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TO KENT, BILL AND JAMES W.


who would tell me, if they knew




Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,


Why, when the singing ended and we turned


Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,


The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,


As the night descended, tilting in the air,


Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,


Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,


Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.


Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,


The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,


Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,


And of ourselves and of our origins,


In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.


“The Idea of Order at Key West”


—WALLACE STEVENS





PART ONE


Maud






ONE


The Rainbow Café treated any day before a holiday like big money. Maud wondered as she set the hot beef sandwich and mashed potatoes on the counter just why Shirl expected this surge of extra business. The only people at the counter had been Ubub and Ulub Wood, and they’d eaten what they always ate, the daily special. Ubub and Ulub had other names, but they’d been long forgotten. It was either Dodge Haines or Sonny Stuck who’d decided to call them by the letters on their license plates—UBB and ULB. They drove twin Ford pickups, black and battered. No one could figure out just how they’d managed to get those trucks battered up in the same way, so that the only thing that distinguished one from the other was the tag.


Maud hadn’t wanted to go to work this day, and then she had. She had meant to stay home, but it was the Labor Day weekend, so she had settled on going in an hour later than she usually did. Shirl hadn’t even noticed, despite her prediction of their getting in a crowd.


She drew a cup of coffee in a white mug and put that in front of Ulub, who didn’t say anything; he never did. Maud wondered if he ever had. Since he always wanted the special, Shirl and Charlene always knew what to give him. Ubub did the talking, what there was of it, for both of them.


Shirl was ringing up a take-out order of doughnuts and coffee, sitting on a high stool behind the register and shoving the stuff across the black counter at a teenage kid. She handed him his change and a venomous look as if he’d made her open the register at gunpoint. He left.


When the teenager left and was walking past the window, Shirl started talking about “the little creep” to Maud. Not the one who’d left, but her son. Probably, any kid that age brought her son to mind. His name was Joseph, and she only called him by name when she wasn’t in a white rage with him, which was seldom. Everyone else called him Joey. He was “the little creep”; his father, who’d left them flat after Joey was born, was still “the big creep.” Charlene kept telling Shirl she should be glad he wasn’t getting stoned and flying off rooftops.


“The little creep’s too lazy to fly, and of course he ain’t doing drugs—it’d cut into his shoplifting time.” Joey had hooked some sunglasses from the SuperSaver Discount Store the day before. Shirl had called this down the counter to Charlene as she shoved a plain white bakery box at a customer. Lemon chiffon was always the special pie of the day except at Thanksgiving and Christmas, when Charlene wiped off the blackboard and wrote in “Punkin.”


Joey would come in nearly every day for lunch and Maud would get him his favorite—beef stew—and butter four slices of bread for him. He was usually off school, suspended but not expelled, and Shirl acted like a parole officer. The boy had a pale little face and a smile like smoke, hardly there and quickly dispersed, as if there’d been something in the past worth smiling about, a memory that had guttered out.


Shirl would shuffle towards him and start in, calling him “Joseph this” and “Joseph that,” ask him all sorts of questions: did he mow the lawn, rake the leaves, shovel the snow? depending on the time of year. She didn’t stop until he’d eaten the fourth slice of bread, when she’d stick another cigarette in her mouth and shuffle away. Then Maud would pour him a second cup of coffee. He’d smile that vanishing smile at her, give her his condolences for having to work there, ball up his napkin, and leave. It was a ritual whenever he was suspended from school for breaking into lockers or calling the math teacher a pervert, a sleazeball, a scumbag. Five days a week Maud would watch him come in and go out and remember something about gates of ivory, gates of horn. She’d had three years of college, mostly literature courses, and loved to read. Still, she couldn’t recall where those gates were, or just what they meant, except some important passage to somewhere, somewhere final.


As she hung her apron on the peg and took down her coat at seven o’clock that evening, she thought how Joey would be going back to school the day after Labor Day.


Then she stopped thinking about Joey and school, for that only made her think of Chad, and he was gone.


•  •  •


That was why she hadn’t wanted to go to work. She had really wanted to come down here, where she was now, to the end of the pier.


Maud sat on the end of the pier watching the party across the water. It had been going on, it seemed, all summer, and she wondered, as people do about the tree in the forest: did it simply stop when she wasn’t around to hear it? It had been just before the Fourth of July when she’d noticed the lights and come down here and looked across the wide lake at Japanese lanterns like strings of Christmas lights. The first time she’d simply stood for a while, squinting over the water, hearing the faint strains of music.


The next night she’d come down with her martini glass and sat on the edge of the dock, her bare legs dangling over the edge.


The night after, she’d come with a wood-and-aluminum chair and a cold bottle of Popov vodka, and in the following nights and weeks she slowly furnished the end of the pier.


After the Fourth, she’d brought down a small table and a Colonel Sanders plastic tub filled with ice in which she’d stowed her ready-mixed-martini Popov bottle. Then, when Chad came home from college, she’d got him to haul down an old rocker from the bedroom of the cottage that sat back along the path in the woods. He told her it wasn’t a pier, it was a dock, and he couldn’t imagine why she’d want to sit out here for hours at night.


Chad had been sitting in the aluminum chair, drinking beer, looking around the lake frontage, checking out the marshy grass—the pier was in a little cove—and the tree with a heavy root above ground like a bent knee, a tree praying in the matted grass and weeds.


He sighed, world-weary at twenty, and asked her, “Why do you keep working at Shirl’s?”


“Because it’s dark and quiet, I guess.”


He pulled another beer from the carton; there was a little sucking noise as he uncapped it. “I hope that’s not what life is, just something dark and quiet.”


“If you’re lucky,” she’d said.


In the darkness his head turned. “Come on, Mom.”


It hadn’t been the real question, anyway. It wasn’t “Why do you work at Shirl’s?” but “Why do we live in such a nonhappening place, why didn’t you finish college and get your English degree, why didn’t you get a great job, become an executive, maybe, or at least marry one, someone we could have lived with instead of him, why don’t you own your own restaurant, why is that a cube of ice in your glass and not the moon?” Maud said, “Shirl likes you.”


He was lighting a cigarette, and the flame from his disposable lighter lit up his profile and went out. “Shouldn’t she? I’m polite.”


“Polite isn’t the point. She doesn’t like anybody. But she does you. She’s always holding you up to Joey, and even he likes you.” Maud shook the Popov bottle free from ice crystals. “What do you talk to her about? She won’t let Charlene or me wait on you.” Maud was extremely pleased by this.


“Her feet.”


    Maud twisted the bottle back into the plastic tub and turned to him. “Her feet?”


“She’s got corns and bunions. That’s why she’s always wearing slippers.”


“I Concentrate on You”—they liked Cole Porter over there—came floating across the lake.


“It’s the first time she ever offered anybody a job since I’ve been working there, and that’s ten years. You liked it up here, then.”


“When you’re ten you like practically anyplace except jail. Anyway, I don’t think I’d’ve made a fortune in tips at Shirl’s. Don’t they play any real music over there?”


“You can’t dance to the Grateful Dead. They like to dance. I’m not saying you should’ve taken the job—just that she offered it. And Lorraine said Jewel Chapman would’ve loved to have you work at the feed store.”


“There’s just not enough money in it. You want me to earn money for school, and there’s a lot of house painting in Hebrides—”


“I’m not saying . . . Oh, well.” Hebrides was twenty miles away; without a car he could only stay here on weekends instead of all summer long.


Today he had left, which was why she hadn’t wanted to go to work. But some part of her knew better, that if she didn’t go in, she’d just sit around the cottage all day, like a mourner returned from a funeral. They had taken the local taxi to Bakersville to get the small plane to the city to get the large plane to get the space shuttle . . .


Maud stared up at the night sky, looking for an airplane’s tiny red light, like a red star trailing across the sky, as if his plane might have doubled back. She thought that pinpoint of red light, throbbing along, must have replaced the sound of a train whistle for pure melancholy.


He’d left early, two days before he had to. “Mom, I was wondering . . . Would you mind. . . ?”


Whenever Chad started with that, she knew she’d mind. “I-was-wondering-would-you-mind” was a group of words that had taken on a life of its own. Yes, she’d mind, though she almost always said no, she wouldn’t, because what followed was never truly unreasonable, just painful. It always had something to do with going away, leaving before he actually had to. “Disappearing” was the way Maud thought of it; Chad called it “leaving for college.”


•  •  •


The latest addition to the pier’s decor was a lamp Maud had found in the crawl space beneath the cottage eaves. It was black iron with clawlike legs and had a stained beige shade of faded roses. She’d got Chad to rig several extension cords together so they would stretch back and plug into the outlet at the rear of the cottage. Maud read a lot. When there was a lull in the party across the lake, when everyone had gone in from the terrace and battened down inside and she couldn’t make out the music, she’d switch on the lamp and read whatever she’d brought down with the vodka.


Lately, she’d been bringing to the pier her old college anthology of American poetry. She’d come upon a poem by Wallace Stevens called “The Idea of Order at Key West,” the point of which she was trying to grasp. This was not for her a mental exercise or a desire to further educate herself in the world of poetry. It was very important to her (although she couldn’t have said why) that she understand this poem. A lot, she felt, would then be revealed to her. She’d read parts of it to Sam, who couldn’t understand it either, and seemed more interested anyway in complaining about the lamp.


Sam was always fussing about the lamp, telling her to get rid of it. “It’s dangerous,” Sam kept saying, though he was pretty vague about the danger. She asked if he was afraid it would electrocute the fish if it fell into the lake, and he said it would probably blow fuses all over the place. What was dangerous about that? she asked him. Just blowing a fuse?


“Well, but don’t you think it must look kind of strange if they”—he nodded towards the party—“look over here? And see someone sitting under a lamp? It would look strange, I think.”


She told him she needed the lamp for reading.


The only person she knew who understood about books, how they would make you feel rooted to the ground and to the past, somehow, the way TV never could, was Miss Ruth Porte. Miss Ruth came to Shirl’s every evening except Thursdays and weekends for her dinner. She always sat in the high-backed rear booth, the side not facing the big television screen that rattled and wept its way through the day. It drove Miss Ruth Porte crazy, she said. Why didn’t they bring along a book—Miss Ruth liked Jane Austen—if they wanted entertainment?


Miss Ruth would smooth her hand over her vellum-covered Jane Austen, carefully wrapped in plastic, and say, “It’s just like family, her people. It’s the kind of thing these new writers don’t understand, that readers want to feel this is a family they can almost walk and talk amongst. Writers these days”—it was never clear who they were—“only want to write about breakups and breakdowns, everything unraveling and everybody going to the devil.” She would pause then over her menu, open it and close it several times, not satisfied with the expression of whatever notion she had. “It doesn’t have to be good family—the dear Lord knows most families aren’t, and certainly Miss Jane Austen knows it. Let’s see, what’s the special?”


Maud would stand patiently with her small book of checks and pencil for taking the order. Often she would make comments about whatever book she was reading, not because she wanted to soft-soap Miss Ruth (who was the last of the Porte family and rumored to be rich) but because there was hardly anyone else to talk about books to. Besides Wallace Stevens, Maud was reading F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Miss Ruth was very enthusiastic, saying he was much, much better than Ernest Hemingway, despite what the Book Mark people thought. This was a reading club that met every Thursday night, which was why she didn’t come into the Rainbow Café.


Miss Ruth would always inquire about Maud’s son, Chad, whom she thought to be “splendid, just splendid,” and it was no idle compliment. It was right in line with what everyone else seemed to think, and Maud wished they’d stop talking about him as if he were a visiting divinity. Everyone seemed hanging around waiting to get anointed or something. He knew what to say to people, it was as simple as that. God only knew where he’d got this instinct, for it surely hadn’t come from her. She considered herself what they call pathologically shy, which was one reason she liked working at Shirl’s. All the customers were used to Shirl’s surliness, which had spilled over onto Charlene and Wash, the cook, and even the two part-time girls who came in when there was what Shirl thought of as a rush.


Maud, compared with everyone else, was considered a real find. Shirl’s customers were always asking her what she was doing working here, and she would always answer “Just lucky, I guess,” with a little wink, and they would laugh. When they all sat in a line at the counter—Dodge and Sonny and Mayor Sims and sometimes even Wade Hayden from the post office, and Ubub and Ulub—and reacted to something in unison, turning their heads right or left, it would put Maud in mind of a decrepit chorus line, and then she would have to laugh, too.


She knew it mystified the customers that she was working as a waitress when she had all of that education. It was hard to make people understand that education or not, there were some people who had no ambition in that way, who didn’t want a profession, and who didn’t want a lot of money, and she was one of them. So with her three years of college and her timid smile, she imagined they took her for someone with a sad past, like a duchess in exile.


•  •  •


Two speedboats ripped by, crossing in each other’s wake. The pier felt the reverberation, the slap of the churning water, before it closed behind the boats, smoothly and seamlessly.


Maud stuck an olive on a cocktail stirrer. The dish of olives sat on the wooden barrel she’d found behind the house. The stirrer had come from a small, flat box of six she’d found in the crawl space. Each had been carefully niched into an inner strip of white cardboard. They were clear glass topped with pink glass flamingoes, the sort of thing people never buy for themselves, but give as gifts. This one had never been used, or never been given.


Another small craft cozied up to the dock over there. By now there were at least a dozen, more than usual because it was the Labor Day party. The guests didn’t all come by boat, of course; most of them probably drove down some old road on the other side of the house.


Now from this silvery-white boat emerged the party-goers. She was too far away to see what they actually were wearing, beyond brief blobs of gold or blue or red, but she knew some of them must be wearing long gowns that made it difficult to maneuver out of the boat. The high, trilling voices of the women, the brief whoops of laughter from the men that accompanied their emergence from the silver cocoon of the rocking boat suggested to her that they were rescuing their hems from trailing in the water. Others would come down to the dock, with their drinks and cigarettes—she could see the coal ends throbbing on and off. They helped the new arrivals up and then all trooped back to the party, towards the patio. She wondered where the latecomers had come from. Was there another party farther down the lake that took precedence? That was hard to believe. Probably from their small cocktail parties in their smaller cottages they had met briefly with this as the final destination.


This scene was repeated endlessly, until the dark lake over there was divided by strips of light from the boats, so many that it sometimes resembled a small marina.


Maud had always been quite sure they were not ordinary people and that they were in some way acutely blessed, as one might be who would remain in a state of grace for a season. She never came to the pier during the day to see what the house over there looked like then. And she knew that this was the last party, the Labor Day party, for La Porte was basically a summer place, where the summer people threw open the shutters of the big Victorian houses right after Memorial Day and shut them after Labor Day. Then La Porte became a ghost town. To hear Shirl talk it was always a ghost town; the summer people came in their shorts and Docksiders, hung over and tan as only the rich seem to get, to do little more than buy the Sunday paper and milk.


“Where’s the warehouse, that’s what I want to know,” Shirl would grumble around her smoke. “They all got food at those lake places—where do they get it? One of them’s got a helicopter pad—is that how? They fly it in—the caviar, the champagne, the roasted pheasant?”


Maud held her glass by the stem. She hated drinking martinis from a warm glass, and between drinks she shoved the glass into the ice to cool it again. The several patio doors over there were all open now, and she could see them dancing. Sometimes they had a real live combo out on the patio; other times she supposed it must be a stereo. It comforted her, like the book in her lap, that they liked Cole Porter. It was like a party out of the past, something that might have taken place in the 1920s or ’30s, something her dead parents might have attended, and danced to “Begin the Beguine.”


Several of them—she had to squint to make them out—had come out on the long, long patio and were dancing to it right now. Laughter and glass breaking.


She picked her glass from the bucket, poured herself a drink, and dropped in an olive. If the ghost of F. Scott Fitzgerald walked, it walked there, laughing and breaking glasses on the patio.


But the ghost of Wallace Stevens would not need to get drunk and break glasses. (He had been in insurance, to her great mystification.) Maud even went so far as to believe that the ghost of Wallace Stevens could sit comfortably on the end of the pier in the folding chair reserved for Sam (and Chad, when he was here) and contemplate the party across the water.


She sang beyond the genius of the sea.


(Maud read)


The water never formed to mind or voice,


Like a body wholly body, fluttering


Its empty sleeves—


She replaced the flamingo-topped cocktail stirrer that she used as a marker and closed the book. Sipping her martini, she thought about it, frowning slightly. The sea was formless, apparently. So the singer had to . . . had to . . . She squinted, looking off across the lake . . . What? She shook her head. It would come to her, sometime, what Wallace Stevens meant.


Then there was her favorite line—oh, what a line!


Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know . . .


“I wonder who,” she had said to Sam back in July, “Ramon Fernandez was.”


Sam had been silent for a moment, since Sam rarely shot back answers, and then he said that he was probably some friend of the poet. “When I’m in Hebrides next week I could go to the library and see if there’s anything there on that poem.”


Maud slapped the book shut and stared. “No! All I said was I wondered. Wonder—wonder! The answer’s something I have to decide for myself.” She actually felt a little afraid that Sam might just look the poem up.


He sighed. “Maud. If Ramon was a personal friend—”


“Ramon Fernandez. We’re not on a first-name basis with him,” she snapped.


Sam shook his head. “Well, if Señor Fernandez was a friend of Mr. Stevens, there’s nothing for you to decide.”


“You’re so literal. And what do you mean, ‘Señor’? How do you know he’s Spanish or Mexican, anyway?” Maud was frowning at the Popov bottle to see if there was enough to get her through this conversation. “I’m not surprised you don’t understand this poem.”


“Cuban,” Sam had said equably, as he snapped open another can of Coors.


“What?” Maud shot up in her chair, back rigid. “He is not Cuban.”


Sam shrugged. “Stands to reason. The poet’s in Key West, right? Florida. Closest place where somebody might be from named Ramon Fernandez”—he tilted the Coors and drank—“is Cuba.”


Maud slapped her hand to her forehead. “Your name is Dutch, isn’t it? Dutch. Does that mean you commute from Lancaster, Pennsylvania?” She turned a furious face to him. “You’re deliberately ruining this poem for me.” She turned away and stared out over the water. “And it’s important.” She felt like crying.


“Sorry.”


After a suffering silence that had Maud rocking and staring straight across the lake, Sam suggested that if she was so curious about the couple on the other side of the lake he could always cruise around with a disturbing-the-peace complaint. Maud got so anxious that she yelled at him, something she hardly ever did with anyone but Chad, and told him not to dare. She wasn’t “curious,” and how could they be disturbing the peace when they probably owned a half-mile of lake frontage?


•  •  •


She thought she heard a scrunching on the path, Sam coming along with his six-pack of beer, but when she turned to look, saw that it was the black cat that had turned up a month or so ago and kept disappearing and reappearing. It walked slowly and stealthily onto the pier and simply sat, blinking.


Maud tried not to look at it because it made her stomach tighten, seeing that it was sick and probably a stray. It was the eye that was bad. It must have been a tumor, for the right eye was completely clouded over and bigger than the other. There was no iris to see, just what looked like a hard blue carapace that must have started out small but gotten larger and larger.


This was the fourth night the cat had come, and she had remembered to bring along a plastic dish. A half-pint of milk was sitting on top of the ice, and she poured that into the dish and set it some little distance away since she imagined the cat wasn’t all that trustful of people. Maud wondered what the cat did during the day, whether it hung around the pier, catching field mice in the rushy grass. It made no move toward the milk. Could it see the dish, even?


To Maud, the cat’s having a tumorous eye was a source of inexplicable dread, worse than seeing it in an old, sick person. What made it worse was that the cat had this affliction but didn’t know.


“Why in hell would you want the poor cat to know?” Sam had asked. “Wouldn’t that just make it worse for it?”


“That’s not what I meant; you don’t understand.”


“Would you want to know?”


Maud couldn’t really understand it herself, why it was worse that the cat wasn’t aware that this shouldn’t be happening to it. “Yes. Anyway, that’s a stupid question because I’d know whether I wanted to or not.”


“Okay, then. The cat doesn’t know, whether it wants to or not.”


“You’re just twisting it all around.” She had watched the cat that night, sitting as it was now, yawning, not knowing, unaware that something hideous was consuming its left eye. It wasn’t that Maud found the malformation repulsive; it was that the cat didn’t know that there was an alternative, that its eye might have been perfectly normal.


“Let’s just say,” Sam had said when the cat first turned up, “that the eye doesn’t hurt, which it probably doesn’t, the way that cat just sits there and doesn’t seem to mind.”


“How do you know it doesn’t—?”


Sam had waved his hand for her to shut up. “For the sake of the argument let’s just say. Now, for all that cat knows, that’s just the way things are supposed to be. One day something starts clouding up in its eye. Does it think, ‘Je-sus, but I better get me to a doctor,’ or ‘I’m dying,’ or ‘I’m going blind’? No. It just takes what comes and doesn’t worry about it.”


The cat at this point had gone over to the edge of the pier and lain down, as if it were bored by all of this talk about its fate. Then it rolled over.


“You’re just reading stuff into that cat’s mind. Stuff that cat doesn’t have any idea about and doesn’t care.” Sam had popped another cap on a can of Coors for emphasis.


Maud hadn’t answered. The conversation was going around in circles and she couldn’t explain. She imagined herself in a room with a window suddenly shuttered against the light, imagined herself starting, sitting up, wondering what had happened. No, she thought impatiently, that wasn’t it.


The cat had inspected the dish of milk now, but didn’t drink it. Could it see it? That was stupid; it had one good eye. Anyway, it could certainly smell it. Maybe it was too cold. Maybe she shouldn’t have put the carton on the ice. Just because she and Sam liked their drinks icy cold didn’t mean the cat would.


Why would you want the poor cat to know?


Maud fingered the book in her lap—the book of American poetry—as if it were one of those little stoppered bottles she thought Indians used for magical purposes and it might release the answer. The cat was sitting nearer her chair, looking up at her with its clouded eye. It was worse than pity, what she felt. It was more like remorse and shame. Blood crept up her neck, heated her face as if a torch had been set to it, and she would have poured herself another drink except that a tremor had started in her hand so that she had to set the glass down. It was as if a task had been set for her: she must work out the answer to this problem about why it was worse for the cat that it didn’t know.


For the life of her, she couldn’t think of one single human situation that might fit the cat’s. Again, she thought of a room, imagining herself asleep in the dark. She squinted across the water, where the lanterns were lifting and bobbing. It must be windier there.


The room could not be like a prison cell. It was important that it be a fine room, one with a very high ceiling and pale, prettily tinted walls. And at the end were two very high windows, long and narrow, almost like French windows but not reaching the floor. Curtains made of light stuff like chiffon would rise and fall in the breeze. The curtains were pale yellow. Every morning (except for the last one, when she would rush from the room, terrified, she’d decided)—every morning, she would wake slowly to see these soft, lemon-colored curtains billowing out in a wind blown from . . . where? what? From the water, the sea.


For this room would be somewhere in a warm country—Greece, maybe—where the east-facing windows with their delicate, blown curtains would frame two oblongs of blue sky. Maud rubbed her elbows and searched for the right shade of blue. She thought of her one piece of good jewelry, a ring that had been her grandmother’s, an opal. The lemon-yellow curtains (it might be Cyprus, where the lemon trees grew) would blow in a wind off the green sea. The walls would be pink, and the ceiling perhaps garlanded; the bed a sort of filigree ironwork, and no furniture except for a wardrobe that would house her few dresses, all long cotton with straps, no sleeves. She would go with bare shoulders and feet.


Maud started when the music changed across the water, and realized she was a long way from the cat’s problem. She was merely dreaming about herself walking in pale cotton dresses, hems to her ankles, walking across the cool stone of the floor.


This was the scene that would meet her eyes every morning. She would see the pale pink stuccoed walls (it might be a villa in Italy) and the frescoed ceiling, the pale curtains and the opal sky.


And then one morning she would wake slowly to partial darkness. It would seem at first like one of those half-dreams, an inner darkness, something the mind knew was only temporary and would soon climb up into full light.


Only in this case it didn’t. For one of the windows would be missing. The point, Maud thought, frowning, was important. It was not like waking into a slow and awful awareness that you couldn’t see out of one eye, and jumping up and calling the doctor. But that the window was missing. Where it had been was only the wall, the wall grown over the place where the window had been. On one side of the room everything was dark, the curtains were gone, the pink drained from the walls, the figures holding garlands vanished from the ceiling.


It was all gone; the bed was dark; she could not make out the wardrobe.


And she could not say, “I’m blind in one eye.” She could not run out into the street in her terror and yell that her room was disappearing, that the wall had overgrown the window. No one would believe her. They would think she was merely some Greek crazy, gone mad like the one who had murdered her children. She would be completely isolated. She would be alone with no explanation. And this was what made her problem like the cat’s.


Now she felt better, slightly. She felt a bit triumphant because she could explain to Sam how much more dreadful it was for the cat not knowing.


She visualized it again, that room, floating over the Aegean. Sea of jade, a sky of opal, the diaphanous curtains of milky yellow like dissolving pearl, a room of pure light, without the burden of furniture, of the past, of the future . . .


With its missing window vanishing from her mind’s eye Maud felt her throat constricting.


She was relieved to hear just after that the sound of Sam’s car pulling up. Maud squinted back at the headlights, which switched off, and she heard the door slam.


“Evening,” he said as he set about emptying the six-pack of Coors into the tub of ice, shoving five into the space around the Popov bottle and setting one on the upturned barrel. Sam sighed and lowered himself into a chair. Before he said anything, he always had to line up his cigarettes and matches and pop the can of Coors.


Having done that, he settled back in the aluminum and wood-slatted chair, crossed an ankle over his knee, and rubbed the ankle. “It’s the big one tonight, I guess,” he said of the party, and tipped the can back and drained half of it. Then he offered Maud a cigarette from his pack of Winstons. They sat back and smoked. “Had to break one up over at the Red Barn earlier,” he said. “Bunch of kids were on something. Then I had to go over to Spirit Lake and break up a fight at the hotel.”


Sam had been La Porte’s sheriff for years. He’d started out as deputy and was now in charge of the four-man police department. He was easygoing and well liked.


“That place is crazy.” Maud shook her head. Spirit Lake was another summer resort town, two miles away, even smaller than La Porte, and even emptier in the winter. If people thought La Porte was a ghost town, well, it had nothing on the ghostliness of Spirit Lake in dead winter.


“Still, it’s Labor Day. Guess you can’t blame people for wanting to celebrate,” Sam said sympathetically. That was one reason he was well liked; he could make allowances. “Chad get off?”


Maud nodded, looking straight ahead. “I was about to write a letter to him today. I had it all worked out, but—”


“Why were you writing? He only just left. He’s off to visit his friend. Isn’t that what you said? That he was going to visit his friend in Belle Harbor?”


Maud squinched her eyes shut. Sometimes he drove her crazy. “I know where he is. Do you have to keep saying it?” Irritated, she tossed her watered-down drink into the lake and stuck her glass into the ice. “I wasn’t going to mail it yet, just write it, that’s all. Anyway, that’s not the point.”


“Oh,” said Sam.


He was waiting patiently for her to tell him the point, but now she couldn’t bring to mind exactly the way she’d felt when she’d tried to write the letter. Her fresh drink tasted tepid. “Never mind,” she said, though she’d forgotten the point herself.


Her saying that bothered him, so he urged her to go on.


“Well, just don’t keep interrupting.” There was a silence while she tried to enter into the feelings she had had earlier when she was writing the letter. Trying to. All day at the Rainbow Café she had been fretting over the fight they’d had about where Chad’s money was going. So when they’d got to the airport neither one of them was in an especially amiable mood. “This is what I don’t understand,” she was saying about the letter. “The words were all there, as neatly lined up as boxed chocolates one after the other. They were clearly in my head. Now, why is it they wouldn’t simply move down my arm to my fingers and right out along the page? I started writing and it all disappeared. It was like the ink just dried up in my mind.”


Sam said nothing, but she knew he was thinking the problem over. Sam wasn’t much of a letter writer.


“The words just—frizzled.”


“Frizzled?”


“You know—curled up around the edges. Frizzled. Burned. Turned to ashes.”


“Hmm.”


She knew it took Sam a while to think things like this over. Sometimes he made no comment at all beyond a “well” or an “oh,” but that was one reason she liked to talk to him. If Sam couldn’t think of a helpful reply, he made none at all, except for the times when he was being deliberately (she thought) obtuse. But usually, when her full thought was out, if he couldn’t add to it, he didn’t try to take away from it by saying something like others might: “Have a hard time writing myself,” or “Try again,” or something like that which demeaned her point. And he never tried to cheer her up, even though he often found her in a bad mood, to say the least. Most people would probably have thought his silence strange; after all, wasn’t that what friends were for? To cheer you up?


No, friends knew the difference between that downcast, hangdog, lowdown feeling people called “blues” (music the party across the water never played, for some reason) and what Maud had. And what Maud had was something unnameable and probably unnatural, unless you wanted to call it “depression.” That was probably the only word anyone could come up with, but it didn’t help her much.


After the lull in the dancing the combo started in on “Brazil.” She was glad she’d never left anyone behind in Brazil or it would probably have started her crying.


Another boat—or was it the same black Chris-Craft?—ripped by near the far shore. “Isn’t that the same one? Where do they go, anyway? There’s nothing at the other end of the lake.” There wasn’t anything at either end as far as she could make out, except for the Red Barn, which wasn’t much but what the name said. They sold beer and half-smokes and had a jukebox and one of those big TV screens like the wall of a house caving in on you.


It showed up, the depression, in the way she’d been about to weep over the cat’s eye and the loss of the high-ceilinged room. It wasn’t natural to cry as much as she did, and god only knew, to cry over what she did. Oh, she imagined a lot of people cried over music, songs that put them in mind of their dead sweethearts in Brazil and so forth. But she’d go straight as a board, freeze up right in front of the milk-shake machine at the Rainbow if someone played “Blue Bayou” or Elvis sang “I’m so lonesome I could cry.” It was like her hand was electrified, holding the aluminum milkshake container, unable to release it.


You don’t cry just looking at your own cat because she’s sleeping with her head on her paws; or over a black car because its rear wheels are up on blocks; or at a rock you see by the side of the road; or a band of wrens waving on tall stalks and then suddenly taking off. At least she thought you don’t. And it nearly went without saying she’d put away all the pictures of Chad when he was four and seven and ten and even sixteen. It might be that when she had the roll developed that they’d taken before he left, she’d just tuck them in the album without looking at them, as if they might burn her eyes out.


It looked to her like she had two choices: crazy or depressed.


The issue seemed to be settled a few days ago when she’d picked up a copy of Time (or was it Newsweek?) that featured an article on depression.


It was epidemic, almost. It was growing among young people (which didn’t help her own case). But there were different kinds. She read all of the symptoms with interest, not surprised that the tendency to cry was one. Fatigue. That fit. Although you didn’t really score yourself, the idea was that if you had perhaps three or four symptoms you were depressed; five or six, seriously; more than six, almost clinically. And it counted, also, which ones you had. Any thoughts of suicide were, of course, rather serious. A lot of thinking about suicide was pretty dangerous, and attempting it—this seemed to come across to the reporters as a surprise—was the clincher. There were twelve symptoms. Maud checked and saw she had all of them except one.


It wasn’t exactly what you wanted to write your mother about. But her mother was dead. It wasn’t exactly what you wanted to write your son about, either.


“I don’t know,” said Sam.


“What? You don’t know what?” His voice had brought her out of her reverie.


“Whether it’s the same one.”


“What same one?”


Sam turned and gave her one of his long looks. “The boat, for god’s sake. You asked if it was the same . . .”


Maud had forgotten what she’d said. “You’re so literal.”


“You forgot, didn’t you?” He took a pull at his Coors, smiling in that exasperating way he did when he’d caught her out in some small thing. “You were just sitting here mooning over something and forgot what you were saying.”


Her little laugh sounded artificial even to her. “Just because you take everything literally . . .”


“Literal has nothing to do with it. Want some more?”


Sam was tugging the Popov bottle out of the ice, which he wasn’t supposed to do, and he knew it, and she put her hand over his and shoved it back down. Maud liked to pour her own drink in a certain way and at certain times.


Holding her glass up to the lamplight, she said, “Well, you’re certainly in one of your moods.”


“What’re you talking about? I don’t have moods.”


That was true. Even when she knew he was sad, or disturbed, he didn’t show it. “You certainly do. Usually, it’s when you’ve been going around at night checking on us.”


“Us?”


She turned a patient little smile on him. “Ever since Nancy Alonzo was murdered you’ve been checking up. I guess it’s nice of you to do it. But it makes you moody. ‘Obsessed’ is a better word.”


He just sat there smoking and not answering. When Sam didn’t answer, she knew she’d struck a nerve, and pulled back. “It was pretty terrible, what happened. But it happened in Hebrides. You’re not sheriff of Elton County, so you shouldn’t be worrying about it.”


“It might have happened in Hebrides, but she lived in La Porte. That cuts no ice with Sedgewick, though.” Sedgewick was the sheriff over there, and there wasn’t much love lost between the two men.


As Sam talked about Sedgewick and Elton County, Maud poured herself a cold martini and listened to the music.


•  •  •


From across the water the faint strains of a whole orchestral arrangement scored her thought. It was only the music, but she had long ago learned the words:


The morning found you miles away,


With still a million things to say . . .


Maud could feel her scalp prickle and tighten, the skin crawl. It was the exact same feeling that people were always using to describe fear or disgust: “My skin just crawled.” It was as if the thoughts had somehow got too large for the skull to contain them, a terrible feeling that traveled down her arms and broke out in gooseflesh.


She would have to practice harder at containing her thoughts. That image of her mother had slipped out from behind one of her mind’s bolted doors; at least she thought she’d bolted it, but here it was, opening a crack, and her dead mother slipping out like a child told to stay in its room, and sneaking along the hall to tiptoe downstairs. And then the image became unruly, clotted with other images, unmanageable, for it was as if her mother were slyly opening other doors along the way, doors that Maud had stupidly, momentarily left unsecured. Her mother was letting out the other occupants; there was the blur of her dead father (who had died too long ago to visualize concretely); there was her Aunt Sheba, with her wry, ironic mouth given to caustic comments, who marched resolutely down the hall collecting Chad, Chad at the age of five or six—Aunt Sheba coaxing him out to come along, there was a party, let’s not miss it. They were all collecting on the stairs before Maud could control them, herd them back into their locked rooms—shove them back behind their doors. There they were, all gathered on the stairs to sit and watch through the banisters the flamboyant party to which they had not been invited. The party that flowed from inside to outside, from the old family drawing room out onto a lawn and then across the lake.
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DOUBLE DOUBLE is a dual memoir of alcoholism written by Martha Grimes and her son Ken. This brutally candid book describes how different both the disease and the recovery can look in two different people—even two people who are mother and son.
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