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  Introduction




  A Place Called Maine showcases the contribution the state’s authors have made to the personal essay. It is the third in a trilogy of anthologies recently published by Down East Books, each devoted to a genre of Maine writing and concentrating on contemporary work. The trilogy also includes The Maine Poets (2003) and Contemporary Maine Fiction (2005), which will soon be available as a paperback titled Today’s Best Maine Fiction.




  Each of these anthologies pays tribute to Maine, of course, but none more fully than the one you are holding in your hands. In fact, there has probably never been a book that contains more perspectives on the Maine experience than A Place Called Maine. Its personal stories, written by newcomers and natives, tell what it is like to settle or grow up or simply live day to day in this state, including adventures and misadventures with neighbors, creatures of the wild, and extremes of weather. Here, too, are accounts of lost traditions, reflections on Maine’s interior meaning, and tributes to the state’s unique people and natural beauty, from the coast to the northern-most border.




  Though this anthology centers on today’s writers, it also features well-known essayists from the past. In these pages are entries about Maine by Henry Beston, Rachel Carson, and E. B. White. Don’t be surprised if you find yourself rereading the nonfiction of A Place Called Maine simply for the pleasure of artful description or storytelling. For the work assembled in this volume is not only among the best Maine has to offer, but also as good as writing anywhere.




  Wesley McNair




  Mercer, Maine




  January 2008




  Settling In




  I’m New Here




  Richard Ford




  Most people come to endure the edgy status of newcomer because of what I would call traditional American reasons: A job makes us leave where we’re well ensconced and go where we’re strangers. Or bad luck (a divorce, a bankruptcy, a shooting) makes unexpected removal to some place where we’re not known seem attractive. We settle in unfamiliar places to escape our loved ones or to find them, to be near our grandkids or to flee them, to seek happier weather, to enter the Witness Protection Program, or just to take our minds off things we don’t want to think about anymore. It’s normal.




  I moved to Maine inspired by variants of these good reasons: I didn’t feel like the places available to me were where I wanted to be. Nowhere I’d been seemed good enough. Where I was born, Mississippi—a natural destination in some minds—seemed way too specific to me. And other choices—Kansas, or its generic equivalents in undesirability, Indiana, Alabama, Florida—were okay for somebody else, but not me.




  Maine I chose because I’d heard it was pretty, and also pretty cheap. And I didn’t already know something bad about it, or for that matter much about it at all. It seemed sort of remote, but not too remote (maybe the rich hadn’t bought it all up yet). Plus, I once had a favorite teacher from Maine, and I remembered I liked the way he talked: “The glit-tuh of the fi-yuh-flize lit the daaak haaabor pahst midnight.” And I guess I’d heard the siren call of the ocean. Who knows what that Melvillean mystery’s about: electrolytes; the malaise of continental socked-in-edness (I’d been living in Chicago) sponsoring a need for a more defined sense of east; a desire for a longer, colder view of life at a reckoning point just beyond the middle. I don’t know. I like seafood, but I’m not crazy about boats. I’m not even that strong a swimmer. In the Manifesto of Surrealism, André Breton wrote, “Our brains are dulled by the incurable mania of wanting to make the unknown known.” Some things, though, you just do.




  But, Maine. And being a newcomer.




  Because I’m a recent arrival here—four years, now—chances are anything I think about Maine is wrong. This is the dilemma newcomers face: being wrong a lot. Though if you have to be wrong a lot, Maine’s not a bad place to be. People here don’t seem to mind your being wrong. (“Are those red and white floating things called buoys? . . . It’s pronounced Bang-er, right? . . . What sort of duck is that? . . . Oh. Okay. I thought a loon was something else.”) Mainers tolerate. It’s as if they’d intuited something crucial about the human condition just by living here—that we’re all wrong a fair bit, but being wrong in behalf of figuring things out can be good. It keeps you humble, allows for interesting mystery and surprise, gives you something always to look forward to—being right. You probably wouldn’t put any of this on the state license plate: “Maine: Where Being Wrong Keeps You Humble.” But it’s true.




  It’s hard, of course, to generalize about human beings (a definite signal I’m about to do it). But my instinct tells me that the happier and more satisfied people feel in their places, the better they treat outsiders; and the more resourceful people are in their lives, the less aggravated they’re made by strangers. And the more manifestly wonderful a place is—like Maine—the more its natives are willing to share (within limits) their appreciation of it with like-minded people from away.




  These observations may be only further proof of how wrong I am. I’m a novelist and long disposed to embroidering upon the natural human baize and to inviting my readers to agree or disagree, but ultimately to letting them weigh the evidence themselves. Truly, though, the only thing my Maine neighbors seem seriously bothered by and to treat with disdain is somebody showing up acting like he owns the place, or somebody helping himself to a big two-pounder out of some other guy’s lobster trap set just off the end of a convenient dock. Everything else is more or less your business.




  I’ve been transient or around itinerance most of my life, so that being a newcomer has by now become pretty familiar. My father was a traveling man, a drummer, who worked out of his car across seven southern states, and he often took my mother and me with him. His mother was an immigrant. My mother’s father was a step-lively hotelier in Little Rock and in Oklahoma and Kansas City. Before that he worked on the Rock Island. Personal circumstances often required strategic repositionings in our life, and ordinary permanence never became much of a concept. Eventually, I beat it out of Mississippi to go to college in Michigan, then mostly stayed gone, living in Montana and New Jersey and Louisiana and lots of places in between. Probably I’ll live in other places before I’m done. I seem to like that better than whatever is its opposite—being a what? A veteran in some dull burg? A native? A lifer?




  Back in Mississippi in the 1950s, I was always surprised to learn which of our permanent-seeming, permanent-acting neighbors had, themselves, moved in just a year before we had. Newcomer isn’t a highly regarded American epithet, whereas being a permanent and a stayer is good—which is odd when you consider that most of us here are newcomers in one sense or other. We are this way, I guess, but we want to lay claim to being that way. But it’s always the newcomer who brings trouble, unsettles the still waters of fixity, sets people on edge and against other people. Few of us are comfortable being perceived as an allergen. But the friction between the quiet village life (the old European model) and the urge to go somewhere new (the fresher American model) is the germinating heat in much stirring American literature (think of Winesburg, Ohio; The Great Gatsby; all the suburban stories you ever read by John Cheever, Richard Yates, Raymond Carver, Ann Beattie). This is because being new to a place is inherently dramatic—things can swing importantly this way or that based on our ignorance or given opposition from the natives. Emotions can get frayed, character be put on gaudy display. We readers like that—from a distance of the page, anyway. We see life rendered judgeable.




  My own belief about newcomer status is that in America—where I am a lifer—I’m fully entitled to be a newcomer wherever I please, no matter what human forces disapprove or oppose. This freedom to show up anyplace and stay is one of the small cornerstones of our citizenship, though you’ll always find hard cases—dimwits—who’ll dispute it, complain that you’re “from away,” disrespect you and tell you to leave. Mainers, I’ve noticed, tend not to do this, as though my liberty were somehow plainly akin to theirs. Which is a better and truer understanding of liberty than the one that proclaims you free to conform, or free to leave. Real liberty is the will to grant another the freedom to do or be what you yourself wouldn’t care to do or be, and that includes the freedom to be new here.




  And yet, sovereign rights aside, being new can prove tricky. Where I live, in East Boothbay, it’s been easy enough to stake out a provisional place for myself and feel comfortable. I’ve picked up some of the local savvy: I’ve learned to dive out of the way of those gleaming Connecticut Volvo bumpers that target me as I cross the lot at the P.O; I’ve mastered the minor art of not getting trapped behind big, chuffing vacationer Winnebagos with Michigan-blue plates at the Irving pump. I’m indulgent of the two-week renters from New Jersey who take their morning walks down my road during which their dogs rile up my dogs, but who then won’t speak to me when I speak to them—as if they owned the place and I was the renter. This insider lore I’ve accumulated regarding other strangers confers a clubby-cozy sensation of belonging, a currency I turn to anecdotal gold at Conley’s Garden Center and the Carriage House bar and the general store—where the proprietor’s from New Hampshire. (“I mean it,” I say proudly. “I see those red, white, and blue Spirit of America plates in the rearview, and I just pull right off the road and head home before he rear-ends me. Yep.”)




  This kind of easy familiarity isn’t real belonging, of course. It’s pretend. When the locals sit through warm autumn mornings on the front porch at the general store, drinking coffee, reading the Boothbay Register, and saying precious little, I hear what they say. But I don’t know what they don’t say. I don’t know who lost a son to drowning off Matinicus 10 years back, or who was once married to whose sister, or who went belly-up fishing for sea urchins, or who made a bundle on account of native prudence, or who went to the university at Orono on a hockey scholarship, or what building stood here before the store came. My neighbors don’t say much by way of straight exposition, so I don’t know how they feel about most things, or about me—except that they seem friendly. I could make it my business to find out more facts, and maybe if I’m here long enough I will. Though what would that confer? A person might live here 60 years, be born right down the road, and not feel he belonged. Really belonged. Pretend may just be good enough, since belonging—whatever that elusive ether may be—is a rarer substance than birthright. Plenty of great American literature starts from that premise, too. Think of William Faulkner.




  Rightly assessing the newcomer’s status, then, requires more art than analysis, I think: How do I balance my entitlement to be new here with the recognition that others were here before me and know more, have a firmer, even more significant hold on things—and yet are no more entitled to be here than I am, and are likely not even so different from me, despite their tenure. Newcomer and long-stayer are really just veneers upon the complex human interior. How can I strike this balance without isolating myself and stifling my good newcomer’s curiosity, by which—if I could—I would alchemize being wrong into something that’s true? Not easy. Something in the place, I suppose, and in myself has to relent, give in, accept and open up and let us breathe the other in slowly. After all, in a place you like and would consider staying, you don’t want to be a newcomer forever, even if—like so many of us—you’re never entirely certain what you do want.




  
from The Road Washes Out in Spring





  Baron Wormser




  We resolved to build our house ourselves. Though my wife had studied architecture for a time and was a capable designer, the world of practical carpentry was a mystery to us. We knew what a two-by-four was and what a hammer was, but we didn’t own a Skil saw, much less a table saw. Perhaps we would do the whole thing with a handsaw and an ax. What did we know? We had read a do-it-yourself book or two that showed how houses were built. We would follow the instructions just as we did when we encountered a new recipe. As college graduates, we could learn whatever we had to learn.




  It’s hard for me to fathom how simple-minded yet determined we were. I look back at us at the beginning of our sojourn in the woods as somewhat holy fools—serendipity will provide. It did. Illumination, to say nothing of practical help, appeared in the form of a Maine carpenter and jack-of-most-trades named Caleb. Word must have gotten out in the neighborhood that some hippies were building a house or camp or cabin or something utterly unspeakable in the woods. Caleb was curious enough to brave the morass of our road. He got out of his battered, mid-1950s pickup and sauntered up to our site, a man in his early sixties with a limp, a potbelly, a ruddy complexion, and very steady blue eyes. We (which meant myself, Janet, and her younger brother Dave) were pondering the mysteries of concrete—not actually pouring any, but pondering it. We had the old dug well from which to draw water. We had a wheelbarrow to mix the stuff, and we had a lot of empty tubes to fill on which the house would reside. Due to heavy rains, the holes in which those tubes sat were mostly full of water. Small frogs were hopping about everywhere with what seemed like great abandon.




  Caleb’s Maine accent had a musical twang. His voice moved slightly up and down as he spoke his introductions, though his tone was steadily bemused. We chatted about the weather (we all agreed it had been rainy) and how it seemed as though more and more young people were moving to Maine. Then, very politely, Caleb looked the scene over and asked us in a mild, wry voice if we had ever built a house before. “Well, not really,” we replied. We didn’t even bother with some qualifying “but.” “How,” he asked after a brief, respectful pause in which he tugged at the visor of his green cap, “would you like me to build this for you? Take a couple of weeks. A jiffy.” He halted. “You can help.” My wife and I deliberated for a few seconds before nodding wholeheartedly. Caleb smiled a false-toothed smile. “We’ll get her up before you know it. You just see.” We talked over a few details about mixing concrete and what we had for lumber. Caleb shook our hands; he was missing the tips of two fingers on his right hand. Then he headed back to his truck. We never talked money.




  The next day we started very early—around six. Caleb favored the cool hours of the morning. He’d get up in the dark of four or five, eat a bowl of oatmeal, then head off to work. He was still very strong; when he worked it was with a kind of reckless determination. I’d never until that day seen anyone work the way Caleb worked. He kept moving constantly while directing Dave and me (we were manning the wheelbarrows) and two of his relatives (a grandson and grandson-in-law) who knew how to carpenter. He didn’t pause. He didn’t look around. I don’t even recall him excusing himself to take a leak behind a tree. I was surprised he didn’t finish the whole job in a day. As it was, we poured all the concrete and started cutting the sills that day. If he hadn’t been so good-natured, I would have thought he was possessed. Dave and I collapsed with fatigue as soon as he left.




  The Maine that we wanted to be close to was personified in Caleb. He had finished school after seventh grade (“had enough of sittin’ at a desk”) and had gone to work in the woods. He had worked in lumber camps and carpentered his whole life. Though various construction companies had employed him, he preferred being his own boss. He loved to build rough structures—barns, chicken houses, outbuildings. Finish carpentry held no allure for him; his favorite phrase was “close enough—spike it.” An eighth of an inch didn’t keep him awake at night. Though he used a spirit level, he didn’t let it deter him.




  Caleb lived down the road from us and, with his devout wife, had raised six daughters. He never went to church (“for women”) but was a clean-living man. “I seen too much of what liquor does to people.” Caleb believed in the gospel of work. Until he knocked off around three o’clock, his energy never flagged. Then he went home, took a brief nap, accepted visits from his enormous clan, ate dinner, and read a tattered Western by the likes of Zane Grey before turning in around eight. He was at it again the next morning at six.




  Like a number of old-timers we were to meet, Caleb had litle use for authority. That’s where, despite our very different backgrounds and despite our ages, we clicked. We never talked politics for a second. There wasn’t much need to. Caleb had little use for anyone in a suit and tie. “What kind of work can a man do in a suit and tie?” Caleb snorted. He had never voted. He wasn’t proud of it, nor was he ashamed. To get excited about promises from people you’d never met was wishful at best, childish at worst. A speech was puffery; anyone could tell people what they wanted to hear. Anyone could wave a placard and cheer. To an independent Yankee cuss like Caleb, the very notion of cheering seemed ludicrous. He was that bracing blend we were to come across in rural Maine of the upright and the anarchistic. His moral code was utter honesty and frank contempt for anyone who didn’t live up to that code. He wasn’t cut out for latter-day, corporate America, and he knew it. That was fine with him. As long as he could limp along (his hip was going) and work, he was happy.




  What Caleb liked to do during lunch or while we were waiting for the lumber truck to show up was tell stories. He had been all over New England as a young man. If he didn’t like a situation, he left that situation. Once when he was walking down the main street of a town in northern Maine, he realized he only had a quarter to his name. Caleb promptly threw it away because he’d earn that and more. He had eaten every food known to man. “Ever eat woodchuck, Red?” he asked me one day. “Worst knot in my stomach I ever had.” A great bestower of nicknames, Caleb had deemed me “Red” for my hair, and my brother-in-law “Lightning” for his sometimes dilatory work habits. Caleb had never gone west, but he was a part of that American restlessness that always had to be doing something. The only stillness he recognized was fatigue. He loved exertion, but he also loved the thinking that went before the exertion. He was ever considering what had to be done next. For all his bluff ways, he was thoughtful.




  Our modest Cape-style house was done in a month, and not long afterward we moved in with our two-year-old daughter. Featuring cedar shakes from a local mill, six-over-six windows, and a back porch with hemlock posts I had cut in the forest, it was a testament to the beauty of wood. Caleb came by regularly to check on us. There was no telling what such naïfs might do. He would wink at us when he inquired how we were getting along. We had no idea what we were up against. He did, but never let on. From the out-set he understood us; our romanticism appealed to his. Despite his air of practicality, he loved the freedom of following his own nose. That was how he’d shown up in the first place. It was as if he’d been waiting.




  The length of the road from our neighbors’ farmhouse to our house measured almost exactly a half mile. It was, when we built the house, a discontinued road, which is to say a road that no one lived on anymore and was not maintained by the town. “Maintained” meant plowed and worked on to whatever degree was deemed sufficient by the de facto road commissioner to keep a road open for year-round driving. No one said that year-round driving on a gravel road was easy, only that it could, more or less, be done.




  Our road ran first through a field with a distinct dip in it that required a culvert to channel the water. Because they often were not buried in the ground deeply enough, the metal culverts had a way of heaving with the frosts. In spring, the run-off flowing madly in the ditches and out of the woods would go under the culvert, the culvert would sink, the soil on both sides of the culvert would wash out, and a modest chasm would open up. This happened any number of times. Many an afternoon on the way back from work, I would pause before the culvert and ascertain whether or not I could get across. More than once we put two hardwood planks across a good-sized gap and drove our car across, Janet beckoning as to where to put the wheels, with me driving very, very slowly.




  The field was actually the best part of the road. Most of it was flat, exposed to the sun, and dried out reasonably quickly in the spring. From the field, the road headed uphill and was bordered by trees. On the upper part of the road, steep banks stood on both sides. Anyone who has ever examined a road has noted that the road wants to be above rather than below its banks. Alas, our road was never going to reach such heights. In addition, the last two hundred or so yards of the road went up a modest hill. The hill was shaded by large pines and some years did not thaw out until late April or early May. When it did, holes would open up that made driving a distinct challenge. More than once we buried a wheel in mud over the top of the tire. Stanton, our old neighbor who prophesied that we, as know-nothing hippies, would never last more than a year or two “up there in the woods,” would come along with his pre–World War II tractor, attach a chain to our front bumper, and pull us out. He would make an understated remark about the road (“This road ever see daylight?”) and smile a resigned smile. He lived on the level portion of the road that didn’t wash out, fall in, or buckle.




  I never knew how alive the earth was until we had to deal with the road up to our house. In winter the road was plowed, and because the ground froze, we didn’t have to worry about getting stuck in mud. It did, however, ice over and lead to sudden lurches on the drive downhill. I became adept at veering and then correcting that veer while keeping up a conversation with my wife. On the uphill drive, it led to the great question, “Can we get up the hill?” If the answer was “no”—and it was sometimes—then it meant backing down the road, a head-twisting, literal pain-in-the neck process. Frequently, getting up the hill meant gunning the Subaru while in first gear and frantically wiggling to the right and the left as the car staggered and whined. Since the driveway into our house represented a slight incline, the driver had to regain enough control and momentum after cresting the hill to make it around the corner of the driveway and up into the driveway itself. When my steering attempts failed, I wound up parking the car in a cleared area on the other side of the road. Because that area was the turnaround for the plow truck, I couldn’t stay there but would have to get into the driveway before the next snowstorm. When the plow came along it blocked the mouth of the driveway with packed snow, but that was nothing to take personally. It was The Way of the Plow.




  Winter was a cakewalk compared to spring. Washouts from rain left deep runnels. The road collapsed in some places, creating formidable sinkholes. I realized that the word “abyss” was not simply a metaphor. Sucking, swampy mud covered areas where the ditch and the road were indistinguishable. We often left the car at the beginning of our portion of the road and walked the half mile. I remember Janet and I carrying a futon (a clumsy thing that is hard to get a purchase on) up the road in a rainstorm. Every step felt like ten. Being educated and young, we compared ourselves to characters in a play by Brecht—Mother and Father Courage. We carried laundry, groceries, children, lumber—you name it.




  On clear days in the spring we could be seen throwing stones into holes in an attempt to give the road some foundation. It was peaceful, satisfying work chucking those stones in. I could imagine how the farmers had chosen each stone to make the walls that ran everywhere and that had once designated boundaries and enclosed the fields that were now woods. They had taken what was at hand; though New England didn’t have much topsoil, it had plenty of stones. A stone wasn’t going anywhere. The splat or kerchunk it made when we dropped it was pleasing.




  Our endeavor no doubt would have seemed crazy to most people who had better things to do. Yet the road, in all its ingloriousness, was our necessity. We came to understand how roads were named for the families that had lived on them. They existed for human purposes and were, in their changes from season to season, not-too-distant members of the family. They were of the earth, and they had their moods. As we shored our road up, cleaned the ditches, and dug around the culverts, we were crafting it.




  You didn’t, by and large, craft a road, however. It wasn’t macramé. You brought in heavy machines and bulldozed to make a ditch or spread some gravel or put in a new culvert. The town did what it could. We weren’t a high priority; there was no reason we should have been. The so-called main roads in town often were so badly rutted during mud season as to be barely passable. Nine miles an hour would have been a sane maximum speed. As you sedately bounced along, you could feel your vehicle’s shock absorbers giving up the hydraulic ghost. We had, after all, chosen to live on what had been a discontinued road. That was our affair.




  And it was. Driving the last mile on a summer’s night with the windows down and the rich, warm, earthy air pouring in was sublime. The lights would be out in our nearest neighbors’ farmhouse. Stanton and Ella were asleep by nine o’clock. As we headed up toward our place, the saplings on the side of the road almost grazed the car. A fox might dart across or, more often, a skunk or porcupine would be briskly waddling off to one side. “Where are we going?” we used to say to ourselves and to our children as we drove past the last electric pole into the darkness where no one seemed to live. Playfulness and wonder were in our voices. “Where are we going?”




  Our landing in rural Maine was part of a historic moment that was known more or less as the Back-to-the-Land Movement. The capital letters seem somewhat ridiculous since there was no organized movement, only a demographically tiny number of people who felt the same vibration emanating from the 1960s, namely, to abandon the metallic hubbub of urban life and try to live with the earth. Although we were only in our twenties, we had already had our fill of the galvanism that was trumpeted by the tireless word “new.” It seemed no accident that America had been heralded in Europe as the “New World.” If the scene in the movie The Graduate, where Dustin Hoffman is given one word of sage advice—“plastics”—spoke for that New World’s contribution to what was once called “civilization,” we wanted no part of it. The economy we wanted to practice, however effaced it seemed, was a long-standing, handmade one. The Whole Earth Catalog, that oversized compendium of practical, esoteric, and funky lore, was its printed portal.




  We reaped a serious amount of scorn for our actions. Our parents informed us that we were throwing away our educations, if not our lives, by going off to live on a dirt road. They had labored to get ahead in this country. They had put together savings accounts over decades and learned to play the stock market and invest in properties so that they could take vacations, buy big cars, and send their children to college. They had believed that each generation materially improved on the previous one. As we indulged a useless fantasy and rejected what they had striven to create, we were going backward. In their calculating yet optimistic eyes, we were spoiled, callow youths who had read too many books, seen too many movies, and had far too many romantic notions.




  Their viewpoint made good sense. We attempted to put a positive face on our actions, stressing that rural life would improve our characters and make us stronger people. It didn’t fly with our parents. They had not been born yesterday; they knew that we were pursuing an unofficial and not ballyhooed (though basic) American freedom—the freedom to go off and, from the point of view of happiness as the pursuit of what money can buy, screw up. We were hopelessly existential when, according to our parents, we should have been pointedly economic. Money brought comfort, security, and leisure, all of which helped to avoid pain, an avoidance that constituted, according to that sage of happiness Thomas Jefferson, “the art of life.” Individual desire meshed neatly with public opinion—“I want this, too!” The national genius was perennial novelty. As in Las Vegas (the nation’s alternative capital), anyone with the cash could buy in.




  Living in a house in the woods that lacked the bare amenities was another story, one that had more to do with the pursuit of old realities than with glossy happiness. We figured that, since everyone was busy getting ahead, there was room for us to stay behind to savor the breeze and go blackberry picking. One less car on the freeway wouldn’t be noticed. Amid the whirlwind of modern, abstract energy, there was room for some people to work hard at simple endeavors.




  Our way of life meant, among other things, that until our daughter reached the threshold of adolescence and balked at the indignity of it, we didn’t have a telephone. When I filled out a vital information form at work and left the space blank where it asked for your phone number, the secretaries were polite but baffled. “That means you don’t have a phone, Baron?” “That’s right. I don’t have a phone.” Pause. “Okay,” in a very uncertain tone of voice. Everyone had a phone. Why would a person not want a phone? I dressed conservatively, drove to work in a car (rather than coming by horseback), did my job conscientiously, but no phone? Was I on a most-wanted list?




  Now and then we called our parents, siblings, and friends from a pay phone outside the general store in the next town. We wrote letters. We savored the stillness. The sounds in the house were modest ones—a window closing, a match being struck, a fire whooshing in the stove, a pump sucking up water. We had nothing against anyone. We loved some people dearly. We didn’t want, however, the jangling intrusion. In turn, we were told we were selfish; we were thinking only of ourselves. Probably we were. What communications came to us were communications we wanted to come to us. We had decamped in order to live deliberately. Why choose distraction when living on the earth was the sweetest experience?




  We hadn’t rejected everything the United States offered—far from it. Europeanized America was the place you ran off to. Once there, you were free to start running off again in pursuit of whatever gimcrack scheme or notion inspired you. Like many thousands who lit out for the territory, we were seekers who were fleeing. That we didn’t know what awaited us was part of the charm. We had heard rumors and read stories—elsewhere existed. Our parents shook their heads ruefully. They had wanted their children to be thoroughly American. Alas, we were.




  Cold Spring Nights in Maine, Smelts, and the Language of Love




  Alice Bloom




  “Gettin’ any?”


  “Nope.”


  “Checked out the other end yet?”




  “Nope.”




  “Aren’t goin’ through Flying Pond are they?”




  “How about Four Corners?”




  “Nope. Nothin’. Might not be tonight.”




  “Christ Almighty, my feet are freezing already,” says Hilde, our friend.




  Hilde is tall for a woman, but she also weighs more than she would like to. She is thinking of going on the Zen macrobiotic rice and vegetables diet because eating Weight Watchers is too expensive, but right now she’s sucking a Tootsie Roll Pop, to which she is lately addicted. It’s a night in late April. The snow is still deep in places, but spring is here. We have parked on a back road, which at this point skirts a large black pond, to talk to some other fishermen; but now she and my husband and I are headed down a path into the woods alongside the pond. It’s ten o’clock at night; we are carrying a Coleman lantern, a net on a long stick, and a bucket. We are following, between snow banks and down a muddy path, an invisible, rushing, splashing stream to the point where it feeds into the larger waters. We are after smelts.




  We—my husband and I—have never caught or eaten a smelt and when, weeks later, we finally do, there isn’t much to them. They’re too small to gut or bone. Cut off the heads, dip them in egg then corn meal, fry them fast, and the little bones crunch right up like potato chips. We’ve been smelting every night for a week, under a full navy sky, a foam of stars, a small white hard moon, cold hard winds, and all around us every night the freeway roar of invisible, just released water. It’s that invisible roar that we hunt.




  We’ve been ice-locked since November, not a sound in our world but wind and cold birds, not a movement visible but wind and birds, bare trees, cars, and chimney smoke. But now it’s spring and melting, all heaved up, and we’re out in it, the nightly chase of the elusive smelts, which don’t swim, but “run.” But when? If we’re at the right place the right night, we’ll get enough fish for breakfast the next day.




  We have never eaten fried fish for breakfast, but are willing to go along with most anything these days, any new rules or news, because we’re “from away,” fresh from fifteen years lived in Midwestern faculty ghettoes where, by and large, people tended not to go fishing with buckets and nets at ten o’clock at night. Anything now seems possible. Every night all the possible places must be checked.




  These smelts run through at small water mouths, where one lake feeds into another or a stream narrows into a pond. A bridge makes a good spot. The mouth funnels all the smelts together so that if you’re there when they come through that spot, all of a sudden the cold water is replaced by what looks like one shivering silver animal, oily with life, thousands of smelts, each no longer than a small hand, all running through at once, headed out, no slackers.




  You can’t smelt in the daytime because you can’t see them. Lantern, in this case, is a stronger beam than sun. Like so much other lore about living in the country, this turns out to be true. The sap won’t run when the wind blows, either, and the sap stops running at night. Birch logs burn good. My first batch of maple sap turns into sludge on the stove. The second batch turns to lumps that would crush healthy molars. I want so much to be here. I bottle up jars of each, take them to town for advice. The first person I ask, Carl, looks at the jars, shakes them, holds them up to the light, shakes his head, hands them back to me, says, “Well, I think you must of tapped a hog.” The thing about lore is that there’s so much of it, and you don’t know any of it because you never needed it before, and then you hear a piece of it and it happens. Or, you do it.




  As we stumble through the woods, my husband going ahead with the lantern, me in the middle, Hilde behind, the person of Bart Stone figures in the general air of spawning, breaking up. Hilde, watching in the lantern’s erratic swing for deep mud, and sucking the lollipop, confesses, and cheerfully so, to “going almost all the way” with Bart Stone, “several times.”




  “When?” I scream back. “How? Where?”




  “In a dark corner,” shouts Hilde, pulling the sucker from her mouth with a pop. “At the party after town meeting!”




  “That’s why you didn’t want to leave!”




  “At your party last week, too!”




  “Where?”




  “By the front-room door!”




  “Does that unnerve you?” I yell. (Her husband Everett is out of town, taking his parents someplace. Otherwise, Everett would be with us tonight.)




  “Nope!” Hilde yells. “Should it?”




  Voices, clank of lantern handles and buckets, slog and suck of mud, lights ahead through the trees. Roar of wind and water, moonlight, the fish. Where are they plotting up? What rush of blood or signal do they obey, and how do they know it? One night, a week ago, all of a sudden, the frogs are back—spring peepers. It doesn’t begin with one or two peeps a night, then several more the next, building to a chorus, but all at once, all peepers where there was nothing but silence, wind, snow. When we walk outside the kitchen door that night to smell the new wind, there the peeps are, coming from the swamp down the dirt road. “Listen to that,” someone says, “the frogs thawed out.” Is that lore? Have they? I would have thought they had just been born.




  “What I’d do if I was doin’ it, is, I’d glue her in the joints first. But do it in the back. If you don’t she’s not gonna take the stain even and wherever she’s got that glue on her is gonna show up like a sore thumb when you stain ’er.”




  “How’m I gonna keep ’er stain from gettin’ on the wall then, get somebody else to do it?”




  The old gent looks around the hardware store to see if we’ll all laugh at this witticism. We all do.




  “Stain her first,” says the hardware clerk, “stain ’er first, then nail ’er together. She goes right up. Looks real good.”




  I can’t resist. “I wonder,” I say softly, “how come men talk about boats and cars and engines and stuff, projects, I guess, as ‘she,’ ‘her,’ do you think?”




  “Never noticed,” says the old gent, “just do I guess.”




  “Women don’t, at least I don’t think so,” I say.




  “Maybe,” he winks at the clerk, “may be ’cause women don’t have no projects!”




  I haven’t learned how to boil sap but I’ve learned a little something about keeping my mouth shut. Women, I think, refer to projects as “the,” or “it,” or “my,” as in “I take my material and lay it this way on the bias,” or as “your” as in “first you take your flour then work your lard into it until your dough is real fine crumbed.” I have not yet heard a woman refer to an engine or to a pie as having any particular sex at all. “Gimme a quarter-inch drill bit, please,” I say, wanting to add, “she broke yesterday while I was tapping a hog,” but I don’t.




  If I’m willing to believe I’ll behead fish to fry them for breakfast, I’m willing to sit at the feet of nearly any lore. “Yes-ma’ms, he had some trouble drivin’ over the yes-ma’ms,” says a man about his son who’s just home from the hospital, his back, industrial accident, been operated on. Out the first day coming home a hundred miles in the car, he had trouble when his wife, driving, hit the “Yes-ma’ms.”




  “What did you say?”




  “The . . . ups and downs, the, what do you call it, the potholes, the little dips and such, you know. Always called them the yes-ma’ms’ but don’t have any idea why.”




  Lore makes cosmic sense, I’m sure of it. And it makes visions, and the vision of this nightly smelting event is one of overlapping nets: the fish spread, submerged, invisible, dog-paddling probably, waiting, unfocused, ungathered, just thawed out, maybe. About to gather, about to pour and tumble together through chutes of stream and creek mouths, about to become a net. But now they’re lying patternless, in a net of lakes and ponds. We wait. The water, thawed out, now everywhere, makes a net; threading and pouring from one lake into another, from new mud to trickle to creek to pond to river to the mighty ocean, all the water connected and spreading out under the net of blowing black naked trees, under the net of the sky, the stars at steady random, a million sparkling fish above us.




  Between these nets we creep, us fisherfolk, following lore and the once-a-year craving for this spring tonic, this rank, oily bony titbit of a fish; crossing paths, moving up back roads, across bridges, stopping out on broken docks, on mushy ice floes, driving to the next spot, getting out of the car, walking, lantern-lit, lantern bobbing, checking, peering, waiting, not talking much, moving off again, back into the car, all with our dots of light like fireflies in late June. A patient, eager dance of lights, tying the knots of nightly movement across and around the net of lakes, in and out of the sound of breaking creeks. From very far above, it would be a net of nets, in pursuit, and spring causing them all.




  “You think I’m stupid, don’t ya?” yells Hilde.




  “Oh no,” I yell back. “I just wanted to know how you feel about feeling this way.”




  She slides in the mud, but catches herself against a wet tree. My husband’s gotten too far ahead with the lantern for us to see the path.




  “God-damnit. God-damn mud. I thought you were trying to tell me I was crazy.”




  “Oh no, I don’t think you are!”




  Our world has not had any smell but chimney smoke since October and the first hard frost then, which deadened the air. Actually what the first hard frost did was freeze up the last things of the year that smelled—mashed apples on the ground, rotting leaves, rotting marigolds, deer droppings, rain-soaked cabbages left in the garden. Hard frost has no smell, neither does snow. Though it’s true that you can smell snow coming.




  “I don’t love him,” Hilde continues, “but I sure like him. I couldn’t feel this way about somebody I didn’t like. And Everett knows how I feel. I think.”




  “Well, it’s hard to avoid those feelings in this town,” I say, a little grimly, feeling a little grim, trying to imply that one is taxed by these eternally rambunctious circumstances.




  “That’s for sure,” she says.




  She’s gotten far behind me. “What?” I scream.




  “I say, that’s for sure.”




  And this seems to tie up the subject. It hasn’t happened, but it almost did. Maybe it will still happen. There’s another dance next week for someone’s birthday. We’ll all go. We slosh on, after the bobbing light. Where is the creek mouth?




  I think, sidestepping a bog, of the intricacy of language that rightly ought to form the details of this investigation into the facts and feelings of wanting Bart Stone. Bart Stone, currently unmarried again, is about thirty, has hundreds of white teeth, white as a wolf’s, rubs musk oil in his hair for parties in emptied sheds, or garages, and after the first dance has stripped down to his thermal underwear shirt that, in cut and charm and cling, is curiously like Calvin Klein’s cashmere sweatshirt-style sweaters. Bart Stone gets sweaty at dances because he dances with all four limbs and dances every dance. In between records, he goes outside and stands in his sweat in the snow, drinks whatever’s at hand, someone else’s hand, and yells several times at the sky. How far ought Hilde and I to go with this language? “I went almost all the way,” intended to be a confessional delicacy despite the wind and water noise, really sounds brutal if you think about it. Like a car wreck; totaled, “all the way.” I want to start netting the subject with some details.




  They can’t have met in private because there’s no place to go in private up here. Is necking in a dark, late, but public corner—the town meeting dance in the wooden Grange Hall—called an “affair”? We have only naked space here in the country, against which no one’s car or truck is anonymous. And otherwise, only these sweaty public events. “Affairs” are urban. They take place in good clothes in small, tasteful, dim, empty bars on late afternoons after your last seminar, in a part of the city not your own; and affairs are largely composed of talk. Whatever it is that takes place with your head against a splintery upright, in a large damp crowd smelling of wet wool and felt-packs (a crowd that sometimes includes your own children, as children also come to the town dances and dance), while wearing a thermal undershirt, while holding a can of warm beer stiffly, politely off to one side during the kiss, while overhearing bits of argument still hot about the further outrage perpetrated at today’s town meeting over using revenue-sharing funds for filling spring road potholes or the unwarranted and totally unnecessary and undeserved raise in the dogcatcher’s salary, whatever it is that happens during all this seems to need a word other than “affair.” But then I’m not sure that Hilde would care that much right now about figuring this out, and exploration in this case seems finished, anyway. It’s too noisy to talk. Nature makes too much noise for talk. At least we’ve understood each other.




  “And I just want you to know, I don’t care if you think I am crazy. I think I would’ve gone all the way if he’d’ve wanted to.”




  To this, I attempt no reply. “Wait!” I yell at the lantern, my husband, who’s dancing ahead down the muddy path. He dances back.




  “Wow, we live here! This is not a vacation! I went to work today!”




  “That’s just what Everett and me were saying last night,” says Hilde. “Ten minutes from your back door, and all this beauty.”




  The next afternoon, the children are home from school. It’s the week off called “mud vacation,” and truly, the school buses can’t get down the country roads. Together, Hilde and I have seven children. They’re all here at my house. She and I are sitting at the kitchen table drinking tea. We have propped the kitchen door open to let the sunshine in, sun shines on the melting snow and mud, little insects—snow fleas—play in the bar of light. Things outside hiss and trickle. Maple sap burbles on the woodstove, two canning kettles and one turkey roaster full. Everything is sticky and muddy. We’ve stopped cleaning anything for the duration: the tops of things, the floor, the kids.




  The thawing mud is so deep that nobody can drive anywhere near to the house, so we can’t hear cars. That’s a loss, because hearing cars is always an event out here where we live, and sends the dog to one kitchen window and the children to another. There’s no place for cars to be going but to this house. In winter the snow plow stops at the edge of our yard and turns back. So in winter even the oil man coming is fun.




  But now, with the mud, we can’t hear the cars, they have to park so far up the road, and so suddenly there’s a great spawn of men on foot: Bart Stone, Marshall, P.D., Spider, Timmy Coffin, Freddie Ferber, and an unknown friend in a red hunting hat—filing largely into the afternoon through the spillway of the sunny door. They are muddy and tolerably drunk, in good spirits, each one carefully wrapped around a 16-oz. beer. They fill up the kitchen with an energy beyond their number and literal size. The dog leaps up and down. Hilde and I move our chairs together, offer tea. They don’t want tea. “Tea! tea! Oh, yes Jeesus, tea!”




  They have been out visiting all day, here and there, house to house. They are full of plans, and have come to engage whoever they found at home. It’s Patriots’ Day, but no one knows what that signifies except that none of them is at work. “I thought Patriots’ Day was in November, man!” “No man, that’s War Day in November.”




  First they talk about Freddie Ferber’s troubles with Mrs. Marmelot, an elderly foreign lady from whom he’s rented space for a lunch counter, the only one in the village, up front in the building in which she also lives, out back. She has lately retired from running the lunch counter and has given Freddie the lease. He is cook, manager, and the sole waiter and dishwasher. He’s been running it for three weeks. It’s housed in an old airy studio built and then abandoned by a taxidermist sometime in the 1930s.




  “He rents her place, pays rent, he pays, man, to be her fuckin’ manager. Do you know what he makes a week? Take-home? About one fuckin’ quarter!”




  “I can’t put up with it much longer,” says Freddie, shaking his head, with an early Beatles haircut, and looking down into his empty beer can.




  “You know why she’s so fuckin’ crazy and tough? She was in the war, man, that’s why, she was a fuckin’ Chesso-sov-lakian gorilla, man, that’s why!” Much play on “go-rilla.” Bart Stone imitates a gorilla, scratching his ribs, showing his teeth, and falls off a stool laughing.




  Freddie looks up, happily, inspired, forgets about his empty can. “That’s what I’ll tell the customers I got out back! A go-rilla! But ah, man, she’s gonna ruin the breakfast crowd, comin’ in in her nightgown at 7:30 in the morning. ‘Don’t mind me, boys, I’m just getting myself some coffee!’ ” Freddie mincingly imitates Mrs. Marmelot’s Hungarian voice, her lordly girth, her ladylike demeanor. “You know what she says to me yesterday? She says ‘I guess I’m going to have to give you your marching papers!’ ”




  “Oh man, why do you take it?”




  A fight, Freddie now explains, has taken place with Mrs. Marmelot over the proper way to make a beef stew. Freddie is frying each piece “separate, with onions.” But Mrs. Marmelot objects, wants him to add “lima beans and vinegar and all kinds of shit.”




  “Man, how can you let her do that, it’s supposed to be your fuckin’ place, she’s got no fuckin’ business bein’ out there at all, telling you what to do!”




  “That’s right! that’s right!” says Freddie, now properly outraged. “When she ran it, would anybody with any brains even eat in there? You don’t see me fixin’ coffee in a frying pan, warming up that old crap from the morning, using two-day-old bread and five-day-old hamburg.”




  They’ve forgotten that Hilde and I are there. Much loud advice, head nodding, commiseration: “I’d kick her fat Russian ass right to Russia, Freddie, right back to Russia.” “Let’s hog-tie ’er and have a party in there tonight and then you can fuckin’ quit, Freddie.” Netted with all this, talk of the coming Saturday night’s birthday party, the beer supply for today, the adventures of today. “Let’s liberate the bridge in Chesterville for Patriots’ Day!” “Let’s liberate Camp Bears-paw and have a party in that fuckin’ big lodge of theirs.” “Yeah man, let’s do that, but what about them people up the head of their road in the chicken farm there, though?” “Fuck it, man, we’ll park way down and walk in.” “Who can fuckin’ walk, man?”




  The stub of an already used joint passes back and forth, burning fingers and lips. The kids swarm through the room, out into the mud, and back in again. Some of the men are standing, some on stools and chairs, one in the open doorjamb, two on the edge of the lit wood-stove. All of them talk at once. And sex, it runs like the major thread. “How about Faith Coffin, she’s about what do you think, eighty-five? Eighty-six now?” “That don’t make no difference, I can go for a hot old lady anytime.” “How old’s she now?” They point their beers at and tease Hilde about Patty, her nimble, blonde ten-year-old, whose face, blank and friendly as a school slate, pops into instant grin at this incomprehensible but adult attention. “She’s old enough. When did you start, Hilde? Thirteen? Fourteen? Fifteen?” “I was married when I was seventeen,” says Hilde, primly. “Ah, man, twelve, then!” They wave their empty cans, pound the furniture, fall backwards with laughter. The kids have no idea what’s going on—does anyone?—except that it’s exciting, better than the oil man.




  “When you gonna teach me t’dance?” asks Marshall, turning my way.




  “You have to come to a party first, don’t ya?”




  “He’s been on the wagon since New Year’s Eve,” says Hilde in a loud sotto voce. But I knew that. Marshall “goes overboard,” everyone says. He’s married to his high school sweetheart. He’s avoiding the temptation of parties. His wife has already gone home several times to her mother, home being almost next door, and Marshall is not drinking, won’t dance, and watches TV every night. Now he’s so drunk his eyes roll, his eyelids are transparent lavender. He keeps rubbing his thick beard, forgetting that he has a lit cigarette in his hand.




  One of them, Bart Stone, being a bachelor these days, has been invited out to supper. He asks to borrow the phone and calls the woman who invited him to tell her to expect fourteen. Then they all get up to leave. Marshall gives one rub to the top of my head while going through the door and groans with ritually acknowledged frustration. They’re leaving because they’ve run out of beer and we don’t have any. Of course, no one says this. It wouldn’t be polite. Hilde and I stand in the sunny doorway and watch them go, and we talk a little of what we’ll now fix for our respective suppers. And we know, though we do not say so to each other in the quiet, that they’ll get back in the one crowded car and talk about us sexually. Not intricately, nor much, but with sighs and brief agreements. They won’t use our Christian names: “she,” “her,” “the big one,” “that little blonde kid.”




  They’ll talk about us, and some of our children, as “lays.” The raucous, elaborate flirtations of the kitchen like mere spray on the larger creek of their deeper feelings, and those, they share only with each other, not with women. At least, not with women that they don’t know. And not much with each other, and never in mixed company. Their deepest feelings may not be known.




  They will squeeze and settle into the car, and in the lull of opening new beers, looking out the rear window and slowly backing out the quarter-mile of still-passable road to the tarred road, they’ll talk. “A little to the left, a little to the left! Watch it!” Not hard to imagine their heavy, gloomy insinuations, the language of their serious formulas: “Yeah, I could sure go for that.” “Oh yeah, man, couldn’t you though.” The afternoon is over. It’s time for everyone’s supper at home. Hilde begins to gather up her children. “I’ll have to hose you bunch down,” she says.
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