day. The young man paid cash and made no complaints. He stayed shut up with his two-channel TV all afternoon, as far as she noticed what he did. Later in the afternoon a couple in their fifties from Montana wanted a kitchen unit. She gave them Unit 1, still saving 3 for the nice family (and when they did come, Bob scared them off). The Montana couple paid with Visa, and Rosemarie could tell that they would leave the room clean. Then past eight last night a man in a pickup with Canadian license plates came in with a crunch of gravel and a slam of the car door and was in the office before she could get there, saying in a big, booming, beery voice, “All I want’s a bed, lady. Dead on my feet!” Bob had taken over from her and had put the man in 3, which she wouldn’t have done, twenty dollars extra for a kitchen he wouldn’t use. But he didn’t complain, either. His light went off five minutes after he went into the unit. He had left before sunrise. She had heard the pickup’s wheels on the gravel, and then the crows began their morning cawing, and the singing birds tuned up inland in the alder woods.


She had got up early and had breakfast by herself. She cleaned 3, and then after she had made Bob’s breakfast and saw the Montana car leave, she cleaned 1, which they had left clean, as she expected. As she was coming out of the unit with the mop bucket and plastic bags, the young man in 9 had come across the gravel towards her, not looking at her.


“Thought I might stay another night,” he said in a kind of mumbling, sneering tone. It probably was shyness—young men did such strange things to disguise their shyness—but it was unpleasant all the same, the way he looked past her.


She nodded and said, “Just tell Mr. Tucket, he’s in the office. Just pay him: You need towels, or anything?”


He turned away without response. It annoyed her. Even if they didn’t have to be all over each other friendly, people could have manners, not just cut each other off. Even if he was young he didn’t have to be rude. Some men treated every woman over thirty like their mother, like dirt. She wasn’t his mother, thank God. Even if he was young he could start noticing other people existed. Probably he was a lonely person himself, or else why would he be here, a man in his twenties by himself not doing anything, not even going down to the beach, as far as she knew, just going into town for dinner and back by nine last night, but he wasn’t going to make any friends by cutting people off like that. Not even “No thanks,” just turning away.


She stood in the storage room at the window, looking down the sandy road to the edge, but she could not think about her friend. Only of what had to be done so that nice people wouldn’t look at the units and go on to another motel. Because it wasn’t just Bob’s fault. But there were so many, many, many things that had to be done to each one of the units, and they could not get more in debt. They were spending Bob’s Marine pension to eat on and it was still three years before she could start Social Security. She had the green and beige material and the sewing machine and the hooks. She could make new curtains. That was the first thing she could do. She ought to do it. The material had been expensive. But she could not bear it, sewing in those endless hooks for the out-of-date fixtures. She went to 10 and let herself in with the passkey. The little room was dim and stuffy. It did not smell clean.


“I’ll just lie down a moment first,” Rosemarie thought, distinctly, as if the words were saying themselves and she was listening to them. She took the new coverlet off the bed farther from the door, folding it on the other bed, and pushed off her shoes, and lay down. She lay still and began to see the sandy road. There was someone on it, but his back was turned; and she heard something terrible, and did not know what it was. It was a crying. The young man was in his room and he was crying. There was nothing but the thin wall between the head of this bed and the head of his bed. She could hear or feel his bed shake and hear him crying, not stifled sobbing but terrible, hoarse, short screams of pain or grief or fear.


“I can’t stand this, I can’t bear this, what shall I do?” said the words in Rosemarie’s mind. She got up, slipped on her shoes, replaced the coverlet with shaky hands, and hurried out of the room. She stood in the pale, foggy sunlight on the rutted gravel in front of 9 and 10. She could not hear the crying from outside. There was no sound at all but the low undertone that was always there of the sea and the wind and the cars up on the highway. She wanted to knock on the door of 9, but she could not do it. She could not use the passkey. She did not deserve to. She was afraid. She thought as hard as she could, trying to send the energy through the door, to send the words to him: “It’s all right. It will be all right. You’re young, it will get better. Don’t cry!” But it was no good. Like her friend, she could not help him.






Hand, Cup, Shell


The last house on Searoad stood in the field behind the dunes. Its windows looked north to Breton Head, south to Wreck Rock, east to the marshes, and from the second story, across the dunes and the breakers, west to China. The house was empty more than it was full, but it was never silent.


The family arrived and dispersed. Having come to be together over the weekend, they fled one another without hesitation, one to the garden, one to the kitchen, one to the bookshelf, two north up the beach, one south to the rocks.


Thriving on salt and sand and storms, the rosebushes behind the house climbed all over the paling fence and shot up long autumn sprays, disheveled and magnificent. Roses may do best if you don’t do anything for them at all except keep the sword fern and ivy from strangling them; bronze Peace grows wild as well as any wild rose. But the ivy, now. Loathsome stuff. Poisonous berries. Crawling out from hiding everywhere, stuffed full of horrors: spiders, centipedes, millipedes, billipedes, snakes, rats, broken glass, rusty knives, dog turds, dolls’ eyes. I must cut the ivy right back to the fence, Rita thought, pulling up a long stem that led her back into the leafy mass to a parent vine as thick as a garden hose. I must come here oftener, and keep the ivy off the spruce trees. Look at that, it’ll have the tree dead in another year. She tugged. The cable of ivy gave no more than a steel hawser would. She went back up the porch steps, calling, “Are there any pruning shears, do you think?”


“Hanging on the wall there, aren’t they?” Mag called back from the kitchen. “Anyway, they ought to be.” There ought to be flour in the canister, too, but it was empty. Either she had used it up in August and forgotten, or Phil and the boys had made pancakes when they were over last month. So where was the list pad to write flour on for when she walked up to Hambleton’s? Nowhere to be found. She would have to buy a little pad to write pad on. She found a ballpoint pen in the things drawer. It was green and translucent, imprinted with the words HANK’S COAST HARDWARE AND AUTO SUPPLIES. She wrote flour, bans, o.j., cereal, yog, list pad on a paper towel, wiping blobs of excess green ink off the penpoint with a corner of the towel. Everything is circular, or anyhow spiral. It was no time at all, certainly not twelve months, since last October in this kitchen, and she was absolutely standing in her tracks. It wasn’t déjà vu but déjà vécu, and all the Octobers before it, and still all the same this was now, and therefore different feet were standing in her tracks. A half size larger than last year, for one thing. Would they go on breaking down and spreading out forever, until she ended up wearing men’s size 12 logging boots? Mother’s feet hadn’t done that. She’d always worn 7N, still wore 7N, always would wear 7N, but then she always wore the same kind of shoes, too, trim inch-heel pumps or penny loafers, never experimenting with Germanic clogs, Japanese athletics, or the latest toe-killer fad. It came of having had to dress a certain way, of course, as the Dean’s wife, but also of being Daddy’s girl, small-town princess, not experimenting just knowing.


“I’m going on down to Hambleton’s, do you want any thing?” Mag called out the kitchen door through the back-porch screen to her mother fighting ivy in the garden.


“I don’t think so. Are you going to walk?”


“Yes.”


They were right: it took a certain effort to say yes just flatly, to refrain from qualifying it, softening it: Yes, I think so; Yes, I guess so; Yes I thought I would. … Unqualified yes had a gruff sound to it, full of testosterone. If Rita had said no instead of I don’t think so, it would have sounded rude or distressed, and she probably would have responded in some way to find out what was wrong, why her mother wasn’t speaking in the mother tongue. “Going to Hambleton’s,” she said to Phil, who was kneeling at the bookcase in the dark little hall, and went out. She went down the four wooden steps of the front porch and through the front gate, latched the gate behind her, and turned right on Searoad to walk into town. These familiar movements gave her great pleasure. She walked on the dune side of the road, and between dunes saw the ocean, the breakers that took all speech away. She walked in silence, seeing glimpses between dune grass of the beach where her children had gone.


Gret had gone as far as the beach went. It ended in a tumble of rusty brown basalt under Wreck Point, but she knew the ways up through the rocks to the slopes and ledges of the Point, places where nobody came. Sitting there on the wind-bitten grass looking out over the waves bashing on Wreck Rock and the reef Dad called Rickrack and out to the horizon, you could keep going farther still. At least you ought to be able to, but there wasn’t any way to be alone any more. There was a beer can in the grass, a tag of orange plastic ribbon tied to a stake up near the summit, a Coast Guard helicopter yammering and prying over the sea up to Breton Head and back south again. Nobody wanted anybody to be alone, ever. You had to do away with that, unmake it, all the junk, trash, crap, trivia, David, the midterms, Gran, what people thought, other people. You had to go away from them. All the way away. It used to be easy to do that, easy to go and hard to come back, but now it was harder and harder to go, and she never could go all the way. To sit up here and stare at the ocean and be thinking about stupid David, and what’s that stake for, and why did Gran look at my fingernails that way, what’s wrong with me? Am I going to be this way the rest of my life? Not even seeing the ocean? Seeing stupid beer cans? She stood, raging, backed up, aimed, and kicked the beer can in a low, fast arc off the cliff into the sea unseen below. She turned and scrambled up to the summit, braced her knees in soggy bracken, and wrenched the orange-ribboned stake out of the ground. She hurled it southward and saw it fall into bracken and salal scrub and be swallowed. She stood up, rubbing her hands where the raw wood had scraped the skin. The wind felt cold on her teeth. She had been baring them, an angry ape. The sea lay grey at eye level, taking her immediately now into its horizontality. Nothing cluttered. As she sucked the heel of her thumb and got her front teeth warm, she thought, My soul is ten thousand miles wide and extremely invisibly deep. It is the same size as the sea, it is bigger than the sea, it holds the sea, and you cannot, you cannot cram it into beer cans and fingernails and stake it out in lots and own it. It will drown you all and never even notice.


But how old I am, thought the grandmother, to come to the beach and not look at the sea! How horrible! Straight out into the backyard, as if all that mattered was grubbing ivy. As if the sea belonged to the children. To assert her right to the ocean, she carried ivy cuttings to the trash bin beside the house and after cramming them into the bin stood and looked at the dunes, across which it was. It wasn’t going to go away, as Amory would have said. But she went on out the garden gate, crossed sandy-rutted Searoad, and in ten more steps saw the Pacific open out between the grass-crowned dunes. There you are, you old grey monster. You aren’t going to go away, but I am. Her brown loafers, a bit loose on her bony feet, were already full of sand. Did she want to go on down, onto the beach? It was always so windy. As she hesitated, looking about, she saw a head bobbing along between the crests of dune grass. Mag coming back with the groceries. Slow black bobbing head like the old mule coming up the rise to the sagebrush ranch when? old Bill the mule—Mag the mule, trudging obstinate silent. She went down to the road and stood first on one foot then the other emptying sand out of her shoes, then walked to meet her daughter. “How are things at Hambleton’s?”


“Peart,” Mag said. “Right peart. When is whatsername coming?”


“By noon, I think she said.” Rita sighed. “I got up at five. I think I’m going to go in and have a little lie-down before she comes. I hope she won’t stay hours.”


“Who is she, again?”


“Oh … damn …”


“I mean, what’s she doing?”


Rita gave up the vain search for the lost name. “She’s some sort of assistant research assistant I suppose to whatsisname at the University, you know, doing the book about Amory. I expect somebody suggested to him that maybe it would look odd if he did a whole biography without talking to the widow, but of course it’s really only Amory’s ideas that interest him, I believe he’s very theoretical the way they are now. Probably bored stiff at the idea of actual people. So he’s sending the young lady into the hencoop.”


“So that you don’t sue him.”


“Oh you don’t think so.”


“Certainly. Co-optation. And you’ll get thanked for your invaluable assistance, in the acknowledgments, just before he thanks his wife and his typist.”


“What was that terrible thing you told me about Mrs. Tolstoy?”


“Copied War and Peace for him six times by hand. But you know, it would beat copying most books six times by hand.”


“Shepard.”


“What?”


“Her. The girl. Something Shepard.”


“Whose invaluable assistance Professor Whozis gratefully … no, she’s only a grad student, isn’t she. Lucky if she gets mentioned at all. What a safety net they have, don’t they? All the women the knots in the net.”


But that cut a bit close to the bones of Amory Inman, and his widow did not answer his daughter as she helped her put away the flour, cornflakes, yogurt, cookies, bananas, grapes, lettuce, avocado, tomatoes, and vinegar Mag had bought (she had forgotten to buy a list pad). “Well, I’m off, shout when she comes,” Rita said, and made her way past her son-in-law, who was sitting on the hall floor by the bookcase, to the stairs.


The upstairs of the house was simple, rational, and white: the stairs landing and a bathroom down the middle, a bedroom in each corner. Mag and Phil SW, Gran NW, Gret NE, boys SE. The old folks got the sunset, the kids got dawn. Rita was the first to listen and hear the sea in the house. She looked out over the dunes and saw the tide coming in and the wind combing the manes of the white horses. She lay down and looked with pleasure at the narrow, white-painted boards of the ceiling in the sea-light like no other light. She did not want to go to sleep but her eyes were tired and she had not brought a book upstairs. She heard the girl’s voice below, the girls’ voices, piercing soft, the sound of the sea.


“Where’s Gran?”


“Upstairs.”


“This woman’s come.”


Mag brought the dish towel on which she was drying her hands into the front room, a signal flag: I work in the kitchen and have nothing to do with interviews. Gret had left the girl standing out on the front deck. “Won’t you come in?”


“Susan Shepard.”


“Mag Rilow. That’s Greta. Gret, go up and tell Gran, OK?”


“It’s so lovely here! What a beautiful place!”


“Maybe you’d like to sit out on the deck to talk? It’s so mild. Would you like some coffee? Beer, anything?”


“Oh, yes—coffee—”


“Tea?”


“That would be wonderful.”


“Herbal?” Everybody there at the University in the Klamath Time Warp drank herbal tea. Sure enough, chamomile-peppermint would be wonderful. Mag got her sitting in the wicker chair on the deck and came back in past Phil, who was still on the floor in the hall by the bookcase, reading. “Take it into the light,” she said, and he said, “Yeah, I will,” smiling, and turned a page. Gret, coming down the stairs, said, “She’ll be down in a minute.”


“Go talk to the girl. She’s at the U.”


“What in?”


“I don’t know. Find out.”


Gret snarled and turned away. Edging past her father in the narrow hall, she said, “Why don’t you get some light?” He smiled, turned a page, and said, “Yeah, I will.” She strode out onto the deck and said, “My mother says you’re at the U,” at the same time as the woman said, “You’re at the U, aren’t you?”


Gret nodded.


“I’m in Ed. I’m Professor Nabe’s research assistant for his book. It’s really exciting to be interviewing your grandmother.”


“It seems fairly weird to me,” Gret said.


“The University?”


“No.”


There was a little silence filled by the sound of the sea.


“Are you a freshman?”


“Freshwoman.” She edged towards the steps.


“Will you major in Education, do you think?”


“Oh, God, no.”


“I suppose having such a distinguished grandfather, people always just expect. Your mother’s an educator, too, isn’t she?”


“She teaches,” Gret said. She had got as far as the steps and now went down them, because they were the shortest way to get away, though she had been coming into the house to go to her room when Sue Student drove up and she got caught.


Gran appeared in the open doorway, looking wary and rather bleary, but using her politically correct smile and voice: “Hello! I’m Rita Inman.” While Sue Student was jumping up and being really excited, Gret got back up the steps, past Gran, and into the house.
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