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PREFACE


“Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.”


—DESMUND TUTU


GRIEF is love looking for its source, stumbling in the dark, alone and afraid, without a lantern to light the way.










DEDICATION


Considering both the vastness of this planet’s beneficence and the finiteness of its precious resources, I dedicate this novel to Lake Michigan, our Mishigami, without whom we could not survive.










A NIGHT IN THE WOODS


MARCH 21, 2000


Kermit gone? Good God Almighty. Mosely Albright keeps thinking, leaning against a tree, feeling his toes going from blue to purple, wondering why in the name of all creation he didn’t wear his boots. Grabbed his tennis shoes so fast to get outta there. Slashed them last summer to give his toes some breathing room. Felt good then. Lord. Not now. More like walking barefoot through the snow.


But Reverend Pattrick’s call had come in so quick.


‘Mosely, you missing that little man from your mission . . . Calvin, is it? One who came with you to the Ecumenical Food Drive last month? Think I saw him running into the Tomlin Forest Preserves off Dundee Rd . . .’


‘You mean Kermit? Yeah, he’s gone. You seen him?’


‘Well . . . kinda looked like him.’ Reverend Pattrick had gotten to know Kermit in Northbrook at his St. Helen’s parish, while they helped collect food to give away at the mission. They got along just fine.


And sure enough, Kermit had gone running out after that little nuisance of a dog of his. Troubling business. He knows Kermit knew how to take the train. So it could be him. His mama had versed him on survival skills before she passed: cooking simple foods, using the Metra, washing his clothes, shining his shoes, counting change. Went out with a clear conscience that he’d be all right without her after the cancer would take her to glory. Told Mosely that herself. Good woman.


So even though Kermit could have made it up to North-brook on his own, why would Kermit think Trixie could have made it up there? A puzzlement, that’s what it was. But some things made sense to Kermit that wouldn’t hold water with anyone else.


Probably a part of what made him so lovable. Innocent as a six-week-old puppy even though he was over forty years old. And given to conspiracy theories. Liked to imagine bandits lurking behind every parked car, that robbers would snatch your purse as likely as steal your little dog. Probably thinks someone stole Trixie and brought her up to these woods where men on the lam live alongside coyote and deer. Furtive and natural. But how in all of God’s creation would he learn Trixie was up here? That too was a puzzlement. Maybe he just got lost on the train’s route in his worry to find her somewhere close.


My, how he loves that dog! Like father and daughter, they are. Been his since she was a tiny furball eight years ago. Taught her tricks like a circus performer. You never know what he’ll have her doing next. Sit up, beg, roll over or dance on her hind legs were primary school tricks for that one. Climbing ladders then fetching the right color socks of his—blue, white, or brown—now, there’s a post graduate diploma for you! Trixie actually smiles when she finishes a trick. Even before her treat. Knows she’s good. Little prima donna of a dog.


Left so fast, Mosely neglected to take his phone, barely threw on a coat as he raced to catch the last train. Lord. What was I thinking? Black man up here in these woods? Even in Y2K, he’s likely to get noticed, maybe even questioned for being in the wrong place, wrong time. Especially at night in this lily-white town.


Thinking all this as he gets up and stumbles along a path, feeling his way from tree trunk to shrub. Can’t see much of anything in the weak glow of backdoor lights that line the woods. Having to go by instinct and wits. The dark so encompassing in places he loses his courage, experiences momentary terror. His mind goes to catastrophizing: he sees himself tripping on a hole and breaking an ankle, or a cutthroat coming at him with a switchblade, hearing himself moan with its sharp thrust, solar plexus high. ‘Keep me on the path, Lord,’ he whispers. And just like that, his mind gets roped back into a gentler hold on reality.


And then the calm grows. Soon he’s enjoying the feel of the slow-curving path under his rubbery soles and his breathing comes easier. Doesn’t notice the cold as much. Becomes aware of sounds around him. Barn owls hooting a duet back and forth. A raccoon snapping twigs as it goes. Least, he hopes it’s a raccoon, and not a skunk or gray wolf. Wolves in these parts? Possible. And they’re like him. Travelers. Roamers looking for something they need. Mostly food or a safe place to sleep. Sharing the earth with each other while looking.


Maybe it’s a good thing he’s here without compass, map, or eyesight to reclaim hope. Must be the reason he’s here. Reclaiming hope, that is. Must be.


But, oh Lord, fear raises its head again. He swallows hard, keeps old fear at bay by thinking about Kermit. Skittish laugh and cockeyed features. Tiny and innocent as a ten-year-old boy. Mosely chuckles. Loves that little man. Something’s not right in his head, that’s for sure, but everything’s right in his heart. Big as these woods. Gotta find him, gotta help him find Trixie. Although that rascal dog is probably down at Torino’s doing tricks for bits of burger and pretzels, getting fat on praise and laughter from the regulars. And Kermit up here thinking he’s on her trail.


Good Lord.


Treading softly. Feeling something he hasn’t experienced in a long time. Is it belief in the soil beneath his feet? Feels good. Smell of dirt coming up through the spring-thaw. Feel of scratchy tree bark coming through his fingertips as he touches trees for balance. Sound of creatures going about their natural business. Natural business. My, how far he has journeyed from that! Remembers something he read a while ago in a Baptist tract: ‘The earth has music for those who listen . . .’ He bends his head, catching the sounds of the woods. Hears a melody like jazz, syncopated by snap and wind, hoot and click—easy and comfortable.


Suddenly, he raises his head like a dog catching a whiff a fresh meat. Something sharp like wood smoke is up ahead. A dancing glimmer too. He picks his way carefully over rut and root, not wanting to startle whoever it is. Kermit? His heart does a little jump start. Gets close. Sees the outline of a profile in the light of the fire. Hood hanging at the back of his head, arms tucked inside each other, looking off to the side.


He tsks softly. Not Kermit. But he looks safe enough to question. “Hey, man, you all right? Pretty cold out here . . .” Mosely ventures in a soft voice.


He turns around quickly. “Who ‘ere?”


Mosely sees by his rounded features that he’s young, no more than twenty. “No one who’ll do you any harm, son . . .”


Looks like he might be a black boy, but only part. Reddish hair curls out the top of the hood, skin freckled and fair. He scoots back from the fire, trying to hide his face inside his hoodie. Mosely’s seen this behavior before. Been like that himself.


“You in trouble, son?” Mosely steps closer to the fire so the young man can see his face, see that he’s not going to harm him.


He shrugs in response.


“May I help?” Mosely bends down on one knee, takes a stick and stirs the coals. “I run a mission in Chicago.”


The boy shrugs again.


“Don’t feel like talking?” It’s then that Mosely notices the intense way the young man studies his mouth as he speaks.


“What’s your name, son?”


He grunts first, then says without pronouncing the J or the S, “James.” Comes out like ‘aim.’


Mosely points to his ear, then holds out his hands in a question. James nods, pulls back the hood, points to one ear, which has a thick hearing aid plugged into it.


“You understand me?”


He nods again.


“What’re you doing here out in this cold?”


“Trubba . . .”


“Where?”


“I-O.”


“Trouble?”


“In Hi-O . . .”


“Something serious?”


James rears back, grunts. His eyes look wild, angry. His nostrils flare.


“Didn’t do something bad, but you got accused . . . right?”


He nods.


“Didn’t mean to rile you, James.”


James settles back, leans against the tree. “Go to schoo n Min-Sote.”


“We’re a long way from that. How you gonna get all the way up there?”


“Tray . . .”


“Train?” James nods again. “Tomorr . . .”


Mosely thinks for a minute. “Tell you what, James.”


James leans forward.


“Come to my mission—City Union Mission down on Fulton Market in the city. You can get warm, have some of Jonah’s good food. Bet I can swing some cash for your ride to Minnesota.” Mosely stops. “You got a last name?”


James shakes his head wildly.


“OK . . . OK. Just James then. Come by tomorrow for dinner. Starts at eleven, goes ‘til one.” Mosely takes a ten out of his pocket and hands it to James who accepts it with a subtle nod of his head. “Or, better yet. Come with me later this morning. I’ll be going there soon as I’m finished with my business here in these woods.”


James takes a stick out of the fire with two hotdogs along its length. He holds it out for Mosely. Looks good. “Thank you, James. Much obliged.” Mosely wets his fingertips and eases it off the stick.


James works the other one off. They eat in silence in the orangey light of the fire. Porterhouse steak never tasted so good. As he chews, Mosely notes the scrub trees marshaling around century oaks. He studies their massive trunks and muscled branches, which reach upwards in praise of all above. He raises his arm high like theirs and feels a power in the way its muscle lies against the bone. Feels good.


But soon, a weariness overtakes him, food in his stomach and warmed a bit by the fire. He leans against a slim-trunked tree and enters into a twilight of wakefulness, hearing the snapping of twigs and the scrabble of creatures scampering through his dreams, envisioning Kermit’s return in the hush of the early-morning forest. Loses all sense of place and time.


When he wakes, the sky is full of the encroaching dawn, but the cold of the forest floor has set up camp inside his bones. He stands up. Feels like torture has been inflicted on his legs and backbone as he slept. Looks around. James is gone, but he can see he’d been there for a few days. Overhead an old tarp is tied at three corners, canopy from the settling cold and early spring rains. A pallet lies underneath it made up of old newspapers. Only ash of the fire remains.


Mosely realizes his tongue and throat are screaming for drink. By the soft light of growing day, he scrambles in the little camp and rummages through a pile of plastic bottles. Nothing left. He holds onto a scrub tree for balance and stifles a groan. Once steady, he unzips and relieves himself against his sleeping tree, watching his morning water steam as it hits the ground. Too cold for the first day of spring, he thinks. Then looks up, calls out, “Keep Kermit safe, Lord.” He zips up, then adds in a whisper, “. . . and please, please . . . bring me some water.”


He pushes the embers around to make sure they’re out, then heads towards a thinning spot in the woods. Recrossing the path he walked last night, he can see somebody’s groomed the trail. Probably dogwalkers and hikers, or coyote and deer. No fear now that he can see his way. Getting water, finding Kermit, getting back to the mission are all that’s on his mind.


He comes to the edge of the woods where the path runs out and the trees thin, the scrub dissolves into tended lawns and wintering garden beds. From the edge of the preserve, he watches a woman on her back deck sweeping like the very devil’s at her back. Thinks he might ask her for some water. But she starts yelling something at her neighbor’s window and he thinks better of it. Can’t be sure if she’s mad at something or just ornery. She turns and goes inside. Can’t ever be too sure about white women.


House next-door looks better, has a quiet comfort that seems to hang from its eaves. ‘Might as well come inside,’ it seems to say. He walks up to the back door, but before he knocks, he braces himself. “Help me, Lord. All I need is water.”










BACK DOOR


7:22 A.M.


‘Blasphemy, Maery Margaret—it’s against God’s will!’


‘Well, you’ll just have to understand, won’t you, Mamie?’


Of course, there is no response.


Mary Em stares at the page of her open journal and it stares right back at her. Nothing comes from nothing, she thinks putting down her pen. She rips out the page and sets it on the table, pats it once and sighs. Killing time until she can head to the train. Killing time. What a laugh!


She picks up The Trib hoping something will grab her. Her eyes wander to her hand as it holds onto page three. Small, delicate fingers that look like Mamie’s, exposing the history of her life in their topography. She drops The Trib and traces a finger across the vein that writhes up the back of her hand. ‘Like the very snakes that slithered off the Green Isle at the Blessed Padraig’s command,’ Mamie would say as she studied her own hands. Then she’d shake her head and laugh. ‘And me gettin’ closer to the slitherin’ off . . .’ Like it was no big deal.


She touches the hand again. “Yeah. Me too, Mamie . . .” Then a rush of fear races up her spine as she imagines the lake in front of her until she sees Mamie’s face. ‘Courage, dearie. We can do anything with a bit of sand in the craw.’ Oh, how Mamie had believed in her, always said there was something mighty about her. She’d grab her and hug her hard into her pillowy bosom. ‘Mind, you come from good Irish stock, dearie! Fit as a fiddle and ready to take on the Orangemen!’ That was Mamie—full of faith. And feist.


Mary Em’s head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton batting. The throbbing in her head increases right behind her eyes. She frowns. A whole bottle of Chardonnay last night while she burned her journals in the fireplace, page by page, so no one would ever see what she had going on inside her head. Except for this one page. She looks at it sitting on the kitchen table. Can’t remember climbing the stairs.


She shakes her head and picks up the Neighborhood Section. A headline catches her eye: “Recent Rash of Burglaries Plagues Northbrook.” She reads below it: ‘One perpetrator distracts the homeowner at the back door while another comes in the front.’


What’s the world coming to? she thinks.


And Mamie answers like she always does. ‘Ah, the world’s going to hell in the Divil’s own handbasket, that’s what. And all the while the Prince of Darkness’s very minions wallowing behind in his muck.’ The seriousness on Mamie’s face had Mary Em believing too powerfully. So Mamie’d added quick as a start. ‘But some of us dance with the Saints in all their glory, isn’t that the way of it, Maery Margaret Mavourneen? Let’s dance with the naomh . . .’ Mary Em can feel Mamie’s hands as she twirled her around her tiny kitchen singing in her screechy voice. ‘In Dublin’s fair city where the girls are so pretty . . .’ And around and around they went. Ah, Mamie.


Mary Em takes a sip of coffee, but it’s gone cold. Bitter, like everything else. She looks around the room, her eyes slowing at Petey’s colored pencil portraits. And there they are all in a row as though he’d just drawn them yesterday. “You were pretty good at catching expressions, weren’t you, Petey?” she asks out loud. Hers is first in line, a mild surprise showing in the arch of her eyebrows. ‘Mama, you’re making the just-before look again.’ And she’d quickly lower her brows and try to look solemn, which never worked. Which would make Petey laugh. Which would make her laugh. Unconsciously, a smile crawls across her lips.


Next is Jack. Ah, Jack. Petey caught his chiseled cheekbones and sparkling eyes. His mouth too, with those lips, all curvy and plump. Which she loved to kiss, to trace with her index finger when they’d lie in bed. Handsome like a movie star he was, looking like some blonde bombshell was going to walk right up and kiss him hard. Did you know about the bombshells, Petey?


“Well, did you?” She looks up at the ceiling waiting for him to answer for a second. As though he might actually answer. She takes a deep breath and lets her eyes fall on his. ‘I got the curly red hair right, but . . . damn . . . there’s something off in the mouth. Right, Moose?’


‘Don’t swear. You’re only twelve.


‘OK. I’ll start swearing next year.’ And he had grinned at her.


‘It’s an old man’s mouth, Petey. All the wisdom of a Tibetan sage in the curve of your lip.’


‘No. I’m ripping it up. It’s awful!’


‘Don’t, Petey. It’s good. Really good. Anyway, haven’t you heard what Sargent said about portraits? She had lowered her voice to sound like a man. ‘A portrait is a painting with something wrong with the—’ She stalls on the memory and in the pause becomes aware of a heaviness filling the room, weighing down on her shoulders like wet laundry.


Tears threaten to spill down her cheeks. “Don’t even start.” She sniffs, wipes at her nose, and stares at her All-Clads hanging from hooks. All in a row, shining like they are some knight’s precious armor. Suddenly the sound of clanging lids, the aroma of bubbling stews fills the air. She remembers herself pirouetting inside this cozy kitchen from refrigerator to sink to stove as she’d make supper. Refrigerator to sink to stove, she repeats. And in it comes.


Tinker to Evers to Chance.


These are the saddest of possible words:


Tinker to Evers to Chance.


Trio of bear cubs, and fleeter than birds,


Tinker and Evers and Chance.


Ruthlessly pricking our gonfalon bubble,


Making a Giant hit into a double–


Words that are heavy with nothing but trouble:


Tinker to Evers to Chance.


“Oh God,” she whispers.


How Petey loved the Cubs—following stats, reading everything he could about Santo and Williams. And Ernie Banks, Mr. Sunshine, his favorite. Maybe because he was just like him—sunny and kind. He repeated the poem so often, she’d memorized it too. He’d make her repeat it again and again, thought she was hilarious when she’d stumble or forget a line. ‘Mama, you’re so funny!’ And when he got a little older, ‘Moose, you crack me up.’ Yes, it was Moose. Sometimes Mommy Moose, the name always making her chuckle because she was such a shrimp next to him.


She walks over to the All Clads, and runs her hands along the skillet’s smooth surface and whispers, “Good-bye.” Right under the All Clads is a crystal pitcher full of beach glass. Booty from her beach-larking missions. White, green, and blue. The colors of her beloved lake. She dips her hand into their velvety richness. Like worry beads, they are. “Don’t cry!” she says because she’s cried enough in the past two years to flood her backyard into a lake of mythic proportions. “Done with it all,” she whispers. Words that are heavy with nothing but trouble. Tinker to Evers to—


She closes her eyes to stop the frenzy inside her, then opens them fast. Oh, no! Where are they? She looks around the kitchen. She kind of remembers bringing them here last night after watching that last journal blacken at the corners, catch flame then shrivel to ash. But after that? Oh, there. She relaxes. They’re on the table right where she’d left them. Little pills in an amber vial looking innocent as Tic-Tacs. She lets out her breath as the grandfather clock strikes eight from the living room.


“Last mental-health day,” she chuckles a bit, nervous and raw, surprised anything amuses her. ‘Ah, girlie. You’ve the blessings of an Irish sense of humor, Maery Margaret. Don’t ya ever forgit it!’


“Oh, Mamie . . . what would I ever have done without you?”


She envisions her Mamie standing there, auburn hair clamped in a soft twist at the back of her head, hands a little wet from washing dishes or stirring a pot of chicken dump-lings or wiping away tears of laughter. ‘Keep your chin up, girlie, there’s no other way to go through life!’ She can almost smell her talcum-powder scent. And then she hears her whisper. ‘Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Maery, Mother of God, pray fer us sinners. Now and at the hour of our death . . .’


“Amen,” Mary Em says, stares straight ahead, shakes herself away from the childhood prayer, walks to the window and looks up into the trees’ empty branches, which look like emaciated women waving their arms over their heads warning of danger or calling for help. She studies the low gray clouds and wonders if she’ll need an umbrella.


Just then her neighbor Ellen walks out her back door onto her deck and picks up her old corn broom, whacking at winter leaves that have stiffened into clotted mats in the corners. Mary Em sees that it’s a struggle to get them up, and Ellen digs at her work like some burrowing creature. Suddenly, Ellen stands up straight and sees her standing there. Cupping her hand to the side of her mouth, she calls out. “Sun’s taking its sweet time poking through these infernal clouds, isn’t it?” One hand points to the sky, then makes a fist which she shakes.


Mary Em shrugs her shoulders and offers a weak smile.


“S’posed to be cold like this all day! First day of spring . . . Hmph! My ass.” She waves a fist at the sky. “Rain’s in the forecast too.” She goes back to digging at the leaves, huffing and puffing.


Mary Em continues to watch. Ellen’s always been like that. A slightly annoying anchorman warning of impending doom—dire weather conditions, cultural turbulence, meteoric rise in the price of gas. Just three months ago, she got herself into a tizzy over the Y2K debacle. Oh, she wasn’t alone, but to hear her talk, you’d think all the nations of the world were charging towards Armageddon on thick-necked Arabian stallions. And then when it passed without a hitch, she acted as though everything was exactly as she’d predicted. Never mentioned again her survival gear or carboys of filtered water still lying in the basement. Always right. Always sure of it. Something admirable in that.


Ellen stops sweeping, sees that Mary Em’s still standing in the window. “Hey. Got news for you, Mary Em. You’re gonna love this one—”


“Later,” May Em mouths to her, then waves good-bye and moves away from the window. But she feels a bit of guilt. She shouldn’t dismiss her. Ellen’s been so good to her over the years. Always lending a hand or a cup of coffee or a sleepover invitation for Petey when her boys were young. But she can’t stand the thought of more of Ellen’s minutiae-excrutiae. Another of Petey’s expressions. Not now. So she walks to the sink, pours her coffee down the drain, watches it stain the porcelain brown and spread. Mortal sin seeping into a soul, she thinks. Mamie again.


A knock at the back door interrupts her thought. “Damn . . .” she whispers. “Be right there, Ellen,” she calls then wipes her hands on the kitchen towel. So I’ll listen to what she’s got to tell me, but only for a minute. She checks the clock over the stove. Almost time to go.


But walking towards the back door, she is surprised. A black man stands on the other side where she thought Ellen would be. Without warning, the caution in The Tribune article erupts. ‘One person distracts you at the back door while another . . .’ She can’t remember whether the front’s locked or not. She steps back out of eyesight and wants to default into a stumbling prayer. But for what? To whom? Certainly not to God the Father, the glorious Lord of all. Or to the page-boyed Jesus who’d always felt so personable. Or to Mamie’s beloved Virgin Maery. No, she is closed to the energy in the hair and the purity. Being closed to all direction of prayer, she feels a hollow carving a crater into her gut. No, to all, except to the only one who makes sense anymore. Mamie.


Another knock.


She whispers, “Help me, Mamie.”


In the silence that follows her plea, she watches his fist rise to knock on the door a third time. The fist is loose, the skin between thumb and fingers dry and brittle, undirected even as it knocks on the door. She walks down the three steps, cracks the door open and presses her cheek against its edge.


“May I . . . may I help you?”


“Yes, Miss.” He smiles at her.


She studies one of his hands which hangs limply at his side and notices that his eyes look tired.


“I . . . I don’t buy anything door-to-door . . .” she says.


His broad smile reveals a front tooth rimmed in gold. “Aw, I don’t have anything to sell you, Miss.” A southern lilt flavors his voice.


He opens his hands, palms up, as though imploring a plea from some congregation. She is struck by the slowness of his movements, his easy way of shifting his weight from foot to foot like he’s been waiting for some kind of deliverance for a thousand years. “Just need a little drink, Miss.”


Whiskey? she thinks.


He must notice the surprise in her eyes because he smiles again. “Water, Miss . . . that’s all. Sure could use some water.” As he closes his mouth, his eyes deepen into a nighttime weariness. “Been outside a while.”


“Just stay right there.” She closes the door and walks quickly to the sink. Fear of strange males, fear that this tall, lanky one might rob her crowds inside. Every cell in her body begins rallying, vibrating as if preparing for some nameless assault. She taps her chest and takes a deep breath. “Settle down now . . .” she whispers. She carries the water back through the kitchen and reopens the storm door.


“Thank you kindly, Miss.” She watches the pleasure creasing the corners of his eyes as he guzzles it down. “Ahhh . . .” he sighs then holds the glass out for her to take. “Name’s Mosely Albright. But most everybody calls me Ol’ Mosely.”


She nods. And waits for him to leave. But he remains by the back door looking into her eyes so steadily she has to look away. “Well, I’m glad I could—”


“I don’t suppose you could direct me to the train from here, Miss? Gotten kind of turned around . . .” He looks down at his canvas sneakers, which must have once been navy blue. Holes have been cut on either edge where his baby toes, crooked as doglegs, push through the slashes.


“Four blocks straight down the street.” She holds tight to the storm door’s handle and points from inside. “Can’t miss it . . .”


“Right kindly. I’ll just be going now.” He touches his forehead as though tipping a cap, then walks away. And she feels with that gesture an inkling of his past loves. Almost a vision, is what it is.


She lets out her breath, races to the front and watches him ambling down the driveway from the side window. Then she remembers she didn’t close the back door. Maybe there’s another out back. Oh God! She races back to find the door closed. It’s okay. She steadies her breathing. Some recollection moves her to reopen the back door. She gazes out past where the man guzzled water, past the garage’s blue window box—the one that awaits the nasturtium seedlings she plants every spring. And she can almost see him. Jack. Rake in hand, staring off into the woods on Saturday mornings under the apple tree.


What’d I do wrong? Didn’t I do whatever he wanted?


Like his fondness for chicken livers wrapped in bacon on Friday nights. Or his need for clean sheets every Monday morning. ‘Only way to start the week off right!’ he’d say in a rich basso. She did what he asked never thinking to ask him to wash the sheets or remake the bed. I was good. And loving. Comfortable too. Isn’t that what Mamie used to say? ‘Maery Margaret, yer as comfortable as an old shoe.’ But now that she’s opened the door to doubt, self-recrimination steps inside, all high and mighty like a celebrity guest.


Was my bacon too crispy? Bed corners too loose? Sex too lame to keep him coming after more? She keeps staring at the spot under the apple tree. I tried to please him. I tried. I tried. Oh God! How I tried. Maybe I was an old shoe?


“Maybe my toes are too weird.”


She looks down at her feet and remembers. Oddest thing he ever said to her. ‘Mary Em, you know you’ve got industrial-looking toes?’ She wiggles her toes inside her boots. What could anyone do about something like that? The soggy laundry weighs heavier on her shoulders. His walking out the back door that morning still leaves her speechless, like she’s forgotten the words to her favorite song mid-line. The cells inside her start running amok until she yells, “Stop it! You did nothing wrong!” But she knows different. Then she looks at her Bulova. Its large Roman numerals stare back and another memory walks right in.


‘I don’t like digital watches, Petey. You know? There’s something awful about the hum of an Acutron! And those plasticy Swatch-Watches? Pul-ease.’


‘You really are old-fashioned, aren’t ya, Moose?’


‘Well, I suppose if liking older watches gives me comfort, then, yes . . . Guilty as charged! Old-fashioned!’


After that Petey—God love him—had gotten right to work, finding her this Bulova at the Hadassah House for her forty-eighth birthday. Wrapped it in blue tissue paper and tied it with a gold string. ‘Here ya go, Moose.’ The smile on his face seemed to turn his hair redder until it looked like it was on fire. Like he was on fire.


Her eyes fill with tears and she whisper-sings, “Where have you been, my blue-eyed son? Oh, where have you been, my darling young—”


A sudden movement stops her singing.


“Could you please tell me again which way I’m supposed to go, Miss? It’s a little embarrassing. Must’ve gotten turned around.”


“Oh, I was just . . . oh . . .”


“Don’t mean to disturb you, Miss. Right or left? Don’t want to walk too far in the wrong direction.”


She cannot speak right away. She looks from the backyard to Mosely Albright and back again.


“That’s all right. You just go on singing. I can see you’re remembering something important . . .” He tilts his head to the side then let his eyes close as though he is sharing in her memories.


“Uh, I’d better close the door now. Don’t want to let all that cold air inside, you know.” She attempts a laugh. “Train station isn’t too far. Keep walking for four blocks to the right as you face the street.” She waves him off, shuts the door soundly, and walks back into the kitchen. Then placing both hands on the kitchen table, she leans on her arms, lets out her breath, feels her cells letting down their guard.


She looks around the kitchen one more time where memories hang from the ceiling like party balloons. Pancake breakfasts and roast beef Sundays. Chocolate cakes and cinnamon cookies on Petey’s birthday. And pizza. Now there was cause for celebration. She can nearly smell the dough rising, its yeasty perfume filling the air. Jack would fill his plate with second, even third helpings. ‘Did you know you’re glowing, Mary Em?’ A knot rises in her throat. She didn’t expect this to be a leave-taking of all things past, but it is.


She shakes her head free and stares into the little mirror that hangs over the kitchen table. And there she is, freckle-faced and cinnamon-haired. “Where did you go, my darling young one?” she says it this time instead of singing.


She looks down at her hands on the table and off to the right lies the ripped-out page from her journal. She runs a finger along its uneven edge and in that moment, the sun breaks through the clouds, a shaft of sunlight washing into the kitchen. Just as suddenly it fades, a dimmer-board slide into the graying spring light. She peers through the window at Ellen’s broom, which is leaning against the railing, held up by the tiniest edge of its handle. There is something so tenuous in its tilt, it makes her want to weep. But it is time to leave. She tosses the pills into her purse and heads to the front door.


She pulls her beret from the hook and arranges it over her eyebrows and ears. She turns in a slow circle. Her eyes move lovingly over the couch with the slight dip in the middle cushion, the grandfather clock which has dutifully called out the quarter hour for the last twenty-five years, and the fireplace still ashy with last night’s remains of her journals. She takes a step back. This last good-bye makes her feel like she is leaving on a ship bound for England, watching everyone she knows and all that she loves getting smaller and smaller. She lifts her arm just as though she is going to wave good-by, but instead grabs the knob on the front door and heads out.


‘What’re ya doing, Maery Margaret? This is blasphemy!’


“You know what I’m doing, Mamie. You’ll just have to forgive me,” she mutters under her breath and leaves.










THE GREAT WATER


Some humans say I am unpredictable, given to sudden volatility interrupted by bouts of gloom. They would be correct. Others say I am whimsical, that caprice skips along my edges, sings on the crests of my waves, thrills at the variation of my hues. They would be correct too. Still others say I am stable, a vast and wide expanse providing power for their use and rumination for their overwrought souls. Ah, yes. They would also be correct.


Yet it matters not a whit to me who claims what.


I know what I am: sustenance and traffic, climate and reservoir, color and chorus. As rich in bounty as Gaia, Mother Earth; as vast in power as Zephros, Brother Wind; as profound in wealth as Aurelia, Sister Sun; as strong in reflective pull as La Lunette, the ever-changing coquette. However, while I am not as advanced in years as these dear relatives, my provenance is just as profound: I am offspring of ancient glaciers, child of heaven’s precipitations, spawn of the Inland Sea!


You see? Rich in history and poetry.


Ah, but no, the poetry does not originate with me.


Its incipience comes from an early tribe of humans, the Oghibbeway, who gave me the name Mishigami when they inhabited my shores. It means “Great Water.” Yes, I am quite fond of it as it summarizes my profound essence in a mere four syllables. Mi-shi-gah-mi. The Oghibbeway respected the sweeping role I played in their lives as they paddled and drank, washed and fished on my northern shores. Living at my sides, they breathed in my power—as I was both consort and religion for them. It was as though, beyond being their Great Water, I was their Great Book from which lessons of mind, and body, and spirit were learned. They danced at my shore, chanting: ‘Spirit of Great Water, singing love and plenty, bringing healing power to us, follower of our footsteps, master of our longings . . . ’


You see? Poetry.


How they loved me.


But then, most creatures do.


Have you never watched the dance of the fishes inside me? The little shiners’ silvery backs reflecting Aurelia as they swim in formations of rectangle and circle, all swish and flash? Have you never heard seagulls laughing as they soar above my surface? No? You have not experienced that? Perhaps you should. Their laughter is a love song to the fish they covet beneath my surface. Their cachinnations join with me in a whirl of richest harmonies. Ah, but they are not the only ones who combine the music of their souls with me. The seagulls are the brass; the wind’s vibrations, the strings; the leaping fish, the timbrel; I, both percussion and woodwind. Together we create the symphony of an ever-dynamic suite—the tittering of whispering chimes, the pounding drumroll of footfall or wave, the sonorous welling of a morning’s call. When we play together in majestic rhythms—sometimes legato, sometimes allegro, sometimes prestissimo—we always, always create a joyful noise that fills the earth with wonder.


C’est magnifique!


Oh? You may be curious at my understanding French? Nearly five centuries ago, I listened to the language of trappers and explorers as they wandered in nearby forests and traversed my tributaries. C’est vrai!


Mais oui . . . back to my point.


Some humans never hear the orchestral sweeps. And many do not appreciate them. Nor do they understand the price one must pay to keep us playing together in harmony.


A pity.


They devalue me in their vulgar accession of property and use of resources. Expansion seems their gold, the worser poison for my existence. Of me. Mishigami. The Great Water! And, yes, I am speaking of humans who have an unfortunate notion of my worth. Which is a troublesome thing.


They further my devaluation in axiom. Have you not heard it? ‘Water takes the path of least resistance.’ While I grant you, I do stream down the sides of rounded boulders and course down the edges of corrugated piers, changing course whichever way Brother Wind blows at times, I assure you, I am neither lazy nor weak.


For wherever I exist, life teems. Along my shoals, tadpoles emerge from frogspawn. Out of my inlets, small fry grow into glistening trout. In my depths, leviathans lurk. Yes, leviathans. You did not know this? No, I do not speak of the Great Lizards who roamed here long before I was conceived. I speak of the mighty sturgeon. Somewhat homely yet beloved two-hundred-pound behemoths that swam within me for centuries. Unfortunately, not many exist anymore. Choked out by algae, overfished by humans, their ranks have been decimated to near extinction.


Mon Dieu, I worry that dying out may be my fate, too.


You might wonder if this is the cause of my depression.


Perhaps.


While darkness may seem to come on quickly, it does not truly depress my spirit, even if it may look that way on occasion. Look closer when I seem wistful. Watch as sand whirls into hillocks from my flattened beaches. Admire my froth and foam, my swells and troughs, my powerful longshore drifts. There is nothing low in spirit about any of that now, is there?


I am Mishigami, the Great Water. Am I not?


Not convinced about my greatness yet? Have you never watched a storm gathering above me? Have you never thrilled at the sweep of my bounty? Have you never loved my rush and riffle? Ah, me. Perhaps I should not speak about love in any form, for that would suggest I understand it. I do not. Nor do I understand much of what humans do with their daily lives. Since the migration, then disappearance of The Oghibbeway, whom I watched and enjoyed with a keen eye, most current humans seem to go by in such a rush.


And there are so many of them!


Nonetheless, I do observe them as they stroke, or drink, or paddle about my surface, or speed about on motorized crafts, most of which offend my denizens. Another pity. However, what I notice taking place on my beaches, truth be told, bores me. All that prattling. And sipping. And combing. And trotting. And throwing of spheres.


All appears as so much fol-de-rol.


I ask you: Do any human activities sustain life? Does any of it contribute to the life cycle of other creatures—bring about the shifting of crustal plates, or cause precipitation that showers the land?


No?


It is as I thought.


Nonetheless, sometimes humans intrigue me. When I become fascinated with the allure of their movement of limb or the lilting articulation of their vocalizations. A pleasure as rich as the samba rhythms of Brother Zephros. So, occasionally, I pull one of them inside for my own edification. I study the limb that floats free, the nostril that fills with water, the hair that waves in my currents. I enjoy watching a body’s interaction with me—especially as time elapses. For, you see, I glean sustenance from all that lives or dies within me: excreta, human detritus, organic snaffle—each becoming an ingredient in the agar I provide for creatures as nourishment to develop.


It is a curious thing, my ability to sustain and take life. That is a part of my power too. However, I am not always the cause of those who surrender their lives to my might. Some expire without any intention on my part. They fall out of a motorized craft or dive into rock-strewn shallows—often after consuming large quantities of fermented spirits. Their simpleton demises seem utterly unnecessary, but is that not another part of their fol-de-rol?


I have even known some to drown while trying to save another human—when my temperature is near freezing, too cold for them to survive for long, or my currents too powerful for them to return to shore. I have heard these actions called noble.


Closer to misplaced energy, is what I think.


Perhaps that is the essence of a noble deed.


Nonetheless, whether noble or foolish, their demise does not concern me, for I have work to do. I must feed my denizens. Occasionally, I pull in a body with one of my hands, one created by the coalition of my depths and my narrow opposing shores. This configuration combined with a compliant Brother Zephros and rapidly changing barometric pressure pushes my waters from side to side, in willy-nilly fashion. So that when Zephros quells his winds, I raise that hand in the form of an enormous wave. Et voila! in fall a few. And I take them down to my depths for further study.


Their loss. My gain.










COME YE BACK


8:26 A.M.


Mary Em stands for a moment staring at the doorknob, then puts the key back in her purse. Let ‘em take what they want. She starts down the concrete steps with their familiar chips and cracks. She remembers the baby grand being hauled up, one enormous bump of the dolly taking a bite out of the concrete. Could it be really twenty years ago?


The piano came the same year Petey was born, the same year Camille Nicholson, their neighbor, went bonkers thinking she and Jack had planted buckthorns, as invasive a species as there ever was, on her side of the driveway. ‘Why would we ever do that?’ she had asked Jack as they sat on their front porch watching Camille ripping out the shrubs by the roots. And they never said a word when she planted a fast-growing maple between their houses. Kept quiet even when Camille sat vigilance on her front porch.


‘Bet she’s waiting for another invasion!’ Jack had said.


Mary Em had laughed, which only egged him on. ‘I think I see a rifle leaning against that rocker a hers, Ma . . . ’ he’d said with a syrupy accent. ‘Next to a jug a bourbon and a copy of a well-thumbed King James. Yep!’ He batted his eyes for effect. ‘Think she’s gonna build a moat?’


‘Oh, Jack!’


He even named the tree Camille and would sing to it in his rich basso from the sidewalk. ‘Je vous en vie, Camille . . . Je vous en vie . . . ’ Her laughter would keep him going. ‘Oh Camille, Camille, you are the schlemiel of my existence . . . ’


And the jokes at Camille’s expense continued until ten years later when Mary Em got the news from Ellen. ‘Sad situation in the neighborhood, Mary Em. Really bad. Camille Nicholson’s got ovarian cancer.’ Ellen had taken a quick bite of her Danish and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Mary Em’s eyes had gotten wide. ‘Yep, stage four. Doesn’t sound like she’ll see Christmas.’


Immediately, Mary Em felt awful about the jokes. Just awful. To redeem herself, she helped Camille tidy up her house once a week. She could tell Camille was grateful by the soft way she stood aside to let Mary Em in—Petey standing to her left holding a pot of bone broth soup or homemade gingersnaps. Camille would pat his curly head with a ruefully thin hand and wan smile on her face. ‘Thank you, Petey.’


And—as Ellen predicted—she didn’t make Christmas.


Of course, Mamie had plenty to say about that. ‘What is sown in hatred, reaps the same. Just so.’ And reap it did. The year after Camille passed away, the tree’s leaves developed little white galls on their undersides. Poor sick thing shed its leaves all over both front yards long before the others dropped theirs.


‘Damn if that grudge doesn’t come right out her pores!’ Jack said in earnest. ‘Maybe Mamie’s right about the reaping . . . huh? Let’s give her credit. She isn’t often right.’ He pronounced the “t” in often, the way he always had. Prided himself on this little idiosyncrasy, which Mary Em could see from the sparkle in his eyes when he said it.


Mary Em pushes back the memory and looks up at Camille’s top branches where new buds are just starting to sprout. “Wonder if you know what you’re in for?” she whispers.


She checks her watch then looks up the street at the long line of sidewalk squares. How many thousands of times has she walked to Sunset Grocers, or the Northbrook Public library, or the comically understaffed Post Office branch? She hardly had to look up from the sidewalk to know where she was—the upheaved sidewalk under the oak’s gnarly roots told her she was in front of the Mickelberry’s house, the square with Roxie’s paw print signaled the busy intersection was close, the uneven piano-key sidewalk blocks let her know she’d reached the US Bank close to town. She looks around her. Everything—concrete, lawn, and tree—looks alien, things no longer speak her language. Must be crazy, she thinks feeling a bit dizzy.


She looks down at her feet to keep steady. They, at least, look familiar. One out front, then the other—she starts to walk, keeping count to keep her mind from spinning out of control.


But spin it does.


‘Watch yer step, Maery Margaret. Ya hear yer Mamie?’


She tries to make her mind go blank, to think about her breath, but in rolls “Danny Boy.” She cannot stop its words or the tinny voice that sings them. ‘But come ye baaack when summer’s in the meadow. Or when the valley’s hushed and white with snow. It’s I’ll be heeeereer . . . ’ The sound of that voice calls her back into the bright sunshine of her childhood kitchen. ‘ . . . in sunshine or in shadow. Oh, Danny boy, oh Danny boy, I love y—’.


“Come ye back, Mamie . . . ” Mary Em whispers through the catch in her throat. The sunshine, the innocence, so many fond memories . . . well, but not all. She coughs once to clear it away, that last thought: all the years that bloomed like wild roses in a meadow, sweet smelling and myriad. Oh, Jack. She catches her breath then shoves a hand into her pocket, feels for her beach glass, pulls out a piece, and looks at it. An aqua blue. One of her favorites. Probably from an old recyclable Coca-Cola bottle, near-mystical in clarity and color. And so soft to the touch. She thinks of the beach where she found so many of them. Sunlight, warm sand, rushing waves, freedom from the constraints of worry and work.
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