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To the memory of June D. Grimes and Lillian F. Davis


and, of course, to Will, Mill, and Walter




My feeling (no doubt hopelessly tinged


With how, were she here, her looks alone


Would resist my attempts to say these things)


That all of this was already lost, even then.


The Palace of Nowhere. L’Hôtel de Dream.


—Sherod Santos, from “Elegy for My Sister”





ONE


It’s a blowing day. The wind feels weighted and the air like iron. As I walked the half-mile to the lake this evening, I could hardly push against this heaviness that settled on me like a coat of snow.


I have been sitting on this low mossy wall for an hour, but I can’t see the Devereau house, or if there is any light in it. The woods are so thick by the spring, they blot out the other side of the lake like ink spilled across the page I’m reading. This time I brought a book; I mean to wait, though I don’t think he’ll be back.


I wonder now if there are mysteries never meant to be solved. Or not meant to be solved to a certainty, for I do have some idea of what must have happened near White’s Bridge. I’ve found out the answers to a lot of questions, but those answers pull more questions out of hiding, ones I never would have thought to ask.


I think I know how Fern died and who killed her. But I don’t know why, exactly. I have to guess at the why. Even if I was absolutely sure, I would still not tell the police, not even the Sheriff. Some things mean more than the law. I have not sat through all of Clint Eastwood’s old westerns for nothing. Clint doesn’t always hound a rustler to his grave, not if there’s a reason to let him off more important than a dozen law-abiding reasons to arrest him. Call it cowpoke justice. I hear people say “It’s between me and my conscience,” but I think it’s awful risky to go by your conscience, for your conscience can be pretty leaky. I think Clint would agree.


Anyway. That was the decision I made this morning, not to tell the Sheriff, and it weighs mighty heavily upon me. What I discovered over the past couple of weeks is that what I think is a difficult decision to make is really a difficult decision to make. And what I think is hard and painful is truly hard and painful.


I guess that doesn’t sound like much learnt, but I think it is.





TWO


My mother is not a Paradise. Her grandfather (my great-grandfather) married into this family of hotel owners. And it really smarts my great-aunt Paradise that the Hotel Paradise does not belong to her a hundred percent. Because my great-uncle long ago got mad at everybody in the Paradise family, he made up some complicated will where the running of the place fell into my father’s hands and upon his death, into my mother’s. That is not to say that my mother owns the place. It is all extremely complicated, the legal ins and outs of the ownership of the Hotel Paradise, and always has been. My friend Maud Chadwick said thank God no one ever tried to go to court over it, because it would make Bleak House look like a parking citation.


Of course, my great-aunt insists she owns the Hotel Paradise. She’s ninety-one years old, and “head” of the hotel in name only, for she doesn’t do anything except keep to her rooms up on the fourth floor, playing cards and drinking, and complaining about what everybody else does. The work of running the Hotel Paradise is left to my mother and, now, to my mother’s business partner, Lola Davidow.


Lola Davidow, who came on the scene only five years ago, said the name should be changed from the Hotel Paradise to the Spirit Lake Hotel. This was not unreasonable, since except for Aurora the Paradises are long gone from Spirit Lake; but when my great-aunt heard about Lola’s idea, she raised such a ruckus everybody was afraid she might just come downstairs. My mother, being much more diplomatic than Mrs. Davidow, tried to appease my great-aunt Paradise by making her the Angel Pie my mother is famous for. Lola just grumbled, saying that it wasn’t Paradise money that was keeping the hotel afloat (which was perfectly true), or the gin and whisky flowing (true again), but “the sweat of our brows” (true of my mother, not of Lola, whose own brow stays pretty dry).


I myself have to suffer enough brow sweating, working seven days a week waiting tables, besides having to put up with Lola Davidow and her horrible daughter, that I know what it feels like. Brow sweating and browbeating is a kind of treatment that I think just gets handed down from generation to generation. There is no one for me to beat up on, though, for I am only twelve, and the youngest of the family.


The Hotel Paradise is an old summer hotel set in ten acres of woods and really “ramshackle” without giving the appearance of being run-down (although the local fire department disagrees). My mother is too clever at sewing slipcovers and curtains to allow the hotel to go to seed. It is full of beautiful old furniture and huge fireplaces whose flames paint the slippery flowered chintzes and gilt mirrors in patterns of gold and rose. In late afternoons, nothing for pure prettiness can match the shafts of winter sunlight piercing the long windows of the lobby, or flooding through the rose glass of the music room and turning the keys of the upright piano to a pale gold.


The hotel is not located in the larger town of La Porte, but in a smaller village about two miles distant called Spirit Lake. At five thousand feet above sea level, the summers are warm and dry and clear and the winters cold and dry and clear. Plenty of sun, plenty of snow. From October through March in Spirit Lake there always seems to be the scent of snow in the air. I like that scent. The sky in winter is oyster-colored, and sometimes light appears like shied stones in water, bright and quick.


The “family” (for the Davidows, owing to the association, are becoming part of it) consists of my mother, my great-aunt Paradise, my brother Will, Lola Davidow, and her daughter, the awful Ree-Jane. And me, of course.


We children are not allowed to use shortenings: “Grandma,” “Mom,” “Mommy,” “Dad,” and such. It’s as if we are meant to keep our relationship at arm’s length, formal. Not that my mother—or my father, who’s dead now—doesn’t love me and my brother; but it’s a kind of white-gloved, black-tie, swallow-tail-coated love that walks ahead and holds doors, not the sort that crashes through them. I’m not complaining; there are a lot of advantages to that distant sort of love: for example, you don’t get knocked around and screamed at. But I thought it was stupid to have to wrap my tongue around “Great-Aunt Paradise,” so to me (in my own mind, that is) she is just plain Aurora.


Long ago, Aurora Paradise took over the fourth floor of the hotel, a half-dozen catacomblike rooms, and established herself there. With a case of Gordon’s gin and one of Johnnie Walker and a dumbwaiter, I guess she’s content enough. The dumbwaiter was probably put in ages before for laundry, but Aurora uses it for pulling up the meals furnished by my mother, who everyone agrees is the best cook in the state.


From this you might think that Aurora lives peacefully with her gin and her fried chicken dinners, but don’t kid yourself. Aurora Paradise puts me in mind of a black bird, a rook or a raven, the sort you see in pictures of the Tower of London, perched up there. Up there on the top floor, she thinks she can spread her black wings and cast a shadow over the whole ten acres. Not over me, though, for I caught onto her.


But Aurora Paradise can’t outdo for sheer meanness the Davidow daughter, Ree-Jane. Of course, her name isn’t really “Ree-Jane”; it’s Regina Jane Davidow. I have always thought the name itself rather wonderful and am only sorry it belongs to her. But somewhere in some book, Regina Jane Davidow discovered a reference to a great French comedienne whose name was Réjane. So she christened herself with this French name and insisted that she be called by it. For some time, she refused to answer if anyone called her by her real name. (I rarely called.) Not only were we all to call her this, we were to give it the French pronunciation, which meant that the “Ré” was supposed to come “from the throat—no, the throat, the throat!” so that what came out was a sound caught between an r and a w. She kept giving me lessons, which I had no intention of mastering, in the impossible French r sound, by running her fingers up her own throat and emitting small growls that one of the guests’ dog loved and tried to answer. Well, I’ve never seen a French comedienne, but there’s one thing I’m certain one is not, and that is Regina Jane Davidow, who has as much humor in her as a cow in the rain.


Now, I’m sure she’s sorry she ever found it, but back then she thought the name “Réjane” was really elegant, in keeping with her life plans, a name that fit all of the things she would one day become: a famous model, an American heroine living in Paris or owning a castle in the south of France, or the Countess of Kent in England. We had an argument about the Countess of Kent, for I assumed the countess would be married to a count. She always acts as if my ignorance is just the funniest thing in the world, and told me (snobbishly) that I had no idea of titles at all, and that, though the wife would be a countess, the man is an earl. I happened to be reading a book about vampires, and I asked, Oh, you mean like Earl Dracula? (That made her really mad.) So now there was to be added to her list of worldly accomplishments—that future structure, that brick shithouse she is always building in her mind—the role of famous comedienne, Réjane Somebody.


Well, it’s dangerous to go making up names for yourself; you’ve got to be careful, for the change might stick in the worst way. That’s what happened with Ree-Jane. It is of course such a totally unheard-of name that, naturally, the townfolks, who have never been tutored in the French pronunciation, assumed her name was “Rae Jane” and called her that. I admit this misunderstanding was mostly my fault, since I had no intention of hawking up that r sound and just went around calling her “Ree-Jane” to everybody in town. When they hear the “Ree,” they translate it to “Rae,” and Regina Jane Davidow has never been able to shake it. This infuriates her. It also infuriates her that I make such a big production out of calling her Ree-Jane, never forgetting to give that first syllable just that extra little push and, if I’m calling her down the length of the hotel halls, wail out that e like the place is on fire and we’d better get out: “Reeeeee-Jane, oh Reeeeeeeee-Jane!” She could kill me.


Unfortunately, any dumb fantasy Ree-Jane entertains about her future is fed by the pride of both her mother and (this is harder to understand) mine. That is what I hate, my mother’s making me take a backseat to the Davidows. Ree-Jane is just enough older—four years—to try to lord it over me. I hope that any plots Aurora Paradise is cooking up include getting rid of Ree-Jane Davidow.


•   •   •


There are just two Paradises still living. Aurora has an unmarried sister named Alberta. She’s like a carbon copy of Aurora, though a dozen years younger, and when the two are up there in Aurora’s rooms, I like to sit on the landing of the third floor or, if I feel brave, crawl up a few steps farther to sit and eavesdrop. I sit in a pool of shadow with my skirt pulled down over my knees and listen. What I generally hear is a drone like bees around a hive, and then there might be a sudden clap of laughter, harsh and joyless, and then the drone again. The rumble of the dumbwaiter dragging their white-meat-only chicken dinners skyward serves as a kind of creepy music for the droning talk or shrieking laughter. When Aurora and Alberta get together the dumbwaiter is in constant motion. With her having to send canapes and dishes of olives and (when the fourth floor runs dry) pitchers of martinis up on the dumbwaiter, Lola scarcely has time for her own cocktail hour, usually taken in the back office. Poor souls looking for a room and under the impression we’re running a hotel often get their comeuppance if Lola is into her fourth martini, the one that always seems to convince her the hotel is her castle, and she doesn’t much like people swimming the moat.


I have always thought it speaks well of Lola that occasionally she’s invited to join Aurora for cocktails. I suppose I could be mean and say that these invitations are extended only when Aurora’s supply of Gordon’s gin or Johnnie Walker is running low, but I’m not sure that’s the case. There is something at times actually winning about Lola, a sort of blitheness which is a relief from the grinding work routine that my mother always follows. This is not to say my mother fails by comparison—good Lord, no. If she didn’t have her work routine the whole place would collapse just as the fourth floor fire escape always threatens to do.


One of Aurora’s rooms has a fire escape that she uses as a small balcony. Aurora and Lola Davidow sometimes man the balcony, joined occasionally by our chain-smoking, sixty-year-old desk clerk named Marge Byrd. Marge likes to keep a pint flask under the desk and takes nips from it when business either speeds up or slows down. The three of them sit up there on folding chairs, drunk as loons, hurling down greetings at arrivals coming up the drive. My mother naturally objects to this as unseemly, and so does Lola when Lola’s not up there with Aurora and Marge Byrd. My mother comes out on the porch and then the driveway, looking. Finally, seeing Lola Davidow up there, her hand shading her brow, she calls up some kitchen emergency, real or made-up. The object of this is to let them know that she works while they play, and who can blame her?


So, Aurora can still continue as the “head.” And I suspect that the visits of Alberta’s are to be taken as board meetings, for the sister has a legal interest in the place also. When she shows up (always unannounced) a couple of times a year, then Aurora has family to join her out on the fire escape. Oh, how they appear out there in their lavender and stiff lace collars and buckled shoes as occasionally they look down and wave!


Lola Davidow sometimes complains (because she isn’t invited, I’m sure) that they’re getting rowdy and maybe we should call the Sheriff’s office. Of course, she’s only kidding, but I wish she’d go ahead and do it sometimes because anything that could get me within a stone’s throw of La Porte’s Sheriff could only be good news.





THREE


The county sheriff is the real bright spot in my life. His name is Sam DeGheyn and everyone calls him Sam, except I can’t quite work up the nerve to do it. I call him “Sheriff” even in the privacy of my own mind. Since he has the important job of peacekeeping and, if it’s needed, criminal chasing, I never want to appear to be wasting his lime by hanging around the courthouse or interrupting him in his daily duties. What I do is help by watching for red flags on the parking meters or checking out cars parked where they shouldn’t be—such as blocking an alley or sitting in a loading zone.


I keep my eye peeled for illegal parking so I can have something to report to the Sheriff. At one time I would have loved a horrible crime happening right at the Hotel Paradise—a shootout, maybe, with Ree-Jane in the crowd looking on from the porch, where she would then be sprayed by machine-gun fire. This would be a legitimate reason for calling the Sheriff. But that never happens.


The one time I honestly could have asked for police help, I didn’t: that was the time I was left alone at the Hotel Paradise for two days while everyone else took off to escort the precious Regina Jane Davidow to visit a friend of hers. My brother, Will, was already off visiting his friend Brownmiller Conroy or he would have been left behind, too.


When I say “alone” I mean, of course, me and Aurora Paradise, but somehow I couldn’t imagine Aurora coming to my rescue when the hatchet killer came. Imagine yourself as not even yet in your teens and alone in a ninety-eight-room hotel in dead winter. Imagine the possibilities for random noises—the creakings, the scrapings, the foot-falls, the howlings in the woods, the owl sounds, the winds, the bats—and so on. Yet, I didn’t think anything of it—I mean, I was scared, naturally, but I assumed this to be my lot in life. I had to send food up to the fourth floor on the dumbwaiter, and whisky. I was not to bother Aurora myself. She hated visitors. When the delivery was made, I would go to sit as close to the top floor as I could get so as to be near somebody.


I don’t know how Sheriff DeGheyn came to hear about this, but he did. And when he asked me about it, with a look of honest concern, I was casual. Oh, I told him, someone had to take care of the hotel. The Sheriff just shook his head and mentioned words like “courage” and so forth that I couldn’t apply to what had been my own quivering self sitting on the stairs, but I was immensely pleased. He told me he would have been happy to keep an eye on the place and even come in and have a Coke or coffee with me had he known, and if ever it happened again—but then he stopped and got a set look on his face and somehow I knew it wouldn’t.


Soon after that, my mother asked me if I’d told Sam DeGheyn I’d been left by myself, and I said no, of course not, which was true. The tight look on my mother’s and Lola Davidow’s faces told me that he must have given someone absolute hell. It was worth being in the way of Mrs. Davidow’s terrible temper for a couple of days to know this. (The Sheriff is the only person in three counties who can bawl out Lola Davidow and get away with it.)


I was absolutely flabbergasted that I had managed to call up such concern in anyone, especially the Sheriff, for I was not used to someone’s sticking up for me. I don’t mean that if I was in real danger from illness or accident my mother wouldn’t be concerned; but it’s not wholly satisfactory to think you have to be mashed on the railroad tracks or get typhoid before someone cares. So the Sheriff’s attitude made having to stay in the hotel alone an experience I wouldn’t mind repeating, and I wished they’d all go away again. To work up that protective feeling in the Sheriff I would have wandered through the Transylvania woods with Earl Dracula himself for a week.


The Sheriff likes Teaberry gum, so I carry a pack in my pocket for when he runs out. He always seems to be running out, which surprises me, as he’s a man with a good memory, hardly absentminded at all. But when he starts searching his pockets for gum and mildly cursing himself for leaving it back in his desk, I casually produce my pack. The Sheriff’s smile is high-voltage, and he turns it on when I do this. I always tell him to take a stick for later, too.


Then, we’ll walk along the pavement, the Sheriff with his citation book, me with my fund of knowledge about cars illegally or at least wrongly parked. People use five-minute zones and the La Porte library lot shamelessly.


Much of the time we share a comfortable silence on our curb treks. I love silence; I hate babble. Silence is a way of saying: We do not have to entertain each other; we are okay as we are.


The only place I have seen this at work is in a movie theater. Of course, there is the film up there as a wholesale “distraction,” that’s true. And yet, and yet . . . I like to look around in the auditorium lit just enough so that you can make out profiles and planes of cheeks, smiles or downturned mouths. Feelings show. And what I see then is little infant faces, child faces, tilted toward the screen, eating popcorn or drawing on straws in Pepsis and Cokes. When people are unaware they are being watched they look so innocent. Maybe I’m speaking of thralldom, of minds working together, a hush of lips, a hundred eyes all seeing the same thing and wanting the same thing (“Oh, no! No! Don’t go in that room; he’s waiting for you, you poor girl. . .”).


So the Sheriff and I walk in movie silence. The exceptional thing about him is that he never asks questions merely to fill a vacuum. “How’s the hotel?” or “How’s your mom?” never pass his lips. I imagine he’s fairly certain that if the hotel collapsed and killed all the guests and help, or if my mother’s eyebrows got burned in a grease lire, or if Lola Davidow got her hand wedged in the cocktail-onion jar—I would mention it. No, if the Sheriff asks a question or makes a remark it means something. And because we can’t always engage in meaningful conversation, we are sometimes silent.


On one such occasion, the Sheriff asked me if Regina Jane Davidow had got that new car Lola said she was getting for her sixteenth birthday.


“Yes,” I said, glumly to his back. He was kneeling down checking the rust on the underside of the fender of Miss Ruth Porte’s little VW. Miss Ruth knew nothing about cars, and Sam kept his eye on the VW.


“Is it a white convertible?”


Glummer still, I said yes, again. Imagine not only being able to drive, but having your own car, your own convertible to boot. Ree-Jane was all over town in it, showing it off. I had not been invited yet to ride. The Sheriff straightened up, put a nickel in the meter because you could just see the red flag was raring to go, and said to me, “I’ll tell you something, and you can do what you like about it. You know that tavern—the El Lobo—outside of Hebrides?”


I frowned slightly. “I think so.”


We continued on our walk. “Twice I’ve seen a brand-new white Chevy convertible parked outside it, sales sticker still on the side window.”


That was Ree-Jane’s, all right! How wonderful she should be in bad with the Sheriff, since she’s so sure he adores her, although I have never seen evidence of it. I watched him then snap his citation book shut and jam it in his hip pocket. He did not look at all adoring of Ree-Jane Davidow.


“That place is strictly off limits to kids—”


Kids! He had referred to the future Countess of Kent as a “kid”! I could hardly wait to tell her.


“—to anyone under twenty-one years old.” His look at me was very serious. “Now, I didn’t go in and drag her out by her heels, which I should’ve. But if ever I see her there, I’ll bust her. I’m telling you because you might want to warn her. Or not.” He shrugged slightly. His eyes were expressive, but I couldn’t quite read the message.


Wonderful! How wonderful to be in possession of this nugget better than gold, this warning to plague her with! Of course, I was casual about it, and merely said, “Um . . . I’ll see what I can do.” But roiling around in my mind as the Sheriff and I continued on our walk was a selection of great openings for the subject of Ree-Jane getting busted by the Sheriff. There was: “Oh, incidentally, I was talking to the Sheriff this morning, and . . .”; or “Sheriff DeGheyn happened to mention to me that a white convertible . . .” Et cetera. Making sure I stuck in how the El Lobo was “off limits to kids.”


It occurred to me that the Sheriff could easily have done the warning himself, as Ree-Jane has taken every opportunity to sit her ass on his desk since she’s been picking up speeding tickets from one of the deputies, Donny. She sits on the Sheriff’s desk like Lauren Bacall and tries to smolder.


I wondered why he didn’t. Probably because he didn’t want to embarrass her; the Sheriff is really nice that way.





FOUR


Spirit Lake is a half-mile from the hotel, and I often walk down here and might even be the only person who does, aside from my brother, Will. I like to stop here at the spring and sit on the wall even when I don’t have any particular reason for coming, as I have tonight. The place is overgrown now, the untended grass and weeds and trees choking the narrow road halfway around so that a complete circle of the lake is becoming impossible, even on foot. But it is still quite beautiful, at least I think so, and some of its beauty comes from all of the undergrowth and overgrowth, from its wild look.


The most important thing about Spirit Lake, or the most terrible, is that a girl drowned here over forty years ago. The girl was my age—twelve—and no one knows exactly what happened. They say she took a rowboat out into the lake and it must somehow have capsized. The boat was seen drifting in the middle of the lake one moonlit night, but the people who saw it thought nothing of it; they thought one of the rowboats at the boathouse must have come loose from its mooring. And then the girl was found. Her absence wasn’t even reported until the next morning, and finally the family had to call the police.


Spirit Lake is small and partly covered with masses of water lilies and tall blowing grasses. Her body was found caught up in this water growth. Spirit Lake has always seemed mysterious, I think, and the drowning that no one could ever explain made it more so. No one back then knew why she had taken a boat out in the lake, especially at night, for her family said she had always been a little afraid of it.


Her family was made up of three aunts who lived in the only house near the lake, a large gray house built a short distance back from the lake’s edge. There was no mother or father, only these sisters who all looked very much alike; yet she looked like none of them. Their name was Devereau, and her name was Mary-Evelyn. Mary-Evelyn Devereau.


I know all of these details because I have studied up on the case. Also, my own mother knew the family when she was a young girl herself, although she was older than Mary-Evelyn. I think my mother was about sixteen back then.


My mother was there when Mary-Evelyn drowned—I don’t mean she was an eyewitness, but she was one of the many people who gathered down at the edge of the lake when the police were searching for the body. My mother actually saw them pull the body in from the grasses and water lilies, where it had lain near the bank, tangled and floating. Mary-Evelyn was wearing a white dress like a party dress; it had layers of ruffles all around the skirt and was embroidered with tiny flower buds of blue silk up and down the front. My mother, being good at sewing herself, noted these details.


And my mother knew the family from their visits to the hotel; this was when the Paradises were still rampaging through it, including Aurora. Forty years ago, my great-aunt Paradise was probably just working up steam. Anyway, the Devereaus would occasionally drop in to have dinner. The dinners weren’t nearly so good then, for my mother hadn’t yet started doing the cooking. She is famous for her cooking. I have always been sorry she never got a chance to go to Paris and be famous in a place that’s worth being famous in. The point about these visits, though, is that during one of them, which was a birthday party for one of the aunts, someone took pictures of all of them, and my mother kept one. So I know just what Mary-Evelyn looked like, and her aunts, just before she drowned. I keep the snapshot in a Whitman’s candy box, along with some other objects I prize. My mother doesn’t know I held on to it while she was rummaging through her snapshot collection, nor do I think she’d care or miss it.


I like to sit in the Pink Elephant (a cellar room below our dining room) and look up from my notebook at the shadowy wall where I can see on the pink stucco that darkness in imagined moonlight where the boat slowly circles and drifts, and I see Mary-Evelyn float and bob in the rushes, among the water lilies. Her body moves slightly with the current, like the boat out in the middle of the lake.


I see this in my mind and I feel like weeping; I think it is one of the unhappiest things I have ever heard. And I think perhaps Mary-Evelyn was one of the unhappiest girls who ever lived in Spirit Lake. Just a short while ago I merely suspected it. Now, I know this to be true.


But I would take the picture out and study it and think about Mary-Evelyn Devereau. Her death puzzled me, and I don’t understand why it didn’t puzzle everybody at the time. I’ve written down a short list of questions which I keep in the candy box, and every once in a while I add another question to the list:


Why was Mary-Evelyn out at night?


Why was she in a boat, at night?


Why was she wearing one of her best dresses?


Why didn’t they report her missing until the next morning?


Why was her body so far from the boat?


The police back then must have been dumb, for they never tried to piece all of this together. Oh, they asked the obvious questions: Why was she out at night in a boat? But of course everyone would naturally ask that question. It’s just too bad that our sheriff now, Sam DeGheyn, wasn’t around back then, for he could have solved the mystery of the death of Mary-Evelyn Devereau.


On Fridays, sometimes I accompany Mrs. Davidow when she goes into La Porte to do the weekend shopping for the hotel. She goes to town usually twice a week, on Mondays and Fridays, and it’s understood between us that I can go with her on Fridays. It’s a funny thing about Mrs. Davidow: although a lot of the time she’s like a tree across my path and makes my life a misery, there are these little pockets of pleasantness when we get on very well together—much better than she and Ree-Jane get on, and I think this is painful to her. So Mrs. Davidow and I ride into town, sometimes laughing about some crazy La Porte person or other, or maybe something one of the guests has done; then she goes about her grocery business with her long list, and I go about mine.


My favorite business is always with Sheriff DeGheyn. Sometimes we sit in his office in the courthouse talking about one thing or another. Other times we might go into the Rainbow Café for a soda and coffee. But usually we walk around town, me doing most of the talking, the Sheriff doing most of the listening. And a lot of the talking for a long time has been about Mary-Evelyn Devereau.


I had put the questions to him about the dress, and the distance between the boat and the body, and a couple of other questions. Not all of the details of the body’s discovery and the subsequent “investigation” (if you can call it that) were told me by my mother; most of them I got from going back into the archives in the Conservative offices. Mr. Gumbel, the editor-in-chief, thought it quite unusual that someone my age would be interested in an almost half-century-old death, and made a lot of tired jokes about me becoming an investigative reporter. No, I told him, I didn’t want to be a reporter and work for the Conservative. That’s Regina Jane Davidow (I told him) who wants to be a reporter, but she says she’s going to write for the New York Times or some other fabulous paper, and she’s going to be a foreign correspondent. I said all of this about Ree-Jane, of course, just to see what Mr. Gumbel would say, because Ree-Jane had written some tiny little thing once and Mr. Gumbel had accepted it for publication. He had accepted it when Lola Davidow got him drunk (and herself also) one night and foisted it on him. Well, it didn’t take up much space buried there in the back with a lot of advertisements for the feed store and so forth. But if there was one person who knew the limits of Regina Davidow’s writing ability, it was Mr. Gumbel. And he snorted down his nose when I told him Ree-Jane was going to be a foreign correspondent. She’ll get as far as Hebrides, was all he said.


But he was very helpful in showing me where to look for reports on Mary-Evelyn. He remembered the drowning, but vaguely, as he was young himself, about my mother’s age. The longest report I could find was a triple-column with a picture of Mary-Evelyn at the top. The reporter’s account didn’t tell me much that I hadn’t already heard. There was a detailed description of Spirit Lake and the dock, but I figured that was just to take up space. (The Conservative has never been known for the originality of its reporters.) The picture was of a pretty but very sad-looking girl with silky hair in a beautifully sewn dress. I was tempted to take this account to put among my other valuables. I looked around to see if anyone was watching, and no one was, for no one else was around. I guess they had better things to do than hang around watching me. But as Mr. Gumbel had been so helpful, I left the account where it belonged. I know Mr. Gumbel wondered why I was so all-fired interested in it.


The Sheriff, I know, wonders why, too. But he gives me credit for having a good reason. And he always gives a lot of thought to my questions. On Fridays, as we work the meters on Second Street, I talk to him about Mary-Evelyn. And he takes off his visored cap, wipes his forearm back over his forehead, and fits the cap on again, all the while slowly chewing the Teaberry gum I’ve given him. The Sheriff has the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re baked blue, as if they’ve been fired in a kiln. “That’s really a possibility,” he’ll say, of some point or other I’m making about Mary-Evelyn. He’ll say it as he pulls out his spiral notebook and makes a note to himself.


On this particular Friday, we walked on, slowly. Up ahead, Helene Baum, the doctor’s wife, was plowing towards us. Towards the Sheriff, I should say. Helene Baum was La Porte’s biggest troublemaker. She always had some complaint about someone or something—a person, a dog, a cat, a bench by the bus stop. Probably, she’d just seen the parking ticket we’d left under her windshield wiper. The Sheriff took my arm and we walked across the street to continue our parking-meter ticketing on the other side.


Helene Baum crossed the street too. Walking behind us was a wall of Friday shoppers, and they blocked us from her view just long enough for the Sheriff to grab my arm again and pull me into the nearest door. It happened to be our favorite place, the Rainbow Café.


The Rainbow is owned and operated by a woman people just call “Shirl” who is well known for her ways with customers. You get the same impression from her as from Lola Davidow, and that is that their places of business are private residences and the customers are more like intruders. Between Mrs. Davidow and Shirl there is no love lost, especially since Shirl outright stole my mother’s recipe for Angel Pie and sells it right and left. I’d love to see Mrs. Davidow and Shirl duke it out right there on Second Street.


The person I especially like who works in the Rainbow is Maud Chadwick. Maud Chadwick is the sort of person you don’t mind seeing when you don’t want to see anyone. And a lot of the time I don’t want to. (Mrs. Davidow tells me I’m “moody,” and I always think that’s pretty funny, considering the source.)


The Sheriff really likes Maud Chadwick, I can tell. They are a lot alike underneath, although on the surface very different. Maud appears to be quite shy, except with a very few people like the Sheriff and me. But since I’m only twelve, I suppose she can feel fairly easy around me. Kids like her. She doesn’t have that uppity manner that most adults put on for children.


I have always thought Maud Chadwick has a kind of pixie look, like the fairies in my old Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens book, which I don’t read anymore, of course, but I sometimes look at the silvery-blue illustrations, just to see if they are as I remember them. As I said, Maud has that sort of look. Her eyes are wide-spaced and her mouth hooks up at the corners in an expression like a little kid’s. Maud is the only adult I call by a first name, for I have received strict instructions from my mother not to use adults’ first names. But since Maud waits tables (something else we have in common) and has to wear a little name tag on her dress, it’s only natural that everyone uses her first name—just as they called Shirley “Shirl” and Charlene “Charlene.”


There are hand-lettered signs tacked up on the wall of each wooden booth, instructing the customers how many have to be in a party before the booth can be occupied. These signs seem to change constantly, depending on Shirl’s mood. Most of the time, three people are needed to occupy one booth. But two people are permitted to take up one of her precious booths if she’s in a good mood. At one point when she’d been on a real rampage there had to be four in the party to get a booth to themselves. And one person, well, occasionally some poor soul who doesn’t know the rules tries to sit in a booth alone, and that’s the last you ever see of him or her. That’s the truth. Shirl is always saying around the cigarette dangling from her mouth that she isn’t about to play host to the homeless of La Porte.


But there are days when Shirl has to be absent from the Rainbow for one reason or another. She does her shopping in Hebrides two or three times a month, and regular as clockwork has her appointment at the Prime Cut (a poor name, I always thought, for a beauty shop). When Shirl isn’t there, Maud Chadwick always lets me have a booth to myself. On days when I figure Shirl isn’t going to be at the Rainbow, I take my notebook with me into town. I often walk the two miles from the hotel into La Porte, sometimes accompanied by Ree-Jane. Once in town, Ree-Jane goes off looking for new worlds to conquer, maybe going into the other beauty parlor (the Hair and Gone) for a makeover, and comes out looking like the neon sign above Arturo’s diner; or sometimes she drifts into the courthouse and the Sheriff’s office.


As for me, I slide into a booth, usually the one at the back of the café, and set up shop. I sit there writing, sometimes about the people at the counter when I finish with the ones in my head. At some point, Maud will walk back and set a bowl of chili before me. Oh, that chili! I cannot explain its appeal to me, and I’m sure any real chili expert would find it much too watery and bland. I tear the cellophane from the cracker packages and crumble the crackers all over the surface. I don’t think I would like this chili if I ate it at the hotel, or at school, or anywhere else except sitting in a back booth at the Rainbow.


And I love the booths, too, despite the signs. They’re made of dark wood, the entire booth, including the table between the high-backed benches, backs so high I can’t see over the top, so that if someone approaches, or I want to check out something, I have to peer around the side. I guess that adds to the island-like isolation of the booth, and I like that.


I also talk to Maud about Mary-Evelyn Devereau and the whole odd story. Maud isn’t a native of La Porte, and even if she were, isn’t nearly old enough to remember the Devereau business. Yet she shows a lot of interest. Sometimes she sits with me in my booth and has a cup of coffee and a cigarette.


“Don’t you think it’s kind of funny the police were notified at six a.m.?” Maud asked once.


I thought about this for a moment, sipping my cherry Coke. “Well, I guess that’s when they found out she was gone. Or wasn’t back.”


“Does anyone check to see if you’re in bed before six a.m.?”


“No.” I didn’t bother to add that nobody checked to see if I was in bed at six, nine, or midnight. “But why would they lie to the police?”


The question had no answer, of course, and Maud knew it, and we both sat in silence and reflected on it: Why would they lie? The “they” in question were the Devereaus, the aunts with whom Mary-Evelyn lived. People had known very little about them; a lot that got gossiped around was pure speculation—stories have a way of growing up around women living alone as they did.


One thing that people did know—because they could hear it—was that they loved music, especially opera, especially Tannhäuser. Marge Byrd told me this. Marge is knowledgeable about music, although she hadn’t been well acquainted with the Devereaus either, having been about the same age as my mother back then. And now, I supposed. But even as a little girl she’d been steeped in music, for her family was very musical and she inherited this inclination. I have always envied those who, because of their upbringing, inherit a love for art or music or books. All I inherited was good breeding. Oh, my mother likes to read a lot, so I like it too. But what my brother and I were brought up to cherish was not Wagner or Mozart or Shakespeare or Rembrandt, but Emily Post.


Anyway, Marge let me have a few of her old records to play on the ancient wind-up Victrola I had found up in the garage. I would sit in the Pink Elephant playing Tannhäuser and the aria sung by the Elisabeth character and picture the house at Spirit Lake when the Devereaus all lived there. The lake gray and cold, a mist swirling above it or rising from it, and no sound except for the faint slap of water over the little falls off to the right, and all of it informed by the voice of whichever of the sisters (I have since found out there were four, not three) had a voice singing Elisabeth’s song from Tannhäuser.


Or else I walk the half-mile to Spirit Lake, stand there, usually at dusk, and hear the music in my mind. The aria from that opera drifts from the great big gray-shingled house and floats along the surface of the water, weaving in and around the water lilies and the tangled grass in which (I can’t help this) I often see the small figure of Mary-Evelyn floating.


I find all of this eerie and frightening and spectacular—the empty house, the misty cold lake, the music. It is plain spectacular. I have a strong imagination.


“Unlumbered by reality,” Sheriff DeGheyn says to us. “The two of you.” He was speaking of me and Maud, for Maud occasionally joins us on our meter-checking mornings and walks along.


“Completely unlumbered by reality,” the Sheriff says again.


But I think he’s wrong, for I feel very lumbered by it. It plain weighs me down.





FIVE


“If we had to be concerned about reality, there wouldn’t be much point to imagining, would there?” Maud said, more or less answering for both of us, on that particular day which found the three of us on the curb while the Sheriff wrote a ticket and stuck it on the mayor’s white Oldsmobile. The car was a foot over into an alley, not really blocking it, but still making it a slight obstacle for a truck to make deliveries to the five-and-dime. The Sheriff didn’t answer, since it wasn’t really a question and Maud loved to suck him into pointless arguments, I knew.


“Do you think it’s haunted?” I asked, largely of her, not him. No notion appeared too outlandish for Maud to entertain, which is one reason I like her. I was speaking of the Devereau place. I don’t believe in hauntings, but I thought it might introduce the Devereaus into our conversation.


“What isn’t?” she asked, as we stopped before a meter.


The Sheriff looked at her and shook his head. “Oh, for God’s sake.”


“Hauntedness is pervasive,” she said. “I feel full of windy places, like a flute.” She stood by the curb, holding her elbows cupped in her hands. She seemed pleased with how she’d put that.


The Sheriff made a strangling sound. He was slotting a dime into the meter where Miss Ruth Porte’s black VW was parked. “ ‘Like a flute.’ ”


“You wouldn’t understand, of course,” said Maud, as we walked on.


I smiled. I love to hear the way they razz each other, something they don’t do with anybody else. No one talks to the Sheriff the way Maud does; everyone else was either in awe of him, like me, or a little afraid of him, like Mayor Sims and that car dealer over in Hebrides.


It was the car dealer’s baby-blue Cadillac we were standing by now; the red flag was up on the meter. The Sheriff stuffed a ticket behind the windshield wiper and we passed on.


Maud and I, on these little excursions, enjoy fitting out certain townspeople with imaginary histories, histories that the Sheriff occasionally attempts to bring in line with the reality the two of us he said were “unlumbered” by. Which is why his answer to my question about the Wood brothers surprised me.


The two of them, Ulub and Ubub, were sitting on the bench outside of Axel’s Taxis. The bench is meant for Axel’s Taxis’ customers, a place where they can wait for the next taxi to come. There are only two taxis, Axel’s and the one driven by his employee, Delbert. We’d been talking, Maud and I, about how we never actually saw anyone taking Axel’s. Axel would pull out with no fare in it and it would come back with nobody in it. Except for Axel, of course. The Wood brothers sometimes sit on the bench and watch Axel and Delbert come and go, and when the taxi isn’t there, they watch the rest of us come and go. They are sometimes joined by Mr. Nasalwhite, who doesn’t like to talk much either, except to tell the Woods (and passersby) that he’s the King of Bohemia. Usually, the Woods have breakfast in the Rainbow Café, then the morning stint on either this bench or the one outside Britten’s store in Spirit Lake. Then it’s lunch in the café, and the afternoon bench-sitting. The Woods report to benches the way other people report to jobs. They sit in silence (for they rarely talk) and watch the world of La Porte go by.


The Sheriff got them talking on a couple of occasions, and Maud kept after him to tell her what on earth they’d said, but he never did tell her. I had, on this occasion, asked him about their names—Ulub and Ubub. “Somebody told me they got them from license plates. But they must have names.”


“Uh-huh,” said the Sheriff, who was searching his pockets for a dime. The red flag was up on Bunny Caruso’s pickup. “Ubub is for Useless Big Bob and Ulub is for Useless Little Bob. You got a dime, Maud?”


“What?” I asked, puzzled over these names.


“He’s making it up,” said Maud, digging in her pocket and bringing out a dime. She always had change because of the tips she got.


“No, it’s true,” he said. He slotted the coin into the meter and turned the handle.


“You’re making it up,” said Maud again, with absolute confidence in her verdict.


She’s always accusing the Sheriff of “making it up,” and once in a while I think maybe he does, with her, so that she can never be absolutely sure when he’s telling the truth.


“I could see you doing it, I could see your mind making it up, just in that pause while you thought up something that UBB and ULB could stand for.”


“UBB” and “ULB” are the first three digits (or letters) on the license plates of Ubub’s and Ulub’s twin pickup trucks. That’s where whoever started calling them by those names got the idea, as far as I know.


The Sheriff didn’t answer Maud; he just went on inspecting and then kicking the tires of Bunny Caruso’s truck, and I could tell Maud was really irritated because he wouldn’t say anything. Indeed, she looked so frustrated, I thought she just might cross over to the bench and ask Ulub and Ubub.


“Well, they are kind of useless,” I said.


“Don’t listen to him; don’t pay any attention to him at all. He makes up half what he says.” She spoke as if the Sheriff might be some wayward playmate who could lead me astray.


We walked on down Second Street, and Maud seemed to be in a snit, which I thought was really funny, since the last person in La Porte I could imagine being in a snit with was Sheriff Sam DeGheyn.


I decided to break into this mild fuming of hers by reintroducing my topic. “Do you believe a place can be haunted?”


“No.” “Yes.”


They answered in unison; I don’t know if Maud said yes because she believed it or if it was just to get his goat.


“Nobody’s lived in the Devereau house since Mary-Evelyn died, have they?”


“Not that I know of,” said the Sheriff.


The thing was, though, that he and Maud hadn’t been around then, and anything they said was guessing.


“Marge Byrd said she heard really weird noises coming from the house one night.”


“Probably vagrants. Some people don’t pay attention to No Trespassing signs. Donny said he had to chase some people out of there once.”


Donny is deputy sheriff. He isn’t very smart or good-looking, but he thinks he’s both in his uniform. Ree-Jane hangs around the courthouse to impress him, too, when the Sheriff’s not there.


“A person who dies in a state of misery has been known to come back and haunt the place where he dies.” Maud looked as if she were about to.


“I think you mean a person who’s suffered a violent death,” the Sheriff said.


She stopped walking. “No, I mean a miserable person, like me. And you.”


The Sheriff’s beeper had buzzed just a stroke before she said “And you,” which I bet was an afterthought, that she wanted to make him hesitate and wonder just before he had to answer his beeper. (I always think a person must be very important to have a beeper, anyway.)


“Me? Just because you’re—oh, never mind. . . . Donny?” he said into the beeper.


Donny’s voice rasped over the beeper, saying something about an accident out on Route 6—the Lake Road, we called it, although I think its official name was Splinter Run Road. It sounded like Donny was talking about the Silver Pear Restaurant, but since he always got a little hysterical over police business it was hard to tell. Also, it was hard to hear; it was private police business, but I cocked my ear anyway. Maud was looking off towards the railroad tracks as if she couldn’t care less.


I asked the Sheriff what a “domestic” meant and he said it generally had to do with a quarrel—altercation, fight, trouble—inside a house. He left, and I asked Maud who lived at the Silver Pear. She said it was owned by Gaby and Ron von Gruber, but she couldn’t imagine them having an altercation. They both wore silver pompadours and were tall and thin like pussywillows.


We were walking back to the Rainbow Café, Maud having taken her lunch-break time to walk up and down Second Street with me and the Sheriff. I asked her if she’d ever eaten at the Silver Pear and she said yes, a couple of times with Chad. Maud was divorced and Chad was her son and she told me this rather sadly. Chad had gone off to school and I knew she missed him. But at that point, the sadness of adults was a subject I did not want to think about too much; I didn’t want to believe, I think, that they actually suffered. Their world was supposed to be different. If they suffered, they must have efficient ways of dealing with suffering that were totally unknown in my world. That was one of the advantages of being an adult: you could neatly package unpleasant and painful feelings, wrap them up, toss them on a delivery truck, and send them to be dropped off here and there along Misery Mile. Not like me. Not at all. I had to endure my bad feelings.


“Was it good?” I asked, after this turnover of thoughts of Maud’s possible unhappiness. I meant her meal at the Silver Pear.


“No. The food was good, I guess, but the portions were minuscule. They have this nouvelle-cuisine type of French food. ‘New’-cuisine isn’t really food, it’s the illusion of food. A carrot curl, a sprig of escarole, a triangle of smoked fish in a puddle of pink sauce. Your mom’s such a much better cook it hardly bears mention.”


I filed that compliment away to tell my mother, as the Silver Pear is always being held up as the smartest restaurant within fifty miles. “But it’s the favorite place with the lake people,” I said, hoping she’d continue talking about how bad it was, so I could amplify the compliment.


This lake I spoke of is an entirely different lake from Spirit Lake. It’s on the other side of La Porte, and the lake people are a race apart: rich, handsome, tan all year, living in fabulous houses, and when they’re not swimming and boating they’re skiing. Maud herself lives in a little house by the lake, but on the near side, the unfashionable edge.


Maud said, “If the Hotel Paradise were just five miles closer to the lake, you’d be overrun with business.”


Business, our business, has not been good. Spirit Lake is pretty much a has-been resort, a little village that once depended on its railway station for tourists and has seen a lot of them. Now Spirit Lake suffers a lot because people no longer depend upon trains; they drive automobiles and can whiz right through Spirit Lake on their way to somewhere else. There used to be over a half-dozen hotels; ours is the only one left now.


As Maud and I walked past the window of Prime Cut, we could see Shirl in there looking like a drowned rat. Since she hadn’t gone under the dryer yet and still had to have her hair rolled by Alma Duke (the owner-operator), I knew she wouldn’t be back in the Rainbow for at least another hour. Often she got a manicure too. We stood outside the window and waved at Shirl. She pretended not to see us, as she probably didn’t want to let on anyone had seen her in this state.


I mentioned to Maud she’d probably be in there another hour and asked if I could sit in a booth. She said yes, of course, and that she’d have a cup of coffee with me, since she hadn’t had her lunch yet—that is, she added, “if I won’t be interrupting your writing.”


Now, that’s what I like about Maud and the Sheriff. Neither of them assumes that because you’re twelve years old you have nothing to do but twiddle your thumbs until the movie opens. I was, actually, going to the theater on First Street after this hour in the Rainbow. I loved movies. I especially love the Saturday matinee, when they always try to show a western, like those spaghetti westerns, they call them, with Clint Eastwood; or an adventure, or a comedy—in other words, something not overlumbered with sex scenes.


The Orion movie theater is where you can find me any Saturday afternoon at the two o’clock matinee. Mr. McComas, who owns it, is a nice, middle-aged man who pinch-hits for any one of his employees if the person gets sick. A lot of the time, he takes tickets inside the door. There’s an official ticket seller and taker, but I think Mr. McComas likes to do it so he can hang around the theater, for I have a suspicion he just loves movies, and that’s why he runs it in the first place. Other times, he shovels popcorn into the thin, tissuey cylinders that are stacked inside the machine in all of their different colors. This popcorn is popped right there and is the freshest, hottest popcorn around. It’s sometimes hot enough, having jumped right out of the metal popping canister into the cone, that it just misses scorching my fingers.


There are two aisles and one screen that slants in slightly, to the left. The screen has always been a puzzle. It doesn’t interfere with the viewing, really, once your eyes get used to it, but the customers do seem to favor the left-hand seats that put them into a squarer relation with the screen. As for me, I like that slanted look, and will usually sit on the right side, eating my hot buttered popcorn from one of those blue or pink cones and thinking life really might be worth the trouble.


All I knew about sex was that to have a baby, you had to get “poked” by a man (someone I knew told me that in third grade), but the nature of the “poking” was very cloudy in my mind. I at first thought it had to do with “cowpokes,” which made it interesting, though even more puzzling. I ate my popcorn more slowly and thoughtfully, thinking this over.


Except there really wasn’t anything to think. And there certainly wasn’t anybody to ask. It would be impossible to ask the Sheriff; I’d have been mortified. Maud would have been a possible informant, only I was so embarrassed by a lack of knowledge that I couldn’t ask. God only knew it had been bad enough when I’d started my periods, and although I suspected that had something to do with the whole picture, I still didn’t know what. All I knew was that that was painful to the point of screaming, and if that was what sex was like, forget it.





SIX


My favorite store sits next to the Orion movie theater. It’s called Candlewick and sells nothing but candles and candleholders. Before Miss Flyte took it over, it was a hardware store. Now, instead of rakes and leaf bags and fertilizer, its big plate-glass window holds large displays of candles on a dark velvet cloth. The candlesticks are brass, marble, wood, ceramic; tall, short, squat, square. Metal ones soldered to hold a dozen candles, and pottery ones from Mexico painted in astonishing colors. I can stand before this window for long stretches of time, amazed that candles and candlesticks can be so fascinating.


Miss Flyte always keeps a few artificial lights flickering to imitate candlelight. On certain occasions, such as Christmas, she removes the cloth for safety’s sake and lights every candle in the window. From a distance, all you can see is a black window and all of those flickering lights.


Miss Flyte “does” (as she puts it) weddings and funerals. It’s easy to tell a Flyte wedding. It isn’t simply that there are a lot of candles burning; it’s more than that. Flyte weddings have a mysterious, dreamy quality, a kind of fairylike atmosphere of crystal wings and moon dust and pale colors melting into one another, rainbowlike. Naturally, a good deal of it has to do with the effects of candlelight, but I always think the glow is more than this. There is something of a blessing given about a Flyte wedding. (Her funerals I steer clear of.)


Miss Flyte refuses to “do” anything else. “Weddings and funerals and nothing in between” has always been her motto. The “in between” occasions are things like dinner parties and birthday parties, like the huge birthday party at the home of one of the lake people, with caterers and ice swans and a five-piece band, which Miss Flyte turned down. Her refusal only made her more of a plum and a prize. The lake people, being rich, think they can buy anybody, but they can’t buy Miss Flyte. She even gets invited to take her candles to New York City and Cape Cod and other fancy places to do dinner parties. The more she refuses, the more insistent people become. It would really be a feather in your cap to get Miss Flyte.


But it is more than that. The town’s social climbers, like Helene Baum, are always trying to imitate her. They can’t, of course. For it isn’t enough just to have a hundred candles burning. Only Miss Flyte knows how to fix and arrange them, where to put the tall ones, and where the tiny ones; where to sit them and where to hang them. Nobody else has the touch. Miss Flyte is a master of light.


Next door to the Candlewick, and run by another old lady, is a little gift shop. They are friends, Miss Flyte and Miss Flagler, and nearly every day have coffee or tea and buns together in one shop or the other. Both shops have side doors facing each other, and so Miss Flyte and Miss Flagler can slip across the narrow alley between and have their mid-morning coffee or afternoon tea. I’m a customer of both, and, although I’m twelve and they’re both up in their sixties or seventies, we still have something in common. I don’t know what. But somehow sitting in Miss Flagler’s kitchen, near-to-dozing over my tea or hot chocolate, I can see the days wearing us away, we three.


Miss Flagler’s gift shop is tiny, a mousehole called the Oak Tree Gift Shoppe. I cannot figure out how she scrapes by, for she rarely seems to have customers in her shop. There’s just the single tiny room for merchandise, shelves of little porcelain soap dishes, delicate cups and saucers, china and glass animals, linen handkerchiefs, and a display case of silver jewelry, pins and bracelets and necklaces.


She might have her private source of money, for she never seems to be wanting for anything. Her clothes are good. She always wears one shade or other of gray silk or bombazine, with a white linen collar or jabot separate from the dress so that it can be washed. And the dress is always covered with a cardigan, a gray cable-knit or brown cashmere. The cashmere is my favorite; it’s the color of foxes’ fur, golden-reddish-brown, which she always wears with a strand of pearls.


Inside the door of the Oak Tree is a silver bell, set to tinkling by the movement of the door, and this will bring Miss Flagler from her rooms in the rear, through the drapery that divides the living quarters and the shop. Although I sometimes think she regards the “shop” part of her life with distaste, she is always decorously polite. She is remote, but pleasant. My mother calls her “the last genteel maiden lady,” and I think this an excellent description. With her cat named Albertine, and her comfortable kitchen with its smell of cinnamon and ginger, I imagine there are worse lives than Miss Flagler’s. It is true that her life must be muted and lacking in gaiety, but I do not put a high price on gaiety, having seen too much of it when Aurora Paradise and her sister get out on the fire escape of the Hotel Paradise.


I am sometimes invited to share their morning coffee or afternoon tea (oh, those fresh cinnamon buns!) and could think of them as just putting up with me, but I don’t. For some reason I feel at home with old ladies, as if I wear, in my ancient twelve-year-old soul, pince-nez and cardigans.


We sit on turquoise and buttercup-yellow painted wooden chairs (that have me revising my notion of a lack of gaiety in Miss Flagler’s life) pulled up to the white kitchen table. In winter we are warmed by the black cast-iron stove into which Miss Flagler shovels fresh coals. She has a gas stove, too, but she swears by the cast-iron for even baking. My mother does too, so I take Miss Flagler’s word for it. The buns and biscuits always come out of the coal stove, and my cocoa is heated in a pan on one of the iron cylinders on top. There’s a big white GE refrigerator she said can run circles around “these skinny new ones.” From a pantry off to one side, I can sometimes hear the noisy thumps of a Bendix washing machine that sounds like it’s in agony.


I love the cocoa. But I have a problem trying to get the skin off the top of the steaming surface without appearing rude. I usually just blow it back and drink quickly as my close-up eyes watch it drifting towards my mouth. Or I “clumsily” drop my paper napkin in the cup and that sops up the milk skin. If there’s a marshmallow engaged in this sopping up, that makes it frustrating, for I especially like the melting marshmallows.


We sit and sup and they ask after my mother, who they greatly admire, and after Lola Davidow, who they admire far less, and after Ree-Jane, who they don’t admire at all. Misunderstanding my made-up name, they call her “Rae Jane,” an error I have never corrected, knowing how Ree-Jane hates it. I think it balances out the injustice of my being confused with her and called “Janey” sometimes. It’s simply infuriating to be overshadowed by a girl who appeared on the Hotel Paradise scene only five years before, and canceled out my existence.


Miss Flyte and Miss Flagler never make this mistake. They know who I am and that the Hotel Paradise has little to do with the Davidows. But Ree-Jane goes around telling people that her mother “owns” the Hotel Paradise, which makes me absolutely furious, and I tell my mother it does, but she has never done or said anything to correct this mistake; she simply tells me to never mind.


Of course, one reason Miss Flagler and Miss Flyte like having me there is that they’re gossipy—and why not?—and like to know what’s going on in Spirit Lake, mainly in the Hotel Paradise with Aurora living up there at the top. Aurora has always been (they say) “a bit of a wag,” which I think is a nice way of saying she’s crazy as a coot.


Miss Flyte and Miss Flagler are both of an age to have come in contact with the Devereaus and with Mary-Evelyn, Miss Flyte being sixty-three and Miss Flagler (I was surprised to find out) seventy years old. That meant both were young women in their twenties or thirties when Mary-Evelyn died. Yet their memories are vague on that count. Miss Flagler remembers “a little red-headed girl with a faraway look” who was always beautifully dressed, if a bit peculiar. No, Miss Flyte corrected Miss Flagler; it was those aunts of hers who were peculiar. One of the aunts was a wonderful seamstress. Sewed for a living, and had made Miss Flagler a dress once of organdy and silk. It had been quite the thing (Miss Flagler said, and Miss Flyte agreed) to own a Devereau dress, for she had been the best dressmaker in the state, and this was back when dressmaking was commonplace. Now, one could go to Hebrides, perhaps, to the Emporium; or one could travel even farther to Camberwell, which is La Porte’s equivalent of a nearby “city,” to a shop called the Europa, owned by Heather Gay Struther. She supposedly does her buying in Europe. But it is doubtful any dress in the Emporium or in the Europa is the equal of a Devereau dress. Miss Flagler’s dress had been ice-green organdy, with a silk lining. She had worn it to a garden party, which she described to me as “all white”: white dresses, white suits, white pumps, white roses, white-iced cakes.


I was momentarily carried away, or carried back, to this fairy world of garden parties and organdy dresses. I have personal experience of neither. I try to picture Miss Flagler moving airily around in her ice-green organdy, a punch cup in one hand and a plate of tiny sandwiches in the other. The color sounded both cool and delicious. I decided it must be the color of Albertine’s eyes.


Mary-Evelyn had attended the party in a Devereau dress, of course. She had been handing around plates of small sandwiches. A really pretty little girl, Miss Flagler had said, in a pale yellow dress.


With a faraway look, I added to myself. I was glad she’d been at the party, for when I picture Mary-Evelyn, she is always by herself—at the lake’s edge, maybe; or behind one of those high dormer windows, pushing back the curtain, looking down. On what, I don’t know. So it was nice to think of Mary-Evelyn at a party, even if it was a party of adults, and she was apparently there to hand around plates of cakes and sandwiches.


Why were they thought to be peculiar? I wanted to know, and asked Miss Flagler.


Well. Miss Flagler didn’t actually know. It was all what she’d heard. A look passed between Miss Flagler and Miss Flyte, as smooth as passing a plate of junket.


That there was some sad secret attached to Mary-Evelyn and her aunts I had long known. The Sheriff didn’t know anything about them, as I said before. If he had known, he would have told me, especially since whatever people might have said about them could easily be some old bits of rumor, gossip without any foundation that had floated down over the years, passing from generation to generation, growing and diminishing, shooting out new little leaves here and there, far from its original root.


Miss Flyte could not really add much to the picture, except to note that Mary-Evelyn had no friends to speak of, none her age. I asked how could she have, since it was known that she didn’t go to grade school in Spirit Lake, or anywhere else; she had private lessons from tutors. I took the defense of Mary-Evelyn upon myself.


My mother had not said anything about Mary-Evelyn’s “peculiarity,” so I wondered if Miss Flagler was merely being overly delicate in not telling me some unsurprising detail she had picked up about her. Unrepeatable bits of information usually have to do with sex, a subject I know next to nothing about; I’m only dimly aware, even, that it is a subject. I suppose I know on some uncomfortable level of my mind that the occasional Saturday-matinee scene (that might slip past the watchful eye of Mr. McComas) involving the embraces of the actors are not going to stop with hugs and kisses; still, I don’t know into what country these folks are headed. I feel embarrassed and somehow forsaken by them, leaving me there in the dark popcorny musk of my seat (that I slide farther and farther down into) while they travel where I cannot follow. I don’t know how a person can live for twelve years and come up blank on a subject that is on everybody’s mind for most of the waking day and all of the sleeping night. That I can remain ignorant of it goes to show what I feel to be my “operating room” life: white and sterile and into which people come gloved and masked and silent. That might sound peaceful and quiet (it certainly sounds clean) if you forget the scalpels. A lot of the time I wander around feeling doped up, but appearing alert. Too alert, some people might say.


Which is what Miss Flagler might have felt, as I refused to let that “look” that passed between her and Miss Flyte pass on into the land of lost looks. I pressed Miss Flagler for details. What was “peculiar”?


Well, Miss Flagler said, pouring out some more cocoa from the jug and adding a big marshmallow (an act I took to be some harmless bit of blackmail), Mary-Evelyn had not seemed a very affectionate sort of person, not very loving; no, she did not seem to love many things.


The definition of “peculiar” appeared to be getting further away from us. What things did she not seem to love?


Miss Flagler nibbled at her lower lip, as if she should be able to produce evidence of the charge of “peculiarity.” Mary-Evelyn, she told me, had a cat that died. She didn’t feed it, it was said. And the poor thing died.


Then we all turned to look at Albertine, sitting in plump state on the white table, as if we were consulting her on the consequences of withholding her canned milk. But I was astonished by Miss Flagler’s news. Even if some townsperson—daily woman or handyman—could have reported this tidbit, I couldn’t understand why Miss Flagler didn’t seem to take in the obvious implication of what she’d said. When I had this thought, something gave way and sank within me, leaving me overwhelmed by sadness.


If the cat died, no one else fed it, either.





SEVEN


The implications of this I didn’t even want to consider. Yet I knew I must if ever I was to understand what happened to Mary-Evelyn Devereau.


I recalled that Marge Byrd had said one day when Ulub (or Ubub) was raking leaves around her yard—slowly and thoughtfully, like the Woods did everything—that one or the other or both of them had done yard work for the Devereaus. For several days I watched Ubub and Ulub on their various seats and benches—the Rainbow, Axel’s Taxis, and Britten’s store—before finally deciding to tackle them.


As long as I can remember, I have never seen anyone conversing with the Woods, not beyond a friendly “hello,” or maybe a playful punch on the shoulder and a “hi.” The two of them can hear all right, because they respond with words or grunts, though Ubub is, I think, more vocal than Ulub. They aren’t twins and don’t even look much alike, one being tall and lanky, the other squat. I’m pretty sure Ubub is the tall, thin one because he is Useless Big Bob—UBB.


I see them on the flaking green bench provided by Britten’s store, used by two or three old men who occupy it in the morning, until the afternoon shift of two or three old men comes to relieve them. They’re the bench regulars, and the Woods sometimes swell their ranks, making the green bench a tight squeeze. It was my intention to advance on Ubub and Ulub some afternoon when they might have the bench to themselves, as occasionally happens.


The bench sitters’ outlook, from the front of Britten’s, is over the highway, where they can watch the cars and trucks race by, watch the whole excited world going about its business. Also, the bench is near the spot where the First Union Tabernacle bus stops to let off people coming in from Cold Flat Junction. It makes two stops, one at Britten’s and one across the highway and up on a rise where there is a camp meeting tent. There, the First Union Tabernacle members gather to sing songs and (I guess) spread the word. Anyway, when the people get off, I can sit and watch with as much interest as the others, for I’m always on the lookout for a Tidewater.


Cold Flat Junction is eighteen miles from Spirit Lake, and that’s where the Tidewaters live. I have strict orders from my mother to have nothing to do with the Tidewaters, which means I’m fervent in my bench-sitting on the days when the Tabernacle bus drives in. I hoped for at least a look at Joleen or Toya Tidewater, or perhaps one of their brothers, because my mother is so determined I shouldn’t. It’s another mystery, except in the case of the Tidewaters it’s more of a case of lips sealed, not a lack of knowledge. I think it’s Toya who is supposed to be the worst (which means, for me, the best) girl in the family, so I know sex must have a lot to do with it, as it does with everything else.


The La Porte police spend a lot of time over in Cold Flat Junction, so Sheriff DeGheyn knows all about the Tidewaters. Not that the calls necessarily have to do with them, for Cold Flat Junction is home to a lot of off-limits people, and my mother knows about them all. I am to stay away from it altogether.


Toya Tidewater (nearly thirty by this time) had waited tables at the Hotel Paradise ten years ago, when I was but one or two years old, so, of course, I don’t remember her. (I often wonder what my baby eyes and ears took in.) My mother would sometimes drive her home. Even now, Lola Davidow goes to Cold Flat to get eggs; that’s what a number of the families do there—they keep laying hens or make rag rugs. There’s nothing else to do in Cold Flat except go to the one bar, Rudy’s (which provides the Sheriff with most of the phone calls), or sit in the one diner.


Cold Flat Junction does have one thing, though—its railroad station. For the town is just what its name says it is: a junction. Yet why Cold Flat Junction is home to this truly beautiful and elegant structure, I don’t know. There are vague guesses at the reason. It was once an important intersection, people say. But that’s like answering the question with the original question. Why was Cold Flat Junction an important intersection? La Porte, only fourteen miles and one stop away, is a much larger town with a nice old station. But it’s no match for Cold Flat Junction.


There is nothing there that would cause people to get off, and, consequently, to get on. It’s just that sort of wrack-and-ruin place that people always want to escape from but never have the means to do it—Cold Flat being what it is. There’s not much money in chickens or rugs. So it all goes around in a circle. And Cold Flat Junction is cold, away out in nowhere, unprotected by mountains or surrounding trees. The temperature drops and the winds get high and howl out there.


Marge Byrd guesses that the reason for the handsome railroad depot was that the biggest and most elaborate of the hotels in Spirit Lake was owned by the railroad company, and that once it had been thought that Spirit Lake would expand for miles around, back when it really invited business. But Marge’s reasoning does not really solve the mystery of the railroad station, for it looks as if it went up long before this hankering after expansion on the part of the railway people. And how was Spirit Lake going to expand for eighteen miles, anyway?


On egg-buying days, I never get to go to Cold Flat. I sometimes hint around to Lola Davidow, saying I’d be happy to help with carrying the eggs, or anything else. But Lola (usually delighted to say I could do what my mother said I couldn’t) never takes me up on it. Ree-Jane gets to go, however. And the only reason Ree-Jane wants to go is because she knows it sticks in my craw. She knows how interested I am in the station and the Tidewaters and comes back talking about both (though I know she doesn’t give a damn about the station and wouldn’t know a Tidewater if she fell over one). And she leaves the car and walks in that careful way she has of showing herself off, up the front steps of the hotel, and there’s never an egg in sight. Her mother has to carry the eggs.


What I did, then—and this was extremely daring—was to go to La Porte one day and hop on the 1:53, whose final destination was so exotic I didn’t even bother longing to go there. I only wanted the next stop. “Hop on” was the right phrase because I had to make a quick jump while the conductor’s back was turned and he was looking down the line of cars. For the fifteen-minute ride, I walked the aisles, moving from one car to the next, searching intently for my seat beside the adult who had paid my fare. That’s what the conductor must have thought, for he didn’t question my expense-paid trip. There are advantages sometimes to being really young. People ignore you.
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