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For my dear Auntie

It seemed to me. . . that we could step into uncharted territory and relax with the groundlessness of our situation.. . . My teacher. . . described this as “leaning into the sharp points.”

PEMA CHODRON, WHEN THINGS FALL APART



May 1992


The late afternoon sun yawned off the newly shellacked bar. Mary and Robbie stood inside the door to the dining room, which still smelled of gray deck paint and the plastic window tarps that had been delivered earlier that unseasonably warm spring day.

“What’s wrong?” Robbie asked. He knew her so well.

“It’s that lobster,” Mary said. She wiped the sweat off her brow with the back of her hand and pointed to the rafters. “It’s overkill.”

Robbie folded his arms in front of him. His light blue work shirt was unbuttoned to the waist, his tan chest speckled with paint. With less than a week to go before Memorial Day weekend, they’d been working around the clock to set things up. “This is a clam bar. I think the town fines you if you don’t have the requisite lobster buoys, fish nets, and plastic critters.”

Mary peeled the sweaty T-shirt fabric from her skin. She moved to take a step down the center aisle, but Robbie grabbed her hand and pulled her to him. “You fixin’ to break the law, missy?” he said.

Mary fell into his arms. She was exhausted, but in a good way, with a healthy ache in her young muscles. They kissed. Mary smelled alcohol on Robbie’s breath and wondered when he’d managed a drink. They’d been together all day.

“I can’t believe it’s really ours,” Robbie said.

“I can’t either.” Thanks, Mom and Dad, Mary thought. She knew Robbie liked to downplay their contribution, which was why she didn’t readily share these thoughts with her husband, how she secretly carried her parents with her into this venture, consulting them at every turn—how her mother, who’d had a good eye for design, might have laid out the interior, or what kind of bargain her father might have struck with the shellfishermen out on the cove. Things may not have gone down between Robbie and her father the way Mary would have liked, but the restaurant wouldn’t have happened without the money they’d left her. She was hell-bent on making it succeed, as much for her parents as for herself.

From as far back as Mary could remember, running a restaurant was what she always knew she was meant to do. Her great-grandfather, referred to only ever as “the Captain,” had operated a legendary clam shack off the Mid-Cape Highway in Eastham that was long gone by the time Mary was born. But she’d grown up with a sepia photograph of him framed in the upstairs hall, him standing in the doorway of his establishment holding an enormous live lobster. Something about that bit of family lore had captured her imagination, this and a love for the food she’d enjoyed as a Cape Codder from her earliest days.

Mary nestled her chin into Robbie’s neck, looking over his shoulder at the new carved wood Clambake sign at the end of the driveway. “I just know this place is going to make it. I can feel it,” she said.

“You can feel it, huh?” Robbie let her go and walked down the aisle. He bent over to collect a speck of paper from the floor. Seventy-Eight dove out from beneath one of the tables and lunged at his fingers.

“I mean it,” Mary said. “I know I’ll be good at this.”

“Let’s hope so.” He scratched the tiger kitten behind its ears as it wove in and around his ankles.

“Unless this lobster jinxes us,” she added, glancing upward.

The door opened and a breeze rushed in, carrying with it a few blades of fresh-cut grass and Mary’s great-aunt, Lovey. She was wearing her drip-dry navy polyester slacks and a beige short-sleeve sweater with a gold circle pin centered below her collarbone.

Seventy-Eight made a dash for freedom before the door swung shut.

The older woman slid her tan pocketbook up on her forearm and clapped her hands. She brought them to her chin. “My goodness, will you look at the place,” she said. Her blue eyes sparkled.

“Auntie!” Mary said. Since she was a child, Mary had always lived to make her aunt proud. “The tarps came today. And the tables. Of course no chairs yet, but they’re coming Wednesday. What do you think?” Mary held her breath.

Lovey took her time looking around, eating up every square inch. “It looks like a real restaurant. Why, I’d love nothing more than to sit here on a brisk summer evening with a cup of hot chowder—”

“You will, every night if you like,” Robbie said. He came up and gave Lovey a peck on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re here. You can help Mary and me settle a dispute.”

“Can I get you a glass of wine?” Mary asked. She started for the bar. It wasn’t stocked yet, but there were a few bottles in the cooler that Mary had brought from the house.

“That would be nice.” Lovey set her handbag down on the nearest table. She turned to Robbie. “What is it I can help you with, dear?”

“It’s about the lobster,” Robbie said.

She wagged her finger at him. “I saw something on Julia Child the other day. Do you have any idea how they make baked stuffed lobster?” Her face reddened. “They take and slice the lobster right down the tail”—with the heel of her right hand, she sawed at her left palm—“while it’s still alive!” Her eyes widened. “Then they spoon the dressing right in the gash and then into the oven he goes! Ach!” Lovey pressed her hands to her mouth, then shook them out. “Who could do such a thing?”

Mary smiled. Her aunt had always been an empathetic soul, particularly when it came to “God’s creatures,” as she called them. Though empathy was one thing and the woman’s love of a good lobster roll was quite another. “We’re only going to steam them, Auntie. They die instantly.”

Lovey’s shoulders relaxed.

“The doors to the steamer are so thick you can’t hear them scream,” Robbie added.

From behind the bar, Mary gave him the evil eye, trying not to smile. She found the wine. There were two bottles, though she could have sworn she’d brought over three. Then again, she’d been making so many trips back and forth, she couldn’t keep track of where anything was at this point.

“Anyway, we weren’t talking about real lobsters, Lovey, though baked stuffed does sound yummy.” Robbie grinned. Mary admired her handsome husband, even more so with that mischievous flicker in his eye. “In any case, we meant that lobster,” Robbie said. He pointed to the rafters, to the larger-than-life red crustacean caught in the net.

Lovey ignored his teasing and looked up. “What’s the trouble? I think it looks fine.”

Robbie grinned, victorious. Not so fast, Mary thought. She knew her aunt better than anyone.

Lovey walked down the aisle until she stood directly beneath the plastic creature. She cocked her head. “Though I see why some might take issue with it.” She tapped her cheek with her forefinger.

“Why’s that?” Mary asked.

“Well, we don’t cast nets for lobster, do we?” Lovey turned to Mary. “Your father kept dozens of pots out back. Don’t you remember—?” Lovey stopped mid sentence and looked at Mary. Her face grew long, as though she’d immediately regretted bringing up Mary’s father, who’d died just two years earlier.

“It’s okay,” Mary said. She smiled. It was good to talk about her parents. How else would they be remembered? “Of course. I used to love helping him set the traps.”

With that, her aunt seemed to relax. “I’m just saying, if someone’s a stickler, you might catch an earful.” Lovey Rollwagon being the Queen of Sticklers.

“You’re being too literal—,” Robbie started.

“And I supposed the most egregious error of all is that the lobster is red,” Lovey said. She folded her arms and shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“So?” Robbie said.

“So, they don’t turn red till you cook them!” Lovey said.

Robbie frowned. “Oh, yeah.” For once he seemed at a loss.

“Unless the oceans are getting that hot,” Lovey continued. “Did you know about that, dear?” She turned to Mary. “That the oceans are warming up? They think the whole planet is getting hotter thanks to pollution. I read something about it in the National Geographic. ‘Global warming,’ it’s called.”

“That sounds awful,” Mary said. Her aunt was always informing them of the latest impending catastrophes and natural disasters, though this one Mary had already done her share of fretting over. The idea of the sea level rising as a result of melting polar ice caps didn’t bode well for the Cape. One day this place would be waterfront. “But you’re absolutely right about the lobster. It makes no sense.” Mary scanned the counter for a corkscrew. “And never mind that, it’s tacky.”

“I can’t imagine anyone eating a lobster that size, can you? My goodness. Imagine the leftovers. Lobster salad up the wazoo.” Lovey let loose with her staccato laugh.

“I don’t think they even sell fake uncooked lobsters,” Robbie said. “They’re all red.”

“Because they’re made in China,” Mary said. She found a wine opener in the sink and screwed the metal spiral into the cork. “Do they even have lobsters in China?”

Lovey turned to her great-nephew-in-law. She patted down the hem of her sweater. “Well, dear, as a decoration, I’m sure it’s fine,” she said. “But you did ask.”

“That he did,” Mary said. A little leverage and the cork gave way.

“If it’s any consolation, I imagine the folks who come here from places like New York don’t know red lobster from green,” Lovey said. “Just like they don’t know red chowder from white.”

Robbie laughed. “Now you’re just being a snob,” he said. “Far as I can tell, the people who get most upset about red chowder are the ones who once came from places that serve it. I’ve lived here all my life and I have nothing against red chowder.”

Lovey wrinkled her nose and turned to Mary, who was coming around the bar with a glass of wine. “You’re not planning to serve that Manhattan variety, are you?” she asked, as she took the drink with both hands. If there was one thing Lovely regretted, it was having been born in the Bronx.

“Never,” Mary replied. Challenging the unwritten plastic-lobster rule was one thing. Serving Manhattan clam chowder was simply against the clam bar code, a matter of ethics, heritage. Loyalty, even.
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One

There was a chill in the air that Mary could feel through the windowpanes. She took a sip of wine. It left a hint of pepper on her tongue.

Mary had a perch where she sat in the restaurant kitchen, a small stool in a corner nook near the take-out window where she could see the entrance and out onto the floor. This gave her the opportunity to observe what was going on in the kitchen while keeping an eye on the dining room, all without being seen by patrons. Here she had spent most of the last seventeen years.

It was close to five o’clock. Nate, a line cook, and one of the bartenders were tying up trash bags from lunch that would be loaded onto the pickup and deposited in the Dumpster out back.

Mary watched as a Styrofoam chowder cup drifted to the ground. The breeze caught it and sent it skipping across the parking lot gravel. At the Clambake, most of the food left the kitchen in paper-lined baskets and red-and-white cardboard cartons that could be tossed at the end of the meal. It occurred to Mary that a restaurant owner could probably learn a lot about her business from its trash, what people didn’t like or what one could get away with serving less of. It was something Mary hadn’t considered until now. It was this willingness to consider things others overlooked, she knew, coupled with an unflinching ability to do whatever it took, that made her one of the most successful restaurant owners on the Cape.

Nate flipped the blond hair from his eyes. His back broadened as he lifted the bag from the plastic bin. She imagined the strong hamstrings tensing beneath his jeans. This morning his sunburned thigh had peeked out from under the white sheet like a slab of raw tuna, all muscle and reddish brown. She had watched as his breath came soft and sleep erased more years from his face so that he looked like a child. This had irritated her.

Wayne erupted. “Does she want me to come out there and butter her corn for her too?” he said.

Mary looked up from the dinner-specials board she was hand-lettering. Wayne’s face was dark and his black hair was jutting out in all directions. “Where the hell is Vanessa?” he added. There were three baskets of fish and chips sitting on the counter, five big orders had come in at once, and now a waitress had requested a lazy man’s lobster, which meant it had to be taken out of its shell. It wasn’t an outrageous request. They did it all the time for customers. With Wayne, it was always just a matter of timing. Sometimes he could be downright accommodating. Other times, he would reduce the girls to tears. Then Mary had to step in. A crying waitress was no good to anyone out on the floor.

“I’m sorry, I thought—,” the waitress said. She was new this season. Mary didn’t have all their names down yet. The girl had two earrings in one ear and a birthmark on her neck that looked like a whale. When she’d come for the interview, Mary’d first thought it was a tattoo, which would have been reason to turn her away. The girls who worked at the Clambake had a wholesome image to uphold. They had to have an aura of innocence about them, whether or not it was genuine. As for the whale birthmark, Mary had thought the customers would get a kick out of it. Sweat the details. It was her motto—one of them anyway.

Nate had already washed his hands and was back in the line.

“You thought. Hey, everyone, here’s a first. Anicca thought,” Wayne said. One of the steam cooks laughed.

“Give her a break, dickweed,” Nate said to Wayne.

Blood rushed to the girl’s cheeks. She looked at Mary. “But you said it was okay—”

Mary shrugged. A betrayal. She felt some remorse but knew to stay out of it. Part of the job for these girls was to learn how to manage the kitchen crew, her excitable head cook in particular.

“See this?” Wayne lifted a gallon container of fresh-shucked steamers and let it crash down onto the metal countertop. The waitress and the counter girls jumped. “This is the sixth gallon of clams we’ve opened today. That would indicate that we’re a little busy. So if you want to come back here with us and take Mr. Lobster out of his shell for the nice lady, that’s just splendid. But we don’t have the fucking time—”

“Get over yourself,” Nate muttered under his breath.

Mary knew it was time to intervene. “Maureen, you do it,” she said.

Maureen’s short brown hair was clipped behind her protruding ears, a hairstyle that emphasized her receding chin. “But, Mary, I’m trying to get these orders—” She looked at Mary and must have realized there was no point in arguing. “Okay, okay.”

“Thanks, Maureen, I owe you one,” Anicca said. Mary could see she was on the verge of tears.

“Thanks, Maureen, I owe you one,” Maureen mimicked. Maureen Donovan hated the waitresses, not because they caused her more work, but because they were pretty and she wasn’t. Try as Mary might to convince herself otherwise, good-looking people who came in to apply for jobs at the Clambake usually ended up out on the floor. The rest ended up in the kitchen, chained to greasy fryers and hot lobster steamers, elbow-deep in mayo and macaroni salad. Their fates were sealed. Long after their dining room friends had tipped out and made their way across town to one of the local pubs, they were still swabbing floors and scrubbing counters, smelling so rank and foody that no shower could exorcise the grease from their hair. No amount of supercharged laundry detergent could eliminate the stains and seafood from their clothes. Worst of all, their earnings over the summer were pitifully less than those of their server counterparts, all because they lacked clear complexions, straight noses, and dashing smiles. In the end, Mary had to confess, a Sea Breeze just tasted better served up by a handsome young man. A foot-long hot dog, just better with a little sun-kissed cleavage on the side. She didn’t write the rules. It was the same at restaurants all over town.

Mary’s house rose from the sand like a top-heavy cake, rounded with four layers and crowned with a copper whale that swam above the tree line, visible for miles in all directions, except when the fog was thick and palpable, as it had been earlier that morning.

Mary had roused Nate at the crack of dawn and sent him home to clean up for work. It was his turn to open the restaurant. On these mornings, she had an extra hour before she had to come in. Over the steam from her coffee, she was staring out the window into the coal eyes of a red coyote that had just relieved itself in the middle of her crushed shell driveway. The two were locked in a standoff.

Nate’s Clambake sweatshirt sat in a ball on the kitchen island. He’d forgotten it, and now, thanks to the distraction, she’d broken her stare and the animal had disappeared into a darkening in the thicket of wild roses.

She’d bought the house on a whim fewer than eight months ago, sure that the change of scenery would do her good. It had been intended for the young mistress of a wealthy hedge fund manager, who had hired lawyers to push through his ambitious plans, finding loopholes in building regulations so that he could build on the small lot. When his wife found out about the affair, she divorced him and was awarded the house. According to the real estate agent, two months after the paperwork went through, the house quietly was put on the market. Mary figured the wife had never been interested in living here. It was the idea of the girlfriend getting it that had been too much to bear.

When the listing came on the market, something about the house, the over-the-topness of it, had intrigued Mary. And she could afford it. The restaurant business had been good to her, the last few years in particular. Still, she hadn’t been actively looking to move from her place down the street from the Clambake, the old captain’s house she and Robbie had bought and fixed up more than sixteen years earlier, but somehow she felt it was time. Even so, letting go of the old place had been harder than she would have imagined, even after all these years. She often wondered if it had been the right move. Why this house? Why now?

Until this house, she’d invested only in land and rental properties here and there, usually fixing them up and flipping them at just the right time. She had a knack for it and a secret passion for real estate in general, which had less to do with making lucrative investments than it did with her liking to imagine herself existing in different spaces, the idea of expanding into them, making them her own, something she’d done as long as she could remember. On Fridays, when the local paper came out, she always turned to the real estate listings in the back. Sometimes it was a dilapidated fixer-upper that caught her eye, a tiny cottage she might scrub clean, then decorate with gingham curtains, perhaps even stencil the floors. She’d plant a little perennial garden out back that she could go out to each morning and pick a few fresh blooms for the small cranberry glass vase on the sill. Or it might be a historic home that would capture her imagination, a house that came with its own ghost. Or one of those new zero-maintenance condominiums where she’d never have to lift a finger. Or it might be a different kind of space entirely, a mansion overlooking the inlet with sweeping views of the ocean beyond, where she might lounge on a chaise on the deck and listen to classical music piped through built-in speakers. A place so big and rambling that she’d need a second cat, perhaps the fat, fluffy kind that ate out of crystal goblets, a companion for dear old Seventy-Eight, whom she and Robbie had named for the blizzard that pummeled the Cape with hurricane-force winds and a tidal surge great enough to cause the first big break in the Outer Beach.

It was as if by looking at all kinds of houses, Mary could allow herself to slip into different lives, and imagine how hers might play out within different sets of walls, as if her key to happiness was only a matter of finding the right ones.

This new house, with its sweeping views of the salt marsh and the bay beyond, cut a dramatic silhouette into the landscape. It was an albatross among the fifty-year-old summer shacks peppered throughout the dunes. Mary was only just coming to understand how upset some of the locals had been over its construction. “One Skaket Drive” might as well have been an obscenity to the propane salesman at the hardware store and the old dame who sold Mary her rugs from the antique shop on Main Street. Of course, prior to buying the house, Mary had been oblivious to such drama, insulating herself as she typically did from everyone but the people who put the food on her tables in the summer. A loner like her father, she had better things to do than get wrapped up in town gossip. It was a fine house. A little showy for her taste, but through years of kitchen grease and tenacity, she’d earned the right to call it home. It wasn’t until she actually moved in that she saw the small homes behind her whose views had been obliterated by walls of shingles. It made her uncomfortable, like being in a movie theater in front of a group of small children you know can’t see the screen because your head is in the way, so you shrink down in your seat a little. But with this house, there was no shrinking.

Mary tightened her bathrobe. She’d left the windows open last night and the air inside the house was thick and cold. She heated up her coffee in the microwave, then retreated to the master bath, where she turned on the shower, eager for the hot stream to pulse away the chill in her bones. She slipped out of her robe and kicked it into a ball on the floor, trying to avoid looking in the mirror, reluctant to confront the middle-aged woman with puffy eyes, matted hair, and dry skin. A woman trying to hang on to something that was dangling by a thread.

Mary brushed the blond bangs from her eyes. She looked down at her thin limbs, which could have used some color. She smiled and thought of her mother, who she seemed to be resembling more each day. Though there were worse middle-aged women to have to resemble than Claire Hopkins, who died when Mary was still in high school. Mary’s mother had been attractive, her high cheekbones framing a face that never saw many wrinkles. Mary’s neck was long, like Claire’s. Where Mary only really resembled her father was in his coloring—his more sallow complexion and sandy-blond hair—whereas Claire had been fair and freckled, with a coal-dark mane. And while both parents had blue eyes, Mary’s were deeper, like her father’s, “the color of Pleasant Bay on a sunny morning,” her mother used to say.

Like so many women of the era, Claire Hopkins had been a sun-worshiper. Mary remembered the eerie glow of the sunlamp coming from under the bedroom door, a signal to stay out, like the ON AIR light outside a radio recording booth. As soon as the weather was warm enough, Claire would break out the folding chair and the sun reflector, which had consisted of an Elton John Captain Fantastic album covered in tinfoil. To her, a tan was like keys or a pocketbook, something she couldn’t leave the house without. But try as she might, Claire never got as dark as her best friend, Suze, who always achieved that coveted grocery bag brown. Even Mary’s young skin tanned more deeply and evenly than her mother’s. Some people get away with sunning themselves their entire lives. Others have black flowers suddenly appear on the soles of their feet, ironically a place on Claire’s body that probably saw the least sun of all.

We interrupt this idyllic childhood to bring you unfathomable pain.

Her mother’s death hardened Mary, like those pellets of sand on the beach that crumble as soon as you try to pick them up. It left her fragile, easily broken. As an only child, she’d been close to her mother, even if they had their differences. Claire had been a stay-at-home mom until Mary reached middle school; then she went to work at Hair of the Cod, a popular salon. She was always bringing back stories of the characters in town, the latest steamy affair, a local drug bust, and once even a story about a woman from a neighboring town who pretended she had a daughter, a child who’d never existed, and carried on the charade for twenty some-odd years, even though everyone knew the truth. While Mary found the stories interesting in a train-wreck-fascination sort of way, they depressed her too. She was turned off by idle gossip and cattiness, and vowed she would never partake. She would be more like her father, who, no matter how juicy the story, never seemed to want to know more. People’s business was their own. He had been a fiercely private person, which sometimes made him seem distant and unapproachable, often admonishing Claire for sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.

“I’m a hairdresser, for God’s sake,” Mary’s mother would say, fluffing up her own frosted shag, twisting the wisps of hair at the cheekbones and flattening them with her palms. “People tell me things. It’s like being a bartender. Or a priest.”

At that, Tom Hopkins would roll his eyes.

“Never mind. It helps them or they wouldn’t tell me.” Claire never let Tom’s ways get to her. Somewhere, on some subterranean level, there was a deep understanding between the two of them, a powerful bond. Theirs was a true love story. Mary often marveled at what her parents had, took comfort in it, and hoped for the same for herself one day.

Not that it ever materialized. Now Mary could see that her father’s sudden death from a heart attack had plenty to do with how fast she and Robbie had gotten married. There had been no love lost between Tom Hopkins and Robbie, who had never managed to earn her father’s respect. Mary’s father just couldn’t understand what she saw in Robbie, and Mary, when she wasn’t being defensive, hadn’t been sure what it was either, aside from his carefree attitude, so unlike her own, and his physical beauty. After her father died at fifty-seven, Mary, then just twenty-five, was free to marry whomever she liked. But if she was being honest, most of her rush to the altar had to do with her not wanting to be alone.

Mary sighed. She stepped over her robe and into the shower. She looked down at her breasts, still full and firm. Never having kids had spared them. Her nipples were dark and wide, like sand dollars. A former lover had pointed that out to her once, though she couldn’t remember which one. Over the years, she’d collected comments about her body like seashells. She remembered a time when she thought of sex as a hot spring that seeped from a vent at the bottom of the ocean, or like the sea itself, with its dark salt rhythms and undulations. After all these years, at least her flesh hadn’t let her down. She was still an attractive woman, in some ways more attractive than she’d been as a girl, as she’d grown into her height and proportions. After Robbie, there had been others to appreciate her attributes, though it had surely been a while since.

The kitchen at the Clambake was a large rectangular room broken into serviceable stations. In the back near the door and the time clock stood the lone dishwasher, who tugged with Quasimodo-like gloom on the lever that lowered the stainless steel hood over racks of dirty pots, pans, and utensils. Next, and just slightly higher on the food chain, were the steam cooks, who sent clouds of vapor billowing through the room each time they opened the heavy metal doors. It was the steam cooks who did the prep work, which meant they had to come in hours early (while the waitresses were still on the beach) to chop the celery and onions for the tuna salad, rinse and soak the steamers in tap water to coax the sand out of them, boil the quahogs for chowder, scrub and de-beard the mussels, shuck the corn, shred the cabbage for slaw, slice the lemons, and mix the dressing.

Running down the right side of the room were the broiler oven, grill, and fryers, all of which fell under Wayne’s dominion. To the left was the station where orders were prepped, a long steel table lined with individual iced bins of sliced lemons, kale, and cherry tomatoes; plastic cups of tartar sauce, cocktail sauce, and mayonnaise; and foil-wrapped pats of butter. Beneath the table, the large cork-lined oval trays were stacked vertically. Behind the station were three large refrigerators stocked with plastic bowls of pre-made tuna and crab salad, coleslaw, and baked beans; ears of shucked corn; and backup vats of chowder and condiments. When an order was up from the cooks, the girls who worked the line snapped into action, assembling the dishes, setting them on trays, and adding the finishing touches—a lemon wedge placed on the side of a broiled-dinner plate, a plastic cup of tartar sauce tucked in with the fried scallops, or a glob of mayo wiped from the rim of a tray before it headed out onto the floor. Then they’d call the waitress’s name over the loudspeaker to let her know her order was up. There were several qualities Mary looked for in the girls who ran this station. They had to be smart, reliable, and unflappable. No criers or diva personalities, or girls who weren’t tough enough to take the incessant stream of obscenities that spewed from Wayne’s mouth and were often directed at them. They had to be able to say “Vanessa” and “Jennifer” over the loudspeaker like phone-sex operators while lopping off the heads of fish or rinsing eggs out of lobsters sent back to the kitchen by squeamish patrons. It was in these girls, of all the people who worked in the kitchen, that Mary often saw herself most. She had a soft spot for them. They worked harder than anyone.

To the left of the prep station was the take-out window, staffed by the order line girls as well. To the right, separated by heat lamps and a steel shelf for the food-laden trays, was the area where the waitresses deposited orders and picked up food and got their utensils, Styrofoam cups of chowder, oyster crackers, plastic spoons, creams, and sugars. There were two clearly marked doors through which the waitresses were instructed to enter and exit the kitchen. The concept was that they were to go in the “in” door and out the “out” door to avoid collision and injury: the mastering of which usually involved a few days’ practice for some and a knot on the head for others.

At two in the afternoon, the small of Mary’s back was being mashed into an open carton of plastic drink straws. She thought about the imprint of one hundred tiny zeros at the base of her spine. She’d have to throw away the entire box.

“Nate! What is it?” she asked. Mary had come up to the storeroom to check the stock of citronella candles. The next thing she knew, Nate had followed her in and closed the door behind them. His heel caught the doorstop and he stumbled toward her, catching himself just in time.

“I’m sorry about what happened last night,” Nate said. His breath smelled like the lemon peels he chewed to mask the odor of the cooking grease he hovered over—and, on this day, probably to mask the liquor still on his breath from last night.

She blushed. “Nothing happened.” Every now and then a kid came along who made Mary wish she were twenty-two and not forty-four. Last summer, Nate had been her crush. When Mary found out he was coming back, she wondered whether she’d still feel the same way. To her relief, it had mostly worn off. However, seeing him on her couch like that this morning hadn’t helped the cause. And being trapped in close quarters with him now wasn’t helping either.

He took a gulp of air. “I mean for showing up at your house like that.”

“I’m just glad you made it there in one piece.” The air in the room was thickening. Mary felt a familiar anger flare up in her chest. “What were you thinking getting behind the wheel like that?” she said. She scowled at him. “You know how many people get themselves killed—”

Nate stepped back and his heel accidentally kicked a box of empty salt and pepper shakers. They clinked together so hard she wondered if some might have broken. “I got in a fight with my girlfriend,” he said. “By the end of the night, I was too lit to go home. My folks would have killed me.” Nate exhaled. “They’d’ve taken away the car.”

Had she heard him right? “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.” Had he had one last summer too? He never talked about girls, so she’d just assumed he didn’t.

“I probably don’t anymore. She was pretty pissed off at me.”

“How come?”

“You don’t want me to bore you with—”

“Who knows? Maybe I can help.” Though it was truly more curiosity than altruism.

He cast his eyes down toward the floor. “She has this crazy jealous streak.” His voice was hoarse.

“She thinks you’re cheating?”

“She doesn’t like me working here. She thinks the waitresses are too pretty.”

Mary felt a wave of embarrassment. It was true. “Because she thinks you’ll be tempted.” Mary felt some sweat drip down the small of her back. “We should probably open the door,” she said.

“Not that I ever would.” He stuffed the box he’d tripped on back under the shelf. Then he looked up at Mary. “Can I ask you something?” He leaned in closer. “I don’t come across as some kind of awful flirt, do I?”

Nate’s face was wide open, his expression unbearably earnest. Quite the contrary, she thought. That was part of his charm.

“Not at all,” Mary said. “Nate, you’re a great guy. But you don’t need to take everything so seriously. You’re twenty-two, for God’s sake. Lighten up and have a little fun. That’s my advice.” Then she added, “Though that doesn’t mean getting trashed out of your mind and getting behind the wheel. If I ever catch you doing that again, I’ll fire you. I mean it.”

Nate’s eyes widened. Mary knew how much he needed this job. That’s why she’d said it. “It won’t happen again,” he said. “Honest.”

Mary had no choice but to believe him. “And showing up at your boss’s house in the middle of the night isn’t all that considerate either.” She wanted him to think she was just feeling put out. But what she really meant was that for a woman who’d gone without for as long as she had, having an inebriated, handsome young guy in her house was outright torture.

She leaned in and gave him a motherly pinch on the cheek, allowing her hand to rest on his face perhaps a little longer than was necessary. Then she opened the door and moved for the stairs.

As she left Nate in the storage closet, it occurred to her that she’d sounded a bit like she’d been reading from someone else’s script, the part where the prim, excruciatingly repressed and long-suffering middle-aged woman (played by Emma Thompson) once again forgoes the opportunity to seduce the excitable young buck (played by a young Brad Pitt). Why did it always have to play out that way? Last year’s harmless crush had taken on a tragic air. As Mary brushed the dust and cardboard bits from her T-shirt, she realized she felt old.



Two

Crash. A tray was down in the dining room. An old woman dropped her chowder spoon. A mother instinctively put her hand on her four-year-old’s chest, first to see if he was okay, then to make sure he wasn’t the culprit. A man looked down to find beer splattered on the cuffs of his pants and a tidal wave of pilsner rushing toward his feet. The oyster knife slipped in the bartender’s hand and blood trickled out over the vat of crushed ice, turning it sno-cone red.

Seven o’clock and Mary was now down a bartender, and perhaps even a steam cook if one of them had to take the injured kid to the hospital for stitches. The dishwasher would have to get out on the floor to clean up the smashed mugs and beer bottles before someone stepped on a piece of glass and decided to sue. With the dishwasher away from his job, they’d soon be low on clean glasses for the bar.

“You order fried clams, you get fried clams,” Wayne said to a waitress. Mary couldn’t recall this one’s name either. Some kind of herb. Rosemary? On a tension scale of one to ten, Wayne was now at about a seven, and waving a basket of fried food in the air.

“But my customer doesn’t want clams with the bellies. He wants littlenecks. I told you that when I dropped the order,” the waitress said.

“You eat littlenecks on the half shell.” Wayne stuck his gloved hand deep into an open container of clams and pulled up a dripping handful, their long protuberances and swollen bellies bulging through his knuckles. He was really trying to repulse the girl. Must be love, Mary thought. “These are sea clams,” he went on. “These are what we fry here on Cape Cod. That’s it for Clams-fucking-101.” He tossed the bivalves back into the container, wiped his hand on his grease-stained apron, and turned his back to the girl.

“Hey!” the waitress said.

The sound of her voice cut through the kitchen so that the steam cook, with a live lobster hinging in each hand, stopped and looked up. The order line girl with her lips to the microphone drew back and slid her finger off the speaker button. “I don’t need this,” the waitress continued. “I’ve got two new tables and a tray of food that’s sitting here getting cold.” Nobody but Mary or Nate ever dished it back to Wayne. “Look, Wayne,” the waitress said. She was a beauty, even with the sweaty hair plastered to her head. Her tone changed and got creamy. “Can’t you help me out just this once and fry up some littlenecks?” She smiled. Mary had found her new head waitress for the season. If she could just remember her name. She’d have to check the schedule. Maureen had done it these last two weeks.

Wayne still had his back to her. He grunted. “Get the bartender to shuck ’em,” he said.

The waitress smiled. She bounded for the door.

“Hang on a minute,” Mary said. “Tell your customer we’ll be happy to fry up some littlenecks but he’s going to have to pay three dollars more,” she said. “For the labor,” she added. People often thought Mary was cheap, but she didn’t get to where she was by giving things away.

“Are you kidding?” the girl said, annoyed. Mary’s face must have told her this was no joke. “Okay, okay.”

As soon as Wayne heard the screen door slam, he said, “What’s wrong with these people? You don’t fry goddamn littlenecks.”

Mary had been to enough parts of the world to know that wasn’t true. She didn’t say anything. Wayne had been humbled. Imagine that.

“Maureen, call Hope in here,” Mary said. “I want to know who dropped the tray.”

Moments later, Wayne’s waitress burst back into the kitchen, hands on her hips. “Thanks a lot. The guy didn’t want to pay extra. He told me what I could do with my littlenecks. Wanna know where he told me to put them, Wayne?” she said. “Just make me a hamburger.”

Mary waited for Wayne’s comeback. And she waited. None came. He must really have it bad for this one, she thought. That was his problem. He set his sights too high.

Few were ever admitted into Mary’s inner sanctum, a tiny room down the hall from the storeroom and atop a set of steep, creaky stairs. It was here Mary liked to wallow in paperwork, in the company of her cat, when she wasn’t needed downstairs. This half of the restaurant had once been part of a house, and the ceilings were pitched at steep angles. The room was only big enough for a desk and two chairs, a small bookcase, and a file cabinet holding a dusty TV that hadn’t been switched on since the O. J. Simpson trial. If Mary’s restaurant was a picture of cleanliness and organization, her office was the opposite, with magazines piled high and papers strewn everywhere, cobwebs in the rafters, and an overflowing wastebasket. This was the only space in Mary’s life where she allowed clutter, and one of the few places where she truly felt comfortable, being something of a pack rat by nature—a trait she’d inherited from her aunt Lovey, who’d contributed the heavy pink-and-maroon afghan that was slung over Mary’s chair, and, on her desk, the silk rose encased in a crystal ball that Mary had admired as a child.

Mary’s office was a sanctuary replete with such personal treasures—a smooth stone with a vein of quartz running through it given her by Robbie on their honeymoon that she’d been meaning to skim on the waves for fourteen years; a lobster claw, the size of a grapefruit, mounted on a wood plaque; a five-euro prayer candle from one winter’s trip to Notre-Dame. Her only indulgence: a vase that was always billowing with fresh blooms from the farmers’ market across the street. Tonight it held irises.

“Hey,” Nate said. Somehow he’d managed to sneak up on her in her office without making a sound. Mary swiveled around in her desk chair. “Just sent the last order out,” he said. Things must have died down fast. It wasn’t even nine.

Mary turned back around and pretended to be reading an issue of SeaFood Business magazine, opened to an article on salmon franks and panko-coated crab nuggets. She adjusted her reading glasses. “So did you have a chance to work things out with your girlfriend?”

“Not exactly,” he said.

Mary turned and slid her glasses down her nose. “What happened?”

“Really want to know?” Nate flipped the hair out of his eyes.

“Sure.”

He looked down at the floor. “She found out where I slept last night and now she thinks I’m having an affair with you.”

Mary’s face grew hot. “That’s crazy!” Had the story already made it all over town?

“I’m sorry. I never should have come to your house in the first place,” Nate said.

Mary closed the magazine. “Why did you? You must have other places where you could have crashed.”

“I don’t know,” Nate said. “Maybe she’s right. Maybe I do have a thing for you.”

“What?” Mary whipped around, worried that someone else might have overheard. But there was just ancient Seventy-Eight, whom Mary had moved to her office after the first time she’d seen that coyote loitering around the new house. Now on his cushion on the window seat, the cat was so still that Mary was compelled to go over and check to see he was still breathing. But there, his belly moved. Her eyes settled back on Nate.

He was grinning. “I’m kidding. I just knew where you kept the spare key from when I delivered those cases of wine to your house last summer,” he said. “Seemed like a no-brainer. I planned to get up and leave before you even knew I was there. Then again, I wasn’t exactly operating with a full deck.”

Mary felt her neck spasm, which happened when she was nervous. She gave it a squeeze.

“Let me,” Nate said. He pressed his thumbs on either side of her spine and started gently rotating them.

Mary felt her shoulders release. She closed her eyes. Her body felt like a pat of butter on an ear of corn as it slowly drips down to a puddle on the plate. She dropped her head back, opened her eyes, and saw the hopeful look on Nate’s face.

Mary bolted upright in her chair. “Wow, thanks. That was great.” She took off her glasses and set them on the desk. “So, about the kitchen.”

“I was an Exercise Science major, for one semester anyway,” Nate said. “Feels better now, right?” he added. There was what the hopefulness had been about.

“Much better, thanks.” Though now every muscle in her body had constricted. Mary smoothed the shoulders of her sweater. “No one else will be coming in at this hour. Let’s close.” He’d started to leave when Mary asked, “By the way, how was Anicca the rest of the night?” Hope had told Mary that Anicca, the girl with the birthmark, had been the one who dropped the tray. “Did she get her act together down there?”

“I don’t know. I guess.”

It was close to eleven o’clock. All the servers had cleared out, including Anicca, with whom Mary had planned to have a talk. She’d vanished before Mary ever had the chance.

Wayne was chewing something. Mary saw a flash of green between his teeth. “What are you eating?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Wayne said.

“He just tore off a bunch of parsley and stuffed it in his mouth,” Nate said. He was scouring the sink with steel wool. “Like a cow or something.”

“Good for the breath,” Wayne said. “You should try some.”

“No, thanks,” Nate said.

“No, really. Do us a favor.”

“Piss off.”

Mary ignored them. She was used to the banter, this being Wayne’s third season at the restaurant. He had an amazing talent for being able to provoke just about anyone, even good-natured Nate.

Mary was nearly finished going over the liquor order. She’d review it once more with a fresh eye in the morning. She shuffled the papers together, tapped them on the window ledge, and set them down. She studied Wayne as he restocked the broiler plates on the shelf below the stainless steel counter. The parsley was something new. What effect did it have on him? What shapes did it make him feel? Of course, he’d kill her if she came right out and asked in front of Nate. But over the years, Mary had compiled quite a list of Wayne’s sensations. For example, she knew that grape bubble gum somehow manifested as three-dimensional honeycombs, and that mint chocolate chip ice cream made his cheeks burn as if he’d been slapped, whereas menthol cigarettes conjured up row upon row of smooth glass columns that, according to him, seemed to go on forever.

The last of the order line girls was breaking down condiments, wrapping sliced lemons and kale garnishes in plastic for tomorrow’s lunch.

Nate dumped an empty pot on the metal grate of one of the burners. He opened the cellar door and clomped down the stairs.

“So you guys are sleeping together?” Wayne spit the chewed-up green wad into the trash barrel and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

“What? Are you out of your mind?” Mary said. “What have you heard?”

“There was something to hear?” he said. One of his brows inched up.

He’d just been busting on her over last year’s crush. He hadn’t heard anything. Mary relaxed. She poured herself a last finger of wine. She took a sip, pooled it on her tongue, then swallowed. “Give me a break. He’s twenty-two.”

“I’m twenty-six,” Wayne said.

“So?”

Wayne yanked the dirty hand towel out of his waistband and tossed it on the laundry pile on the floor. “So, I’m no kid. Why can’t we have a go at it?”

Wayne wasn’t good-looking in a classic sense, but there was something about him, with his lean Asian build and strong forearms, his dagger-shaped eyebrows, and a roughness around the edges that always made him look as if he just rolled out of bed. Or course, head cooks were as off-limits as the rest of them. But sometimes Mary found herself wondering what it would be like to be with him, and to what shape she might be assigned, whether her lips might be perceived as a cone or a grid or even a nice sexy triangle.

Nate was downstairs. The order line girl had her head in the fridge. Mary took advantage of the opportunity. “Wayne,” she whispered. “The parsley.” She nodded in the direction of the trash barrel. “What—?”

“Ugh.” Wayne rolled his eyes and turned away from her.

“Come on,” she said, a little louder.

He must have known Mary wasn’t going to be satisfied until she had her answer. He leaned over to make sure the order line girl wasn’t looking.

He turned toward Mary. “Springy,” he said behind his hand. He brought his thumb and fingers together and released, repeating the gesture a couple of times.

Springy. Mary mimicked his fingers. “Really?”

He nodded. “With bumps,” he added.

Bumps! “And that’s good?”

Wayne shrugged, squirted some cleaner, and started wiping the knobs on the stove.

Wayne was the only Asian kid Mary had ever met with an honest-to-goodness New England accent. He’d grown up on the Cape, brought to the United States from Beijing as an infant as part of his father’s American dream to open a chain of Chinese restaurants. Wayne’s father had five dining rooms, one in Falmouth, one in Mashpee, two in Hyannis, and one here in town, but for reasons initially undisclosed to Mary, Raymond Chen’s son wound up on her own doorstep three summers ago and had been her head cook ever since. Of course, at first she was curious about why he didn’t work for the family business. She thought Wayne and his father might have had some falling out. The real reason was too bizarre for even her to have dreamed up. The first time she’d caught on that something was different about Wayne was just a few weeks after he started.

During a quiet afternoon early that first season, he and Mary had been testing out some new dishes. One of them was a lightly seasoned haddock. He had taken a metal plate out of the broiler and set it on an oven mitt in front of Mary.

“Smells great,” she said. She’d been impressed with her new hire from the start.

With the corner of a spatula, he flaked off some fish and tasted it. Then he dropped the utensil on the counter and pushed the plate away. “Damn,” he said. He went to the spice drawer.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

“Not enough points.” As soon as he said it, a look of panic came over his face.

“What?”

“Never mind,” he said. He turned away from her.

“You said points. What do you mean, points?” Running a glorified clam bar often made Mary feel like she was out of the culinary loop, which was why she watched cooking shows and kept up her subscriptions to the trade journals. Points. Was this some new flavor-rating system?

“Forget it,” Wayne said. He took another raw fillet of haddock from the fridge and set it on the counter.

Mary wasn’t about to let it go. She was in secret awe of people who had such an intuitive way with food, such cultivated taste buds. She envied him. “You mean you want the flavor to be more sharp? But who wants sharp-tasting fish?” Mary thought of bluefish and how there was always so much left over on nights when it was the special, and how she kept telling Ernie Smith, her fish guy, that if she found those big yellow eyes staring up at her in the walk-in one more time, she’d be finding herself another fish guy.

Wayne rinsed the fillet and patted it down with paper towels. “That’s a metaphor. I didn’t mean sharp. Just needs more flavor.” He set the fish on a clean broiler plate and squeezed lemon over it.

“But you said points. What did you mean?” He didn’t answer. “I’m not dropping this till you tell me.” She folded her arms.

Wayne shook his head. “You’ll think I’m a nutcase.”

“I already think that,” Mary said. She smiled.

He wiped his hands on his apron, then looked up at her. “I have this thing that when I taste something, I see shapes.”

“Shapes,” Mary repeated.

“Actually more like feel them.” He raised his right arm into the air in front of him. “When I taste something intense, the feeling sweeps down my arms into my fingertips. I feel its shape, its weight, its texture, whether it’s hot or cold.”

Was he kidding? Mary eyed him. There was a lime on the counter. It was round. Limes are round. What more did anyone need to know? “That’s crazy,” she said.

“I told you.” He shrugged and drizzled some melted butter on the fish. “When I was a kid, I thought it happened to everyone. Embarrassed the hell out myself in the school cafeteria a few times before I figured out I was special.”

“You’ve had this all your life?”

“Yeah.” He went to the fridge and got some fresh herbs in a plastic baggie.

“So what was wrong with this fish?” Mary said. She pointed to the abandoned fillet.

“I wanted it to have more points but it came out round, almost spherical,” he said. He screwed up his mouth like he’d tasted some terrible.

“Remarkable,” Mary said. She took a piece of the fish onto her fork and tasted. It was actually pretty good, a little bland but not bad. Was it possible that this shape thing was what made Wayne such a good cook? “Is there a name for this. . . affliction?”

“Synesthesia. And it’s not really an affliction. I mean, most of the time, it’s a good feeling. If you told me you could snap your fingers and take it away, I wouldn’t want you to.” Wayne scraped the “spherical” fish off the plate and into the trash. “Of course, my father would have it gone in a heartbeat.”

“How come?”

Wayne deposited the dirty plate in the sink, letting go a little too soon. “Haven’t you ever wondered why I’m working for you instead of him?”

“I just figured you’re a hothead—”

“It’s because Chinese food is the only kind of food in the world that causes me to feel like my hand is being pressed down onto a bed of razor-sharp nails. Sometimes I feel it all over my body. It’s horrible.” He looked up at Mary and she thought she saw him shiver. “There’s just too much going on. I can’t take it.”

“So you couldn’t work in his kitchen. You couldn’t taste what you were cooking.” She studied Wayne’s hands as he stripped the leaves from a sprig of thyme. “Besides your parents and me, who else knows?”

“Hardly anyone. And I’d like to keep it that way, if it’s all the same to you,” Wayne said.

“Sure.” Mary figured it could only be a distraction if others knew. But she had to admit, it tickled her. She’d already begun to think Wayne was one in a million, and this confirmed it. In the meantime, she’d just chalk it up to the idiosyncrasies of a genius, and one in her employ. Her very own culinary savant.

In the days that followed, Mary’s own curiosity, coupled with the secret fear that her leg was being pulled, led her to the Internet, where she learned of cases of synesthesia that had been documented as far back as the 1700s. At least one person in two thousand, perhaps more, had some form of this hypersensitivity; among them had been artist Wassily Kandinsky, poet Arthur Rimbaud, and even author Vladimir Nabokov, who wrote about the experience in his memoir Speak, Memory. She also learned that Wayne’s particular form of it was extremely rare, occurring in perhaps fewer than ten in a million.

Mary read about a celebrated pianist who heard colors, each note having its own distinct hue, and about individuals who attributed colors to letters of the alphabet, numbers, environmental sounds, even whole words, though no two synesthetes assigned the same colors, shapes, or sounds to the same stimuli. Every now and then, Wayne would let some comment slip. He might run his hand through the air in an odd gesture that the kitchen crew never picked up on—or if they did, knew better than to challenge their acid-tongued boss when the line was chugging along full steam. But Mary knew what it meant. He was tasting a cone or a cylinder or a bunch of bumps. Mary grew jealous of Wayne’s extrasensory perception, the way a blind person might envy the sighted. Sometimes she’d close her eyes while gnawing on a bread stick or a lemon peel, opening herself to the possibilities of color, numbers, or shapes.

After that first season, Mary learned to accept Wayne’s special ability. While his condition continued to intrigue her, eventually the novelty wore off and most of the time it didn’t matter what shapes Wayne saw as long as the customers kept coming back for more.

Around eleven twenty, the order line girl had finally left in a Jeep with a bearded guy Mary prayed was her father. Nate had been down in the basement checking the afternoon’s fish delivery. When he came back up, he went over to Mary’s perch by the window. He lifted a paper cup filled with ice, put it to his lips, and flung his head back. Mary watched his Adam’s apple dance as the water dripped down his throat. Young men had such pronounced Adam’s apples. Then they got to be her age, their necks thickened, swelled and you couldn’t see them anymore.

“There’s a hunk of swordfish down there,” Nate said. He set down the cup and took off his apron.

Mary realized she’d been staring at him. What was wrong with her? She dropped her head and slid her hands under her thighs. “Swordfish. That’s great,” she said. Fresh swordfish caught off the coast of Nantucket was a real treat, and infinitely better than the stuff she could get frozen. “What do you think, Wayne?” Mary said. “Maybe serve it up with a light dill mayonnaise, some tomatoes on the side—”

“Anchovy paste. Roasted peppers. Red wine vinegar,” Wayne said. “The wavy kind,” he added behind his hand. His eyes sparkled as if he were a mathematician working equations. He wiped his greasy hands on his already grimy apron, leaving two brown tracks.

Mary had to admit his suggestion sounded more appealing, waves and all. “Try it,” she said.

Mary walked over to the time clock at the back of the kitchen. She ran her finger up the yellow cards until she came to the one with “Anicca Sutherland” at the top. Mary pulled out the card. Just as she suspected, the girl had forgotten to punch out. At that instant, Mary knew the soft-spoken slender blonde with the whale birthmark on her neck wasn’t long for the Clambake. She just didn’t have it. Every year brought one or two who didn’t make it. Mary could pick them out right from the start. Her instincts on this were always dead on.
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