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      Foreword

      Anyone who grows up in Maine and has a lick of sense generally has one supreme goal: To get out. If you’re from Maine and, by chance or by choice, you end up as an adult living in Maine, you run the risk of being labeled a loser.

      Sure, Maine’s a great place to call home, providing you’re from somewhere else. There’s a certain unspoken cachet—a sense of pioneering derring-do—in moving to Maine, and transplants love this state with steadfast devotion. They’re first in line in January for reservations at Baxter State Park. They never miss the Common Ground Fair. Their Subaru Outbacks sport loon conservation plates and Maine Public Radio window decals. They get all moony at the mere mention of fresh seafood (which makes me want to poke them in the eye with a Mrs. Paul’s fishstick). They pick and preserve berries in season, snowshoe or cross-country ski in winter, and kayak in summer. They buy their produce at farmers’ markets and know Gulf Hagas was not named for a Scottish offal dish that is boiled in a sheep’s stomach.

      They are, in a word, nouveau Mainers.

      Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m no xenophobe. Most of my closest friends are, in fact, “from away.” I even married a non-native. (Okay, so he moved to Maine when he was eight years old, but still . . .)

      It’s just that I feel I get a bit of attitude from these transplants. Because I don’t look like I’m from Maine (with the exception of my woodswear, it’s all black clothing all the time) or sound like I’m from Maine (I grew up in front of the TV; my accent is Walter Cronkite with a splash of Captain Kangaroo), I’m frequently asked where I’m from. When they find out I’m a native, they give me that up-and-down look that tells me they view me as lacking. That my choice to live here was through a character defect. That I wasn’t quite capable of making it anywhere else. That I was weaned on potatoes and Allen’s coffee brandy—which is, of course, ridiculous. Everyone knows one doesn’t serve a cordial with a starch.

      I hate to admit it—especially as someone who has made a career out of flying in the face of, well, everything—but this scrutiny can roil up old insecurities in me. I know I owe no one an explanation for my decision to live in Maine, but these assessments put me on the defensive. And that is because, for most of my youth, I couldn’t have agreed more.

      This feeling was especially poignant growing up in the small midcoast town of Bath, home of the Bath Iron Works. As pretty a little city as it is today, during my formative years it was a mill town. Everyone seemed to be related, even if it was in a second-cousin, twice-removed fashion. Most of my teachers were Mainers, many locals. The majority of my classmates’ dads worked at the Yard (as BIW is called). When the company had its annual family day at Small Point Beach, tumbleweeds all but tossed down Front Street. While my parents were from Maine, they were not from Bath. I had no local relatives. My father was not employed by BIW. I did not attend the picnics. Because I could not join their reindeer games, I made it my goal to be nothing like my townsfolk.

      In the hands of another Maine writer, this story would have a gorier resolution involving a spoiled prom night. My answer, however, was flight. My wanderlust began the moment I could point my scooter down the hill on which we lived. I remember once being referred to as “that girl from up the street” by one of the neighborhood moms. It sounded glamorous, dangerous even. From that moment on, I knew the traveling life was for me. After all, Out There was waiting.

      My mission to unMaine myself took me around the world—from the tip of Tasmania to the top of the Isle of Skye. It started with a Sierra Club hiking trip in the Wyoming Rockies in high school. When the time for choosing a college came around, I blindly and hastily selected the University of Denver, applied, and was accepted. All that remained was the agonizing wait.

      You know, life is funny. You think you have it in a stranglehold, and then pow! a sucker punch, right in the kisser. For reasons that are no longer important, the Denver thing didn’t happen. Instead, I was railroaded into attending the University of Maine at Orono. U.M. Zero. Death. I wept the entire way up that familiar route so well worn by both my older brothers before me, not for leaving home, as some do, but for not leaving home thoroughly enough.

      Everyone I knew at Orono who was from Maine seemed to have an excuse for being there—a financial-aid package that didn’t come through, a late application. We all complained about our fate, but few did anything about it. After three semesters, with my unMaineing clearly on the downslide, I escaped—to Portland. A baby step, but it was movement.

      That was January 1979. In another year, my traveling life really began, starting with a semester in London (where I was simply referred to as “the American”) and a month-long solo trek around the British Isles. The following spring, I did Europe. On trains in Italy and buses in Greece, I would sketch blobby maps of the States that looked like drunken cows and show fellow travelers where I was from. “Maine,” I would shout, circling the cow’s head. (Shouting always helps overcome language barriers.) “J’habite à Maine.” (So does speaking French, even if no one else does.)

      A year or so later, I loaded up my Subaru and spent four months driving solo (much to my parents’ horror) around the U.S. and Canada. When I returned to Portland, it was as a citizen of the world. Maine was just a way station. I finished my degree, kicked around and then applied to and got rejected by graduate school. After the sudden and unexpected death of my beloved dad and two years of grieving, flight, once again, seemed the only balm. I moved to San Francisco, where being from Maine turned out to be a boon. I was regarded as exotic, and I got tons of job interviews. Actually, they were more like views. “Look everyone,” the H.R. representative would say, parading me in front of her colleagues, as though a moose had just wandered in off Market Street. “Miss Peavey is from Maine.” When she said the word, she almost shouted.

      Virtually everyone I knew in San Francisco was a transplant, so even though I had a California driver’s license and bank account, I was still ostensibly from Maine. And then, on a trip to Australia, someone asked me where I was from and, without thinking, I responded: “San Francisco.” Finally, the moment I had been waiting for all my life: To not be from Maine. But my answer sounded hollow, as though someone I didn’t know had spoken for me.

      Two years in San Francisco were followed by a year in Boston, but that stint was a rough one. It was 1990, and the economy and the job market had hit the skids. Playing the Maine card no longer worked. No one there found me fascinating. Or employable. Things bottomed out. After weighing my options, I looked to Maine.

      I knew re-entry would be rough, especially considering each time I had left the state it was in a spray of gravel and a chorus of “So long, suckers.” What, after all, could a broke, thirty-one-year-old, failed playwright/poet with a résumé that bordered on science fiction do in a place where people who actually possessed real job skills couldn’t find work? What argument could one possibly present on the side of going back? And what kind of loser, after all, gives up on the great Out There at the first sign of trouble and retreats?

      Well, the answer was, this kind of loser. I wanted to go home.

    

  


  
    
      Introduction

      So, home I came. I’m not saying my return was all country fairs and clambakes. In fact, it was harder than I could’ve imagined. For the first few months, I camped out in my old room at my mother’s house in Bath, skulking around the streets, terrified I would run into someone from my childhood and be asked the most dreaded question of the down-and-out: “Soooo, what are you up to these days?” I couch-surfed in my Portland friends’ guest rooms (I had a key ring that looked like it belonged to a janitor) while I tried to reinvent myself. I took the scant want ads out to Fort Williams Park in the morning and pondered. I walked Back Cove in the afternoon and pondered more, ever pondering. How did this happen? Where was my lion’s heart? What now? I knew how to do only two things: wait tables and write. Despite the years I had spent in the restaurant business supporting my writing habit, I was ill-suited for it and wanted out. That left writing. It had never occurred to me someone might pay me to do the thing I loved most.

      Over the next couple of years, I took whatever writing-related work came my way—copyediting textbooks, jobbing up articles for an elders’ newsletter, writing brochure copy, doing pro bono assignments for nonprofits. But, at the same time, I also started exploring the state with the zeal and vigor of a transplant, seeing it as I never had before. During all those years in Portland, I barely strayed off the peninsula. When I had, it was for points south. Now, I was rediscovering all those places from my childhood—Rangeley, Moosehead, Belfast, Bar Harbor—and beyond. And as I did, I realized what I really wanted to do was write about Maine. I looked to Down East magazine.

      I had no idea how to approach an editor or sell an idea, but I had one that I thought might fit: trying to trace whether or not I was related to Joe Peavey, the inventor of the logging tool that bears our name. I scoured all the “how-to-write-a-query” articles and books I could, put a blustery proposal together, and sent it off. Miraculously, I was given a go-ahead, and the resulting article, “Heiress Apparent”—the first in this collection—appeared in the November 1993 issue. A career was launched.

      Ironically, at the same time, I was hired by the now-defunct Portland alternative paper Casco Bay Weekly as arts editor, and my fledgling freelance life was temporarily put on hold. I worked with excellent and talented people, learned more about writing and editing than twenty journalism degrees could’ve taught me, and made friends for life. Eighteen months later, however, I discovered having a “real” job—one in which you had to show up each day—wasn’t for me. I left the paper, resumed freelancing, and hooked up again with Down East magazine.

      One of my earliest assignments sent me to the North Woods and to Pittston Farm to sample the lumberjacks’ buffet there. Understand, I had just started my adventuring and wasn’t exactly what you would call woods savvy. Nor was my Honda Civic the ideal Golden Road vehicle—especially in early March. Plus, this was before everyone owned a cell phone (although I remain a holdout). I’m not saying that there was imminent danger involved, but a bit of cautious reserve might’ve been appropriate. Not for me, though. I couldn’t get on the road fast enough and couldn’t have been happier when I made the turn at Rockwood. I felt like I was the luckiest girl in the state of Maine.

      Thousands of Down East miles hence, and I still feel that way. I’ve not once tired of looking at my state or meeting its residents and listening to their stories. Every time the phone rings and I hear my editor’s voice on the other end of the line say, “Your name came up at our editorial meeting today,” I get a bit of pre-lottery-drawing thrill. And if I hear myself saying, “You want me to do what?” or “You want me to go where?”, I know I’ve hit the jackpot.

      I’m proud of the courage it took to return and re-Maine myself. Home has given me my writing life. Proximity to my family. My friends. The mighty Atlantic and memories of my dad. It delivered up to this solo traveler a husband, who is also a repatriated Mainer who chose to come home. He was my companion on many of these Down East assignments. We courted on Maine’s back roads, and he, with his characteristic good humor, grew accustomed to being referred to as “Mr. Peavey.”

      Over these past ten years, I’ve covered a lot of territory and learned a lot about how much people care for this state. And that is because I feel that whether you are from here or not, Maine ruins you for every other place. Of course, there are more glamorous locales in which to live, ones that are more electric and exotic, that have more action and culture—and, yes, more jobs. I’m glad I’ve seen many of them and even lived in a couple. I hope to visit more. But visiting will do. This is where I belong.

      I can’t tell you how much I love the state of Maine. But maybe with these stories, I can show you.

      It’s good to be home.

      A note: I hope you will use this as a guidebook of sorts, but remember—even the most established Maine institutions (such as Pilots Grill) are subject to the winds of change. Please check to make sure any destination of interest is still operating before venturing out. Trust me, it’s a long way to Matinicus and Fort Kent.

    

  


  
    
      Part One

      You Want Me to Do What?

    

  


  
    
      Heiress Apparent
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      It’s Christmas Eve. Aunt Dot is trying once again to interest my teenage nephew in the story of the invention of the peavey, the log-driving tool that, she claims, was the brainchild of his great-great-great-grandfather, Joseph Peavey. My nephew, however, is not interested. My mother, nee Carson, rolls her eyes; she’s heard this tale for more than forty years. My two brothers and cousin react as typical Yankees; they remain skeptical.

      But I believe. I want to believe the story I heard my father tell when I was a kid, the one his father and grandfather had also told: that my many-times-great-grandfather Joseph Peavey emerged one day from the great North Woods with his new invention, but that, after an ill-advised detour for a little liquid refreshment, he ended up selling the patent for roughly $2.50 to the village smithy. Carried out west by pioneers, the peavey soon revolutionized the logging trade, and “peaveymen” came to be valued assets on any woods crew. To this day, the Bangor colossus, Paul Bunyan, holds a peavey in his stout grasp; Andrew Wyeth has immortalized the tool in his work as well. As for me, throughout my thirty-four years, this family story has afforded me the Victorian fantasy that I am a ruined heiress, a tale of woe which, if nothing else, comes in handy at cocktail parties when conversation lags.

      Some might say a peavey is not much to look at, but I find the one in my possession a thing of beauty: It has a 40-inch wooden shaft, worn smooth with age, and thirteen inches of red metal spike at its end. It is the fixed, levered hook, however, that attests to the true genius of Joe Peavey. The canthook, the log-rolling tool used by rivermen before the peavey’s arrival, sported a hook as well, but one that was attached to an iron collar and moved about freely. To the uninitiated, the difference may seem slight. But to the river hogs of Joe Peavey’s day, who nearly a century and a half ago scrambled across logs amid a river’s tumultuous spring currents and risked their lives to free up the inevitable tangles and jams, it was the difference between working with a tool described as awkward and even dangerous, or working with a tool they could trust.

      Not long ago I decided the time was ripe to clear up this family mystery, to distill the truth from the lore and the legend. My primary objective was nothing more than a big, fat “I told you so” and the smug complacence Aunt Dot and I could enjoy, ad infinitum, at future family gatherings. It wasn’t as though I was ever going to head for the nearest North Woods logging camp to rub plaid-flannel elbows with a bunch of river hogs and wow them with tales of ancestral eminence. The closest this urban dweller gets to woods work is throwing another log on the fire, being quite convinced that she will contract Lyme disease if she strays too close to the woodpile. But, I decided, my precise relationship to Joe Peavey had simply become an ancestral itch that needed to be scratched. And if I happened to stumble upon an unclaimed fortune in the process, so be it.

      My preliminary research was actually undertaken some fifteen years ago, when my parents and I stopped by the Peavey Memorial Library in Eastport. “You’re looking for the logging Peaveys?” the librarian asked. “No, this library was built by the grain Peaveys, after they migrated to the Midwest and made their fortune.” The news that one branch of the family had made good was heartening, but there seemed something vaguely evasive, even suspect, about the librarian’s answer, which only added to the intrigue. Perhaps, I told myself, I was twice ruined.

      My current, in-earnest research begins at the Portland Public Library. In the numerous logging books I consult, I find the story of the peavey to be as much Maine lore as it is family lore. All the books make some reference to Joe Peavey and his 1858 invention; many, in a schoolmarmish fashion, expurgate the drinking episode. The most colorful and complete description I find, however, is in Stewart Holbrook’s Holy Old Mackinaw. His 1943 book recounts how one fine afternoon blacksmith Joe Peavey was watching a crew of rivermen trying to break a logjam with their “goddam so-and-so” swing canthooks. The “Big Idea”—to affix the levered hook—came to him, Holbrook tells us, “like a shaft of sudden sunlight.” Joe Peavey jumped up, shouting a blacksmith’s equivalent of “Eureka!” He then hied on over to his Stillwater blacksmith shop and, with his son Daniel, banged and clanked out his modifications to the canthook.

      All right, Holbrook has put me an inch closer to the truth, but not until I read the following passage do things begin to hum:

      So Joe Peavey made a drawing of it and set out on foot for Bangor and the post office, with the intention of getting it patented. On the way he stopped to see a blacksmith friend in Orono. Joe Peavey liked a glass of Medford rum, sometimes two glasses. His Orono friend poured liberally and Old Joe, his stomach warm, displayed the plans he was sending to the patent office. This called for another round of rum, and so on. When Joe awoke the next morning and shook the fog out of his old gray head, drawings and application for a ‘patent cantdog,’ not a peavey, were on their way to Washington, submitted by the Orono blacksmith.

      So, according to Holbrook, the ruinous drinking incident is true; moreover, Joe was robbed of his patent! My chin lifts in regal disdain. My status of ruined heiress has now been elevated to cheated, ruined heiress. All I need now is to prove our undeniable connection. A call to Aunt Dot furnishes me with the names of my great-grandparents: Wesley C. Peavey, of Swanville, and Mary Louise (Small) Peavey, who were wed in Jackson in 1876 and later buried in Monroe. Convinced the long-lost connection will present itself “like a shaft of sudden sunlight,” I grab my DeLorme Maine Atlas and Gazetteer and hie north out of Portland. I envision myself uncovering a large, dusty tome buried in some distant town hall, its pages filled with the complete and illustrated Peavey family history. As I head up the highway, I rehearse my gloating proclamation for our next family gathering: “O, ye of little faith…” By now, anyone who has conducted genealogical research must be chortling at my naiveté.

      Swanville, Monroe, and Jackson, all located within a few miles of each other northwest of Belfast, seem a perfect, bucolic backdrop to my developing melodrama. I first hit Swanville, one of those “don’t-blink-or-you’ll-miss-it” four corners. When I stop at the I.G.A. to get directions to the town hall, a pleasant gentleman informs me there is no town hall, but that the town clerk lives in the white farmhouse “just up over that hill, around the bend by the church, and down the road a piece on the left.” Upon arrival, I find her home office to be crowded with people, desks, file cabinets, knickknacks, and stacks of papers. Country music blares from a portable radio. When my turn comes, she produces a document confirming my great-grandparents’ marriage, but nothing more. I remain undaunted.

      Time to forge on to my ancestral burial grounds in Monroe. In the brand-new town hall, I weave through a maze of sawhorses and boxes of books to the office of the town clerk. She does not know the name Peavey, but admits she’s only lived in Monroe for fifty years, so she isn’t really a local. She supplies me with directions to the town’s eight cemeteries though, and I set out to do some tomb-stoning. The caretaker of one graveyard draws a rough hand over his white-stubbled chin and muses, “Peavey . . . Peavey.” He then concludes, “Nope, I’ve been tending these graves a good many years and there’s no Peaveys here.” Wandering through the other cemeteries, I stumble upon but one lone Peavey headstone. Protruding from the earth like a huge banged thumbnail, it states: “George E. Peavey.” No date. No kin. No “Eureka!” No nothing.

      So, it’s off to Jackson. En route, the paved road gives way to gravel, and soon I’m lost. Fortunately, a road truck looms into sight, and the driver, with some hesitation, offers to squire me to Jackson. I bump along behind him in a trail of dust until he suddenly stops short. Climbing down out of his cab, he pushes back the brim of his hat and says with a smirk, “Well, here you are.” If the other two towns were four corners, Jackson is, at best, two-and-a-half corners. There are a couple of barns and houses, a stretch of field, and a trailer with a sign advertising the sale of prostheses. The driver gives me a quizzical look. “Maybe you wanted Jackson Corners.”

      Back in Monroe, a helpful woman at the town hall tells me to check across the street at her husband’s garage. “Anyone wants to know anything about Monroe,” she says, “they ask Marshall.” Deep in the oily interior of his shop, I state my case. When I mention the name Peavey, a smile creeps across his face. “Well,” he says, “I never personally knew any of them, but I recall the name from listening to the old-timers reminisce.” The Peaveys, it seems, made the smoothest moonshine in the whole county. While this bit of information fits into my boozy motif, I am no closer to fact. I now must bow to the ugly necessity of conducting real research. Somehow it had never occurred to me this project might actually entail work.

      I next spend two arduous, head-aching, eye-burning days in Augusta, plowing through the files and stacks at the state library and poring over countless records and through reels of microfilm in the state archives. Finally, with the very able assistance of the librarians and archivists, I locate the record of my great-grandfather, Wesley C. Peavey: “died, 1912 in Monroe of internal injuries as a result of a fall, together with a weak heart; born, 1852 in Swanville to Sara/Sally Knowlton and Watson H./Henry W. Peavey/Pevey.” (The name Peavey also appears as “Peavy,” “Pevy,” “Peevy,” “Peva” and “Peveh.”) I find that Wesley’s parents were wed in 1847. I also discover the death record of Daniel Peavey, blacksmith, son of Joseph, who was born in Clinton in 1823 and died in Bangor in 1894. Here, I and my able assistants are stymied. It seems recordkeeping in the nineteenth century was, to say the least, spotty. Folks (my ancestors, in particular) apparently changed their names on caprice and moved around like nomads. To further complicate matters, I know so little about Joe Peavey that we can’t begin to trace him.

      During one of my frequent forays outside for fresh air, I notice a logging display in the Maine State Museum. I ask the guide if he has any biographical information on Peavey. He doesn’t, but he offers to show me one of the log-rolling tools. I decline. For a month, I’ve been lugging my own peavey around in the back of my car like some sort of talisman, a misshapen dowser of truth, an auger of enlightenment—to no avail.

      My final option is to plunge headlong into the heart of lumber country. Cheated inventor (and, apparently, bon vivant) Joe Peavey must’ve enjoyed a certain amount of notoriety, if not celebrity, in Victorian-age Bangor; surely there will be some documentation of his life at the Bangor Public Library. I slide open the oak file drawer with my genealogical fingers crossed, feeling a bit like Dorothy at the gates of Oz. And there it is: a card bearing Joe Peavey’s name with the abbreviation “VF” penned on it. When I ask the librarian, she explains “VF” stands for “vertical file,” with which she will presently return. Vertical file . . . this sounds fat and promising. Yet, when the files arrives, it is disappointingly slim. Still I am hopeful. I brace myself for that “shaft of sudden sunlight” but only find the same old information I already know. All that’s new are Joe’s birth date (1799) and death date (1873); and that, in addition to Daniel, Joe had another son, Ira. The file also notes brightly: “Joe Peavey, inventor of the cantdog.”

      Across town at the Bangor Historical Society, a portrait of Joe shows an old man sitting regally upon a heavy wooden chair with an inquisitive pooch at his side. The only family resemblance I can draw is that his thick black boots resemble the Doc Martens I am sporting. Then the boom falls. Leaning forward in a conspiratorial manner, the historian tells me, “We don’t actually have any proof that this is Joe Peavey. That’s only what we were told by the portrait’s donors.”

      My pilgrimage north would not be complete without a visit to the factory-sawmill that bears my name, the Peavey Manufacturing Company in Eddington. There, I am shown the old Joe Peavey portrait and also a picture of a younger Joe Peavey—somewhat resembling Bruce Springsteen in a 10-gallon hat—taken in 1857 with the future inventor leaning jauntily on a pre-peavey canthook. Patent or no, Peavey’s descendants founded the company to produce Joe’s invention and, as owner Debbie Buswell explains, it still makes peaveys, as well as other woods and construction tools. While there are plenty of peaveys to be seen at Peavey Manufacturing, there’s not a Peavey to be found. It’s all Buswells and Delanos now. The Peaveys lie buried in Bangor’s Mount Hope Cemetery, under a stone adorned with carved peaveys.

      On my way home, I make one last stop at the state archives, but even with my new information, no connection—or non-connection—to Joe can be found. Glancing around at the glazed-eyed genealogists glued to their microfilm screens, I ask the man at the desk if people actually research their family trees for pleasure. He shrugs. “Only the masochists.”

      Back home, I call Aunt Dot with my inconclusive findings. She is silent for a moment. “Well, I’ve heard the story all my life,” she says at last. “From my father and from my grandmother—she wasn’t even a Peavey, so she was bamboozled, too.” I gaze at the photocopied pictures of Old Joe before me and he returns a stern glare. For a moment, I imagine I can hear his voice, saying: “Quit yer bellyachin’ and get on with it. Life’s for the living.”

      Well, then, if my ancestors were not inventors of tools, then they were certainly inventors of tales. “So,” I reason with my aunt over the phone, “if I can’t prove we’re not related, then the story could be true—if we believe it.” And then, just before I hang up, another thought occurs to me. “Aunt Dot,” I say, grasping at straws, “do you recall hearing anything about the grain Peaveys?”

      Might as well go for the whole shootin’ match.

      [1993]

    

  


  
    
      Remembrance of Meals Past
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      Nestled in a capacious forest-green banquette at the Pilots Grill in Bangor, I watch the tines of my fork slide into the homemade strawberry cheesecake before me and am cast into a Proustian reverie. I have not ordered this favorite dessert of my youth since my college days. But a visit to this famed Bangor dinner house has stirred a remembrance of meals past—of seam-splitting dinners out with my parents, in which I stuffed myself to make up for the dietary blight of cafeteria food. Never a shy child when it came to my wants, I recall that I grew uncharacteristically timid with my parents the minute a linen napkin and a giant menu were placed on my lap. “Have the shrimp cocktail,” my father would urge. “Have the large steak,” my mother would insist. “You’ll still have room for cheesecake.” My protests were always small, my appetite—as we Yankees like to say—healthy. There was always room for more.

      It is not just the cheesecake that has inspired these thoughts. The Pilots Grill, a Bangor institution for over fifty years and the area’s oldest family-run restaurant, has a timeless feel. Located in a commercial district on Route 2 on the outskirts of the city, the restaurant is housed in a sprawling, low-slung structure, featuring an angular, ’60s-style, carport at its entrance. You know the minute you enter through the glass doors into the darkened foyer, you are not in for some nouvelley dining experience. Smells of coffee, French fries, and grilled steak waft from the dining room, instantly signaling that a no-nonsense, good meal awaits you. And simple comfort food is precisely what the Pilots Grill is all about.

      Started as a luncheon counter at the Bangor Airport by the Zoidis family in 1940, the Pilots Grill remains a family operation. The business is currently run by William Zoidis and his daughter Paulette, who left Corporate America two years ago to help run her father’s restaurant. And the Pilots Grill extended family runs beyond kin. The restaurant has employed only two sets of chefs since its opening. Moreover, several members of the wait staff could be termed “lifers,” some with as many as twenty-five and thirty years of service logged on their sturdy shoes. But perhaps the real test of the restaurant’s extended family is its clientele, who could also be said to be lifers. Airline employees (and, yes, pilots) remain tried and true patrons, along with an abundance of Bangorites, who have made dining at the Grill their own family tradition. Paulette says that when people call to make a reservation, they not only know what room they wish to sit in, they also know the number of the booth they desire.

      And there are plenty of options. The Pilots Grill in 1997 is a crazy mix of pieced-together rooms, two of which—the cozy, paneled Knotty Pine Room and the Sky View Room (so named for its expansive windows, from which diners could once watch airport activity)—were moved from the airport to the present location in 1957, when a major runway expansion paved over the restaurant’s original site. To these two original rooms were added a 180-person banquet room, an additional dining room, and a lounge (formerly a gift shop and now a bistro) to make up what is today’s Pilots Grill.

      Once you’ve selected where you wish to be seated, you are then confronted with the problem of what to eat. The vast menu is almost infinitely accommodating, offering selections to meet not only every palate and budget, but also every dietary need. There is the traditional array of steaks, chops, and seafood (the Pilots Grill “famous” house steaks are hand-cut on the premises, the seafood is the freshest available, and local produce is used whenever possible), but there is also a nod to contemporary eating trends: Paulette has introduced brick-oven pizza to the bistro, and the regular menu features a number of low-fat items, any of which can be prepared for particular dietary restrictions.

      But not for me, thanks. Dwarfed in my banquette, I feel eighteen again—and I’m hungry. With nobody’s urging, I start with the shrimp cocktail, which is served in a veritable pyramid of glass and china. The jumbo shrimp are slung over a cocktail glass, which is sunk in a crockery bowl of ice, which sits atop a liner, which is served upon a plate. This, I think, is not a food item, it’s an event. As it should be—and always used to be. Prior to the appetizer’s arrival, while I am still mulling over the menu, a basket of crackers, topped with a big, soft disk of a roll, and a serving of the Grill’s famous cheese dip is placed before me. (The cheese dip, which was created to lure customers into the restaurant’s lounge when it was first opened in the 1950s, has gained such repute over the years, it is now being sold in grocery stores, as is Pilots Grill’s popular Greek salad dressing.) I pick and sample, peruse the menu and then, following my gustative memory track, order the— not large, but ample—10-ounce steak. With fries.

      My waitress, over the course of my meal, neither hovers nor forsakes me. My expansive order is taken at leisure. When the plates begin mounting at an alarming rate, she offers to remove a few, but when I scrunch up my shoulders and say I might like to hold onto my salad for another minute, she smiles broadly and nods, as if to say, “That’s right, you eat. You don’t know when you’ll get your next good meal.” I want to throw my arms around her waist, bury my head in her apron, and sob, “How did you know this is the sort of place my parents always took me when they thought I was starving at school?”, but continue eating instead.

      All around me, diners seem to be in a similar swoon. Elders are supping on New England boiled dinners, businessmen are carving into steaks, matrons dally over fancy sandwich plates, tots are twirling spaghetti. Manhattans and martinis drift by on trays as though this were the Eisenhower era. There’s not a bottle of mineral water or a leaf of radicchio in sight.

      My seams are indeed splitting when I request coffee and the check. That broad smile again spreads across my waitress’s face. “You’re not going to go without a piece of pie. They’re made right here every day by one of our waitresses.” I have already gone overboard. The sensible grown-up in me raises a hand, but my waitress detects the falseness of this gesture. “You should at least hear what they are.” She lists them off. My resolve weakens. “What would you have?”, I ask, prodding her to insist. Her eyes drift heavenward. “I just can’t resist our cheesecake,” she says, as though reading my mind.

      It has been said the only real pleasure on this earth is in pleasure’s anticipation, but I don’t know. I am genuinely happy as I savor that first bite of cheesecake after these many years. And then, as I glance across the room, I see a young woman—probably college age—dining with her parents. Her eyes, with their lean and hungry look, dart around the menu. I want to rush over and tell her to enjoy herself, to go ahead and have the shrimp cocktail, to say that a meal like this might not ever taste so good again.

      But then that would mean tearing myself away from my dessert. And, besides, after this visit to the Pilots Grill, I’m not so sure I could utter that statement with much conviction.

      [1997]
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