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For Eva Harrison


[image: Images] SHE had enough irony to nourish an entire block of underprivileged children; on herself it had a less than helpful effect since she generally used it to saw at her own head instead of at the bars surrounding her life.

Her mother, a violent soul in a gentle body, had committed suicide in April, having spent the previous ten years withdrawing from life to a point where she could fail to notice that this was the incorrect season for despair. It was, as they say in another not entirely unrelated context, a long hot summer, the fact being that summers not spent at the seashore are invariably both, and they didn’t go to the seashore that year because the house at the seashore had always been haunted anyway, not an object in it unworthy of three flashbacks, and of all the events that can give ghosts dominance in one’s life, the death of one’s mother is probably the most effective. So they stayed home in the three-year-old raised ranch that didn’t remind anyone of anything except maybe the future. This put her husband, who had proposed to her during their first visit to the house at the seashore, into a semi-permanent fury in spite of the fact that it was he who had chosen that very raised ranch in that very suburb on the theory that in such dull surroundings one or the other of his arts must flourish. A philosophy since somewhat tarnished in her eyes by the fact that on the day they’d moved, film making had joined the long list of things like painting and shaving that he didn’t do any more.

All that summer and into the early fall she couldn’t sleep unless the bedroom door was open in addition to the windows, which of course made it impossible to use the air conditioning. This was all right with her since the one night that summer they’d turned it on she had become convinced that the room had detached itself from the rest of the house, including both bathrooms, and was flying through space with an insufficient oxygen supply.

She was pregnant, due to have her baby—or babies, as the doctor ascertained in July—on October thirty-first. In August the cat, having been romping in a patch of poison ivy, went to sleep against her back as she lay on her side in bed. For several days she scratched what she took to be a particularly loathsome mosquito bite and a week later most of the visible parts of her body and one or two invisible ones as well were covered with the maddening rash. She could not be given a shot of cortisone because she was pregnant. She could not take oral medication because, her mother having orally medicated herself out of existence, she had a tendency to become hysterical at the suggestion that she take so much as an aspirin into her mouth. On the rare occasion when she fell asleep for a few minutes, she invariably dreamed that her mother was scratching her back and then she would wake up crying.

She weighed, at this juncture, two hundred and fifty pounds, having gained an even seventy-five pounds in the first seven months of her pregnancy. Since she was just an inch under six feet tall she cut a fairly impressive figure but it was hard for her to find clothes. She made herself two dresses out of tablecloths while she could get just close enough to the sewing machine to see the stitches but this still left her with a wardrobe problem in the hot weather, a problem she finally solved by spending all her time at home and naked. Something about her shape made her appear to be sitting down even when she was walking.

At the end of September her husband went on a camping trip with some old school ties. A sudden end to Indian summer brought them back to the house, where Margaret was preparing for winter by digging up from the garden and potting every plant that any expert in the history of flower encyclopedias had claimed could survive if it wintered indoors. When they entered she was hanging a wax begonia in a rope basket on a hook in the window wall. She was naked. A few dried remnants of the poison ivy rash still clung to her giant, provolone-like breasts and her massive stomach, giving her something of the look of a relief map. Her husband’s friends stared at her, their jaws slack, their eyes glazed, for so long that she finally let the basket and pot drop to the floor to break their collective trance. What was perhaps most disturbing was that Roger’s expression wasn’t different from his friends’. If he had shown no sexual interest in her since the time when she had begun to swell, he had at least taken her for granted, never looking at her as though she were part of a freak show. She went into the bedroom and closed the door behind her and stayed that way through the night, not realizing until the following morning that the very fact of the closed door was a small milestone. In the morning she put on one of her tablecloths, stepped carefully over the various sleeping bodies that littered the living-room rug, took Roger’s motorcycle key from his pocket without disturbing him and, with her pocketbook and the key in hand, left home.

[image: Images] MANY people in her condition would have been disconcerted by the difficulty of a long ride on such a small and bumpy vehicle but Margaret had a very high threshold of pain everywhere except in her brain. An unforeseen result of the upbringing which had instilled in her the idea that females didn’t actually exist below the neck except as an appendage for the hands, which were to be kept busy at all times. (One of her cousins had been more disastrously affected by this same philosophy and was given to rushing off to doctors with equal concern for hangnails, splinters or large lumps in the breast, being willing when she got to their offices only to say that something was hurting somewhere down there.)

Margaret had no clear idea of where she would go. She had little cash but she did have her checkbook and an indecent or decent, depending on one’s point of view, supply of credit cards. She stopped for gas and to cash a check at the gas station in the village, where she picked up also a supply of road maps which she put in her bike bag and never looked at again. Her idea was just to get away. On the first night she slept in the woods off a highway in Dutchess County, eating wild berries when she got hungry. Unfortunately the berries were mildly poisonous so that by the following morning she had an acute case of diarrhea, a disease which would have been almost welcome were she at home, relieving as it did the constipation which was the normal iron cross of pregnancy. At this time, however, it had the effect of making her think in terms of destination.

There wasn’t really anyplace she wanted to go. Except that in the months following her mother’s death she’d thought for the first time since leaving it about the house and the street where she’d grown up. Of course she’d been back occasionally to visit her parents but it was the kind of place that didn’t stay in your mind once your body was removed from it. A dull brownstone in a dim street of like houses, it had been little more than a spot to set out from to explore interesting places. Like the Back Bay mansion that had been her mother’s childhood home and which her family had been forced to give up after losing its department store during the Depression. But that wasn’t her own personal memory place to visit, really; the memory belonged to her mother.

Margaret’s mother had been sixteen at the time of the Great Crash and seventeen when she met Margaret’s father, a twenty-eight-year-old Boston Irish traffic cop who had prevented her from absentmindedly stepping in front of a large truck, thus setting up a symbolic foundation for the fantasy of salvation which would enable her to deceive herself for long enough to marry him, if not for many weeks longer.

Some families have a way of adjusting history so that they seem to have been more intimately involved in the great events of the day than they in fact were, the news stories of a period becoming the reasons for personal actions when in point of fact their relation was no closer than the morning papers. Even when there is a legitimate cause and effect sequence, the two on occasion become reversed. And so it was that in the minds of Margaret’s mother’s parents the two major crushing blows of an era were not only seen to be related but were somewhat strangely reversed, and years later a stranger listening to Margaret’s grandmother discussing that period might get the impression that it was some great floodgate Margaret’s mother had opened when she married a Papist that had made it possible for the Crash to occur.

After their marriage Margaret’s mother and father had moved to the ground-floor apartment on Beacon Street where they’d remained through Margaret’s growing up and through her mother’s suicide, and where her father still lived, able to sleep in the bed where he’d found his wife’s body only because he was as much a stranger to his own feelings as he’d ever been to hers.

She’d been to Boston only once since her mother’s death, and not inside the house at all, but it had occurred to her once in a while that she would like to see it again. Maybe to see if it looked any different, now that her mother was dead. Prettier or uglier. Bigger or smaller. Dead or alive. That was all. Curiosity.

The house at the Cape was different. It had been given to Margaret’s mother’s aunt as a wedding present some years before the Crash and was untouched when the rest of the family’s possessions were lost. Margaret’s happiest childhood memories were of summers at the beach with her cousins. She and her mother went for the season, the illnesses that had dogged Margaret’s mother from the time she’d given birth always mysteriously leaving her for the duration; her father would join them toward the end of August, his arrival in that pristine Wasps’ nest always somehow as spectacular as if a particularly monstrous tuna head had been washed up on the beach. Everyone else drew back into their skins just a little, and on the rare occasions when they were invited to tea there was a strange hesitation in the air, as though the hostess suspected it would be politic to offer him something stronger.

The fact was that he was a teetotaler, his only addiction being to tea. One of his favorite stories was about his first visit to a restaurant in this country, when he had been served a cup of pale tea with the tea bag still in it and had bellowed at the waitress, “What’s this filthy rag doin’ in me tea?” Like his other stories, this one had been received with an uncomfortable silence. It wasn’t that there was anything exactly wrong with the things he said, it was just that somehow words that would have sounded perfectly all right on some lips sounded not quite clean on his.

The ruddiness of his cheeks, the loudness of his voice, the roll of his brogue—whatever it was that made his harmless anecdotes sound to them like dirty jokes—his initial reaction had been to become louder and heartier, as though he could break down their defenses so that when he subsided to his natural level of exuberance he would have become magically acceptable to them. Intimidated, he had failed to see that their defenses didn’t control warmth but concealed the lack of it. And so, the cycle completed, his jovial offensive failing as it had been doomed to, he had given up and lapsed into a nearly permanent silence, taking on, in point of fact, the general aspect of that poor gray tea bag which had been his introduction to the culinary life style of twentieth-century America.

Maybe she would visit her father. She’d seen him only once since her mother’s death—about a month after the funeral. He had taken her and Roger to Howard Johnson’s for dinner. (Roger found her parents more tolerable than his own. His manner toward her mother had come as close to courtliness as any manner he’d ever had; to her father he was pleasant if condescending. Like one of the more benevolent uncles.) She’d been a little frightened before that last visit of how her father might be, but her fears had turned out to be groundless for he had undergone no visible change in that month, certainly no change comparable to the one after his forced retirement from the police force, when he had been in a deep and foggy depression for over a year. He had loved being a policeman even when he was pounding a beat and when they’d put him behind a station-house desk to make entries in his beautiful script each night he had loved it even more. He loved to write; even her mother had been unable to fault his penmanship. His fine Italian hand, she had called it, thus managing not to credit even that to his Irishness or his Catholic education.

It was her father who had flashed through Margaret’s mind as she stood over the fallen begonia, being stared at by Roger and his old school ties. Nor was it the first time she had identified with him in this connection. She was her father’s daughter, after all, and as far back as she could remember some of that tuna-head ambience had washed off on her. No one of her mother’s family could imagine a child who, given the alternatives of speaking normally or picking up an Irish brogue, would choose the latter, while that was in fact what Margaret quite unconsciously had done. Nor was it easy for her aunts and uncles to see why a voice should be quite so loud, legs so long, a laugh so raucous, clothes on inside out so often, milk glasses knocked over so frequently, tables bumped into with such regularity, food chewed with such gusto as to give the unfortunate impression that pleasure was involved. Their children, her cousins, adored Margaret for reasons she could only understand much later on. For them her gusto had been the fresh breath blowing through lives which considering their wind-swept seashore ease were remarkably stale and dry. She thought up games that were enough fun to be well worth the trouble they got into for playing them. She made up ghost stories that held them in thrall. Until the boys began reaching their teens, she was the tallest of the cousins, and it was she who was called upon to retrieve kites from trees that no one else could get a foothold to. (Her cousins were even fascinated by her father; their parents’ attitude had conveyed the sense of him as a curiosity without passing on the negative quality of their absorption.) When they visited Margaret (a cousin or two was occasionally permitted this treat but was seldom more than dropped at the front door) they were intrigued with something about the way Margaret lived, but Margaret could never understand just what that something was. Was it a strange quality to their possessions or simply their relative lack of them? Was it a special order to her life or the lack of order? Was it her freedom or the lack of those kinds of freedom that came with money, of which most of their parents had managed to re-accumulate a reasonable amount? Most likely it had to do with the fact that she had been given a great deal of independence from the time she was quite young. With a definite sense of how things were to be done for a child of her particular (fallen) status, Margaret’s parents might not have permitted her to roam the streets of Boston on her own as early as she had. With either money or energy, her mother might have sent a nanny or gone along herself. Since they had neither, Margaret had freedom. Her father, when he woke up in the evening to have breakfast and go to work, might sputter some about the dangers to a young girl on the streets of Boston, but he was usually asleep when she left the house and her mother didn’t have the will to stop her.

She crossed the border into Massachusetts and began riding east toward Boston. He lived still at the seedy end of Beacon Street, far from every other Irish cop in Boston but within psychological spitting distance of Roxbury, the implicit reminder that he was something more than his wife’s family thought him. The street looked the same. Of course. It was only that she in relation to the street was different. She parked the motorcycle in front of the wrought-iron front rail and walked laboriously up the front steps. A young girl answered the doorbell, well maybe not so young but with the smooth, surrealistically rosy cheeks and round near-plumpness one associated with young girls from the old sod a week before they got married. Margaret stared at her blankly. The girl stared at Margaret blankly.

“Who is it, Maggie?” Her father’s voice called from inside, causing Margaret great confusion because he’d never called her Maggie before and besides, why would he be asking her. . . 

“I’m not cerrtain, Mrrr. McDonough,” the colleen purred gently. A gentle colleen named Maggie, her father had gotten to do for him. To do what for him? He was as neat as a pin, cleaned up after himself constantly, and the three or four foods that he would eat he knew how to prepare for himself.

She stood paralyzed by hostility and confusion. She could not, would not explain herself to this stranger. This . . . could her father actually be screwing this girl? So soon? Cheeks so rosy, eyes so demure? How many months was it since her mother’s death? Was it even half a year? No, not quite. It would be almost funny. Except that irony had its limits. Or should have. Some sort of statute of limitations to keep irony from spilling over into new graves. (Her mother, terrified of burial, had requested cremation; her father had disobeyed.)

She moved through the door; the girl drew back instinctively. She moved past the girl into the half-dark (as always) living room, where her father sat in his easy chair, reading the Herald, his feet up on the Ottoman, whose cover was newly embroidered.

Fill in the missing item in this picture.

Her father looked up and startled so hugely that the teacup in its little saucer on the drum table rattled. It was gratifying to see some tangible evidence of a guilty conscience; so little of what went on inside him was visible or had been visible in years. Buried alive, his emanations seldom reached them through the earth of his flesh. He had cried for a week when her mother died. “The poorrrr creaturrre, ahhhh, the pooorrr crreaturre,” was what he’d said the whole time, never moved by the necessity to question what beyond the lack of money had impoverished her, or why he had brushed off Margaret when on her visit to Boston the year before she had asked him if they had to store such an incredible inventory of old sleeping pills when her mother was constantly asking why she should continue to live? It was unthinkable to him, a lapsed but rabid Catholic, that his wife should commit suicide. But in this context, what did unthinkable mean?

Aside from that week his last manifestation of feeling had been upon hearing of the death of John F. Kennedy and beyond that she could remember only small violent rages at the people upstairs for walking too hard and slamming doors. He had an obsession about slammed doors which Margaret had inherited, like so many other incomprehensible obsessions. When you thought about it, the genes were weighted against her on the matter of slammed doors since her mother was upset by all loud noises. She bit off one of her nails, a habit she always thought she’d kicked until she visited home.

“Is that you, then, Margaret?” her father said uncomfortably.

“Of course it’s me,” she said. “Who did you think it was? Kate Smith?”

His eyes went to the girl who stood somewhere in back of Margaret, then returned to Margaret.

“What brings you to Boston?” he asked. Not willing to acknowledge any tie between them strong enough to have made him the sole reason for her visit. The way his wife’s family had felt about him, he felt about her, that was the truth of it. She’d always made him uncomfortable. If the inhuman standards of behavior they had set were unfair to him, that didn’t mean that his daughter shouldn’t have naturally abided by them. From the beginning she’d been a disappointment to him, who’d assumed that Wasps were born toilet trained.

“I heard a rumor you had some kind of white-slave business going here, Dad,” she said.

From behind her there was a gasp. The ruddiness of her father’s face increased a thousandfold in the space of a second.

“Curb your tongue, Margaret,” her father said.

Curb your tongue, curb your dog, curb your instincts, curb your humor, curb your appetite. And don’t slam the door! But she was contrite in spite of herself.

“I’m sorry, Dad. You didn’t give me a very warm welcome, you know, and your colleen didn’t even want to let me into the house.”

“I’m sorry,” the girl whispered. “I didn’t know.”

She nodded without turning around. His angry color subsided. She had succeeded in putting him on the defensive, perhaps because of his knowledge that given his own way he would just as leave the colleen hadn’t let her in to witness his quickly-found contentment. He belched a deep, easy beefstewy-belch, covering his mouth so that while his body might be racked by it, no sound would disgrace him. The containment theory of digestion etiquette; what didn’t actually leave the body could not be proved to have ever been there. Every morning for as far back as she could remember he had locked himself into the bathroom for half an hour and farted fireworks that reverberated spectacularly throughout the apartment, a fact of which he seemed blissfully unaware. But that was the only audible sign ever that all the tea bags and all the meat and bread and potatoes had not taken a one-way journey to the center of his being where they would forever rest in peace.

“Maggie,” he muttered, “this is Margaret.”

“I’m sure I’m pleased to meet you,” the girl said. Not actually curtsying.

“Did you know he had a daughter?” Margaret asked.

“Not living,” the girl said, then put a hand over her mouth and stared at Margaret aghast, a victim of that peasant stupidity that let people believe that saying something could make it retroactively true.

Margaret laughed.

“I mean,” the girl said lamely, “I don’t know wherrrre I got that idea . . .”

“I’m having twins,” Margaret said, patting her stomach.

“Oh, how wonderrrful,” the girl said, clapping her hands, her eyes filling with the holy tears of other women’s weddings and childbirths.

“Twins,” her father said.

She’d forgotten to tell him.

“You know me, Dad,” she said. “Anything for a laugh.”

“There are things you don’t laugh about, Margaret,” her father said.

“Mmmmm.” Once she had asked him for a list of them but of course there was no paper long enough. That there were things you couldn’t survive unless you joked about them was an idea utterly foreign to him, humor being linked as it was in his mind with drinking and the other vices.

She bit off another nail.

“I really think it’s time you stopped biting your nails, Margaret,” her father said.

“You always did,” Margaret said.

Silence.

“Where’s Roger?” her father asked.

“Home,” she said. “I just left him.”

“Left him!” Did her ears deceive her or was that an audible exclamation point? “What kind of craziness are ya tahhhking, Margaret?”

They’d thought she was lucky to get him, the bright white scion of a breakfast-cereal fortune, two years younger than she, a chain smoker who’d arrested lung cancer at the age of seventeen, painter and collagist whose greatest efforts now went into his titles (Madonna with Six Pack; Ivory Soap with Pubic Hair; Campbell’s Soup Can from the Inside); still, they didn’t know his stuff was dirty and he had a regular look about him that they liked, the look of a choirboy who will be arrested in ten years for multiple murders, and maybe that was what her father in particular had taken to, everything seemed to be safely inside. At least in the beginning. Even then he would pinch her hard or kick her in the shins under the table if they had an argument when her parents were around, coming attractions for his proclivity to hit below the belt. She’d found this strange in an objective way that amused her when she thought about it later on; all the things they saw about each other were strange or amusing and perhaps not entirely desirable and yet never before their marriage were they reasons to consider whether that marriage should take place. Once you decided to get married there was a kind of impetus that carried you through without leaving room in your thoughts for questions of mistakes. What was she to say now to her father, who thought change was the only serious mistake that could be made in a life?

“I mean, he’s home and I’m here,” she said. “I left him home.” Chicken. She was overwhelmed by self-dislike. The cowardice that other women coaxed and fertilized and periodically trotted out for the Good Housekeeping Seal of Femininity shamed her when she found it in herself. Why bravery, of all the things Margaret might have chosen to ask of Margaret?

“Anyway,” she said, “I was in the mood to use the motorcycle and we couldn’t all fit on it.”

“Motorrrcycle,” her father repeated numbly.

“Well,” she said, “I guess I’d better go if I’m going to get there before dark.”

Neither one made any attempt to stop her, or to find out just where she had to be before dark, so she waved goodbye, clambered down the front steps and mounted her cycle.

[image: Images] HER mother had been so frightened of being alone. (Loneliness was much more frightening than death, the absence of pain.) She needed her husband, however she loathed him, and it was this contradiction that had torn her apart every day of her life, destroying her self-esteem, making honest hatred of him impossible—indeed making all action impossible by the end, bringing in its wake a total external paralysis. If only ambivalence could have slowed down her mind as it slowed down her body. The only ambition she’d had for the last ten years of her life was to die before he did, never taking note that it would be possible to die ten minutes later. She wouldn’t be left behind once more.

“Nobody wants to be left,” Margaret had told her, and she’d answered that it was different for men. Why was it so different? Because men found other women right away. Ohhh . . . there was no possible satisfactory answer. Obviously the complaint had some reality to it, yet Margaret continually sensed that it wasn’t the real part that was the problem. For her mother, men were part of that whole world of vulgar things whose very coarseness guaranteed their survival. . . . What coarse gesture had found him this lovely maiden to do for him? He hadn’t the normal complement of widows, friends of his dead wife, themselves lonely, to begin inviting him to dinner, telling themselves they were only doing it to ease his pain. The one who’d tried he had brushed off. She had despised him during his wife’s lifetime and he wouldn’t permit her to change her mind now. And verily he had found himself a dutiful young colleen who only wanted to serve . . . they also serve who only serve. Who hadn’t known he had a daughter living. Did she know now for sure? Her father was a man with a deep-seated aversion to the truth. Painstakingly honest in all financial matters, the only man on the force not on the take in even a small way, he had the self-righteousness of the utterly honest man while in point of fact, his mind, when confronted with the simplest question with the most potentially painless answer, automatically, went through labyrinths to arrive at an answer which at best lacked relevance and at worst was the exact opposite of the real answer. Her mother couldn’t tell a lie and had had no more desire than most to hear the truth so had retreated into silence over the years. But her father’s special form of aphasia was so extraordinary that Margaret could easily envision a conversation between her father and the girl which began with the girl’s saying, “Mrr. McDonough, I didn’t know you had a daughterrr . . . that girrrl who called you Dad, she was your daughterr, was she?” and ended some minutes later with the girl not only uncertain of Margaret’s identity but no longer sure that she’d heard him called Dad.

Where to now? She was hungry, she had to have something to eat, but then after that? There were the cousins . . . someone might still be at the house, they seldom really closed it before the end of October and the Cape was so beautiful in the fall. She hadn’t seen any of the cousins since the week after her mother’s death although they’d called her often when her mother was alive, and one or the other was always stopping off to visit on a trip to New York. Before. They didn’t even know how ghastly she looked, so it wasn’t that her appearance upset them, it was deeper than that. It was that with her mother’s death all those traits of hers which they had for so long found exotic had been seen to be born not out of sheer Rabelaisian whimsey or some casual flair for the bizarre but out of a driving desperation not unlike their own but perhaps more acute. They felt cheated. As though, during a circus performance, someone had whispered that all the clowns wanted to play Hamlet, so that they’d been unable to enjoy the rest of the show.

After the funeral they’d gone back to cousin Hilda’s house where Margaret had sat spaced out in a deep corner of the sofa rubbing her belly which was aching in some way that probably had nothing to do with the three-month-old baby, as she still thought of it, inside, while Roger had mocked them all, for her eyes only, by being excessively polite, and her father chanted his Poor Creature litany and aunts and uncles wafted through the room, embarrassed, these foreigners, by her failure to be embarrassed at the manner of her mother’s death. Like a horse made skittish by the tension of its handler, she’d begun to make jokes, laughing nervously when they stared at her as she claimed that her mother had died of 1) cancer of the psyche; 2) indefatigable loss of the will to live; 3) medicophilia, a difficult ailment in which the contents of the medicine chest are seen to have greater appeal than everything else in the world combined. She’d flown home without Roger, who was in great good humor at being the Patcher Up, taking a taxi from the airport, telling the driver within five minutes of getting into the cab that her mother had just committed suicide, which gave him enough to talk about for the rest of the hour and a half ride. It was something she continued to do for months afterward, tell everyone she met, sometimes she had to stop herself from going up to perfect strangers on the street to tell them, very much in the manner that she would have felt impelled to tell them that the sky was falling if she had just come from the place where it was beginning to go and thus knew before anyone else. She carried with her a sense of disaster as immediate as lightning to someone standing under a tree. She made out her will and included provisions for the care of her child, if she and Roger should both die but it should survive.

She hadn’t seen the cousins since that week although one or the other of them had called on the last day of each month of the few months since then, their regularity so obvious as to make her realize they were taking turns. Let them not once again be accused of negligence. Not that they’d actually been accused of neglecting her mother but the legacy of a suicide was a general accusation of neglect, barring the particulars of which no one could offer a self-defense and be exonerated. Who the hell had ever asked them for anything, anyway? What Margaret’s mother needed they couldn’t have given her, nor had she the right to expect it. Nowhere had Darwin made provision for a cold-water species which after seven generations of nonevolution produced a member who needed warmth to survive. Or who thought she did. The ambivalence of her claim being proven by the man she’d married who, on the surface so different from them all, was just beneath the skin and to the inner core a caricature of everything the Wasp, a caricature to begin with, stood for. Who initially strove to be what they thought he should be because it was what he really wanted to be in the first place, and only became grotesque in the striving.

She had some dinner and headed toward the Cape. There was at least an even chance the house would be empty in midweek at the tail end of September, and if it weren’t, she could see who was there and then decide whether to stay. It had taken her many years to realize that she liked some of her cousins more than others. For so long she had thought of them as one glorious cousin pie which, cut open, produced people who were happy when she visited them. To differentiate between them would have been a form of criticism and it had never occurred to her, until one or two of them grew up and bolted to seed, that there were strong individual variations among them. Depending on who was there, she would stay or not stay. If the house was empty, well, she had the key, she had never taken it off her chain, and whether she would be able to bear it alone there, she couldn’t tell in advance.

[image: Images] IT was fairly dark as she crossed the canal and headed toward Sandwich. Sudden apprehension made her park the cycle off the highway about half of the ten or twelve miles there. She was exhausted and her bottom had finally reacted to its two-day punishment with soreness and itching. She should sleep in a bed where her weight could be distributed more reasonably. Yet the thought of entering the empty house in the darkness filled her with dread. When the tide was high the waves lapped at the sea wall with a noise that was soothing if you were happy, ghostly if you weren’t. The house itself got musty after even a short damp spell. One of the cousins, years ago when they’d seen a movie called Isle of the Dead in which a coffin opened up and a dead woman rose from it, had made a joke about that coffin’s lid being like the door of the house at the Cape when they first opened it in the spring, and the image, which had come fleetingly over the years, was strongly with her now. She half-sat, half-lay down with her head against a tree trunk, wishing she had something soft to wedge under her behind, barely able to raise it off the ground for a second or two at a time for relief. For a while she lay flat on her back with her head on the grass but it was hard and ants crawled down her neck so she half-sat again. The whole movie took place at night in the mist, maybe because it was an isle. The woman who got out of the coffin had long, soft hair and her eyes were closed. The lid squeaked horribly but everything else was very quiet. Doors and lids. The first time she’d smoked dope after her mother’s death all the pictures had been doors and lids opening endlessly in silent-movie time. Twice now she felt herself falling asleep and forced open her eyes. Then, finally, unconsciousness came.

She awakened in extreme discomfort, feeling that she couldn’t move at all, and discovered that this was at least partly true because a young boy was asleep between her sprawled legs, his arms around her middle, his head on her breasts. She couldn’t see his face but from his size she guessed him to be at least sixteen. He was wearing a sweatshirt and army pants. His boots, which had holes in the bottoms anyway, had been taken off, perhaps under the rules of some twenty-first-century etiquette that said you didn’t go to sleep on strange ladies with your boots on. Next to the boots was a small stack of comic books and on top of the comic books was a sketchbook. Trying not to disturb him, she reached out for the sketchbook and let it flip open; every page was blank. She put it back again; the boy stirred. A clenched fist came up to his mouth, resting near it on her breast, the knuckles just touching his lips. There was something in his hand which, when his grip relaxed, she could see was a small, purple lucite box of the variety used to hold grass. It appeared to be empty. Occasionally his thumb moved back and forth along the surface of the box. His hair was fine and brown, down to his shoulders. She had a great urge to caress it and felt that under the circumstances he couldn’t seriously object, but when she lifted one hand to his forehead she lost her balance and came close to toppling them both over sideways to the ground. He awakened and sat up, still in the narrow triangle made by her fat sprawled legs, rubbed his eyes without letting go of the box. He might be older than she’d thought; his hair had already receded somewhat. His face had that quality that makes people call some men of forty boys. It was a lovely, gentle sad face and she was moved by a strong desire to kiss his eyes.

He said, “Hi. I guess I fell asleep.”

She smiled.

“What time is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It must be nearly five. It’s getting pretty light.”

He nodded.

“Are you going to Sandwich by any chance?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I guess so. I’ve been on the road.” He smiled. “That’s the best sleep I’ve had in a while.”

“How long have you been on the road?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I dunno. All summer. Maybe longer.”

“Don’t you have to get back to school or anything?”

He shook his head. Nobody had to explain any more why he didn’t go to school. It had cost her nearly a year of her life explaining in the fifties why she’d dropped out of her Sarah Lawrence scholarship and gone to work as a waitress in New York, but a few years later everyone had a whole new vocabulary to explain the boredom that had weighed on her like a physical presence, turning the very air of Bronxville into stone.

“My family has a house there,” she said. “I’m on my way there now. You can come along, if you feel like it.”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ve only got seventy-two cents.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “But we better sleep for another hour or two. It’s a little early to buzz into Sandwich.”

“My name is David,” he said. She told him hers and was about to add that she was pregnant with twins but changed her mind. David was watching her expectantly and it was finally borne upon her that he was waiting for her to adopt her previous position so that he could resume his. Thinking that she was too numb for it to matter, anyway, she did so; immediately, wordlessly, he took his place in what, for want of a more specific way to describe something that was presumed to sometimes exist, would have to be called her lap.

A combination of discomfort and a mild feeling of being aroused prevented her from going back to sleep, as David did immediately, so she amused herself with mental pictures of the various ways, all of them ludicrous, that he could actually get into her if he ever chose to try, and then, when those pictures ran out, by imagining conversations between the twins (whom she thought of variously as Amos and Andy, Gargantua and Pantagruel and Trick ’n Treat) during such a sexual congress, beginning with “Hey, what’s goin’ on here, Kingfish?” and ending with the twins’ various attempts to define the identity of the intruder through the elastic barrier walls of the amniotic sac.

Finally David woke up and they started out, he on the motorcycle because her ass was in far worse condition than her feet, she trudging after him, assuring him when he stopped every few hundred yards that she wasn’t ready to ride yet. Thoughts of Roger filled her mind, mingled with thoughts of this strange boy, so comfortable in her lap, so strange to the rest of her. Was he like other kids? How different were she and Roger from these kids? Was there really some change, deep as genes, that occurred in children born after Hiroshima, or was that just some bit of horseshit the liberal weeklies had picked up and would drop just when they had her convinced? The only thing that gave the idea currency was the fact that the kids themselves, the papers they put out and so on, seldom if ever mentioned it. Did David ever think about the bomb and if not, was it only because he was born knowing about it and so took it for granted? Or maybe because he never thought about anything? But if he never thought about anything, was it because of the bomb? Did Trick ’n Treat know about the bomb? If not, when would they find out? If they did, how could she possibly raise them? She, who didn’t for a minute believe with her brain that the world would last another twenty years, yet persisted in planting trees that wouldn’t come into full flower for nearly that long, in knitting sweaters because handmade sweaters lasted forever, in doing, in short, all those things that people didn’t do who really believed in the end of the world? How with a straight face did you teach your kid the charm of manners, the virtues of abstention, the reconciliation to loss? Manners were symbols and there wasn’t time for symbols any more; abstention might turn out in this century to be the virtue of the frigid and foolish; and loss, well, loss might be all there was left. Roger pointed out that these were excellent reasons not to have children; she agreed that this was so and stopped taking her pills, from which time she had become fond of referring to herself as an unintegrated personality.
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