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FERN HILL


Now as I was young and easy under the apple boughs,

About the lilting house and happy as the grass was green,

The night above the dingle starry,

Time let me hail and climb

Golden in the heydays of his eyes,

And honoured among wagons I was prince of the apple towns

And once below a time I lordly had the trees and leaves

Trail with daisies and barley

Down the rivers of the windfall light.

—Dylan Thomas









PART I






1

Vocation

1954



IT WAS NOT unusual for missionaries—sometimes alone, sometimes in pairs—to visit the Methodist church in Appleton, Michigan. They'd speak in church on Sunday morning and then, after the regular offering, there would be a special collection for whatever mission they were serving. These visitors were generally middle-aged, stout, and earnest, but Miss Prellwitz, who came late in the summer of 1954, just as I was about to enter my junior year of high school, was young and beautiful and lighthearted and spoke with a clipped British accent, and the stories she told on Sunday morning in church itself and the slides she showed in the evening at the Epworth League made me want to follow her into the heart of the dark continent. She was more entertaining and mysterious than the movies I sometimes saw on Friday nights at the Oriental Theater on Main Street, movies in which, after the previews, a large map of Africa would suddenly fill the screen, and then you'd see a line moving in from the coast toward the center, and later on in a jungle camp a huge spider would fall out of a tree onto the shoulder of a beautiful woman and the hero would knock it off. I pictured myself knocking a huge spider off Miss Prellwitz's shoulder.

“In my opinion,” my mother said at breakfast the next morning, “these missionaries do more harm than good, though at least they're more interesting than Reverend Boomer.”

“Reverend Boomsma.” My father, who was on the vestry, corrected her out of habit. He had lived in Appleton all his life and accepted people on their own terms, whereas my mother, who had grown up in Oak Park, a suburb of Chicago, was often impatient and critical.

At that time my cousin Lotte, who was three years older than I, had been waiting for her vocation for almost a year, and a great deal of importance had been attached to Miss Prellwitz's visit. “Voco, vocare,” my mother explained. “To call. She's waiting for her calling.” My mother taught Latin and French at the high school.

Her calling? Very mysterious. Was it like waiting for a telephone call? When the telephone rang you could hear it ring: one ring for Lotte's parents, Uncle Barent—my father's half brother—and Aunt Margriet; two rings for Uncle Piet and Aunt Sophie, next door; and three rings for our house. But how would you know when you got this other kind of call? Would a bell ring inside your head? Would you pick up an imaginary phone? And then the missionary came, Miss Prellwitz, and I began to understand.


The missionaries always stayed with Uncle Barent and Aunt Griet, who lived right on the corner of Dijksterhuis Corners, one mile straight north of the stoplight in the center of town. It wasn't called Dijksterhuis Corners on road maps or in my mother's big Rand McNally Atlas of the World, but that's what everyone in Appleton called it—dike-stir-hoice (rhymes with choice) —and Appleton Road and Kruger Road were lined with my aunts and uncles and first and second cousins: Dijksterhuises (my grandmother's first family) and Schuylers (her second). Kitty-corner from Uncle Barent and Aunt Griet, my aunt Bridget, my father's sister, lived alone in the original Dijksterhuis farmhouse.

During Miss Prellwitz's visit I spent quite a bit of time at Lotte's house myself. I even ate tapioca pudding. The whole family—Barent, Margriet, Lotte, and Lotte's older brother, Willem, who had left home and was now a Methodist minister in Marquette, in the Upper Peninsula—seemed addicted to tapioca pudding, which I couldn't stand; but Miss Prellwitz said it was like a kind of gruel made from the manioc root and that the Mbuti were very fond of it. So I choked it down.

“We used to play a game called Missionary,” I said one day, just as we were sitting down to lunch. It was the third day of Miss Prellwitz's visit. “When we were younger.” As far as I could remember, this was the longest a missionary had ever stayed. “Corinna Williams was always the leader of the natives—she's a Negro—and Lotte was always the missionary. She'd get dressed up in an old choir robe and preach just like Reverend Boomer, I mean Boomsma. Out in a clearing in the woodlot.” The clearing was also the bridge of our ship, the cockpit of our plane, the Railway Post Office car where we sorted mail like my favorite uncle, Gerrit, and staged train robberies. Gerrit had to carry a pistol when he was working, and sometimes Cory and I would ride into town with Uncle Jan, Gerrit's brother, to pick up Gerrit at the end of a run. The train would slow down just beyond the crossing and Gerrit would jump off holding his RPO grip in one hand and waving the other around in the air to help him keep his balance. Sometimes, when he saw us, he'd shake his head, and we'd know that he hadn't foiled any train robbers on this trip; but sometimes he'd pat his revolver, which he carried in a small holster under his coat, and tell us stories about the good old days when the mail trains were loaded with cash payrolls and robbers used dynamite to blow up the tracks and to blast open the doors of the RPO cars.

Uncle Jan was a Watkins dealer, and we stocked the clearing—our hospital and pharmacy—with Watkins products from his garage: herbs and spices, vitamins, bottled tonics, patent medicines. When you got shot during a train robbery, whether you were one of the robbers or one of the RPO clerks, you'd be well taken care of.

“You shouldn't call him that,” Aunt Margriet said, meaning Reverend Boomsma.

“And what did you do?” asked Miss Prellwitz.

“I'd be a lion, and I'd start roaring out in the jungle—it really is like a jungle out back: raspberry canes and nettles and poison ivy. And then I'd attack the natives. And the missionary.” I looked at Lotte, who was sitting with her hands in her lap. Lotte didn't say anything, so I didn't know if she was pleased or otherwise at this story, but I continued. “And sometimes I'd be Superman or Robin Hood or Sir Lancelot or Tarzan and rescue the natives. And the missionary, of course.”

There had been no explicit sex in my fantasies at that time, because I hadn't known what explicit sex was, but I could clearly remember the little tingle I'd felt whenever I rescued Cory and took her off on the back of my steed to a place vaguely based on Sherwood Forest, where I turned into a Robin Hood figure presiding over a band of merry men, and over Cory and Lotte and my other cousins too. I hadn't understood my emotions at the time, or the damp spots on my pajamas.

“Your mother wouldn't let you wear your Superman costume on the swing,” Lotte said. “She was afraid it would get caught on something and choke you. And she wouldn't let you play with your sword either after you hit Lucia with it.” (Lucia was one of my female cousins—there were fifteen of them—on Dijksterhuis Corners, though most of them were Schuylers rather than Dijksterhuises.)

“I had a Superman costume,” I said, since no one else seemed to have anything to say, “and a Sir Lancelot outfit, made out of cardboard and tinfoil, and a wooden sword that my dad made out of a piece of lath. My mother's English,” I explained to Miss Prellwitz. “She used to read the King Arthur stories to me. We had a book of Robin Hood stories too, and she taught me how to play chess.”

“Where did she come from in England?”

“She didn't come from England herself,” I said, “but my grandmother did. She ran away from home when she was nineteen and came over in steerage to live with a cousin in Chicago. My dad built a little house for her next to ours, but she's dead now.”

Miss Prellwitz smiled. “Would you like me to tell you a story about a real lion?”

Miss Prellwitz, who was a good storyteller, had seen many things in the jungle, or forest, that most people will never see. She'd seen the Pygmies—the Mbuti—drive a lion into a net; she'd seen an Mbuti warrior kill an elephant all by himself; and she'd heard the song of something called the molimo and seen the dance of death.

Lunch consisted of olive loaf and mayonnaise on white bread, and more tapioca pudding. I could see the little china desert bowls lined up on the counter next to the toaster. Miss Prellwitz sang two verses of “Amazing Grace” in the Bantu language, and then she prayed in English. Unlike Reverend Boomsma, she spoke simply and clearly, aiming her words directly at us, like a Mbuti warrior thrusting his spear upward into an elephant's stomach.

“Dear Lord and Heavenly Father,” she said, “help us to live a life of service rather than selfishness; help us to be mindful of the needs of others. We are like the Samaritan woman at the well. She did not recognize you, but you spoke to her and she listened. Speak to us now, for you know that our hearts are restless and will not find ease until they rest in thee.” She gave my hand a little squeeze to indicate that the prayer was over. We both looked up and smiled at each other; and then the others, accustomed to longer graces, looked up and smiled too.

Looking back, I've sometimes thought it was the tapioca pudding that saved me. I could imagine living in a hut made out of saplings in the Negro village on the edge of the forest, or in a leafy shelter in a Pygmy camp in the middle of the forest itself. I could imagine being tested in the hunt—if Miss Prellwitz had been invited to go along on a hunt, why wouldn't I be invited too? I could imagine singing hymns (with Miss Prellwitz) in a church built of palm logs; I could imagine eating moss and berries and wild honey and chunks of antelope meat that had been wrapped in leaves and roasted in the embers of an open fire. But the prospect of eating tapioca pudding day in and day out was more than I could handle, and when I refused a second bowl, saying that I was too full, really, they all looked at me and at one another and shook their heads, and I knew I wouldn't be going to Africa.


Summer was winding down. Peach season was over. The migrant workers had already started picking the early apples, Jonathans and Transparents. My mother had taken me to Niles to buy a new pair of school shoes with sharkskin toes that wouldn't scuff too badly. I had very narrow heels and couldn't wear the penny loafers that I wanted desperately. A week went by and still Miss Prellwitz, who was planning to go back to England to get married before returning to Africa with her husband, stayed on. The sense of expectancy surrounding my cousin's vocation increased. And then on Saturday night some of the members of the vestry, including Cory's dad, showed up at Dijksterhuis Corners, and we knew something was about to happen.

I could hear Aunt Else, Uncle Jan's wife, calling in Anna and Maria, breaking up the game of Red Rover that the younger cousins were playing under the yard lights by the garage. Cory and I were sitting by the well pump like two people waiting for a storm to break. We could hear the music of the pickers in the distance—guitar and harmonica and the scrape of a washboard. Soon it would be time for us to go in too, but we were hanging back. It was getting hard to see Cory, whose skin was as dark as the semisweet Hershey bars that we bought at the bowling alley when we walked home from school together instead of taking the bus, but I could hear her playing with the safety clasp of her ID bracelet.

“What do you think it's like?” I asked.

“I think it's like a woman who's going to have a baby and she's overdue, and here comes the doctor now.” She laughed and pointed at Reverend Boomsma, arriving late in his old Ford coupe. His black briefcase banged against his leg as he walked to the back door of the house without seeing us.

“It will all be decided tonight,” I said.

“What's to decide?”

“She must have heard her calling,” I said. “That's why everyone's showing up now. She's either going to Africa to do missionary work or she's going to Albion.” Albion was the Methodist college, halfway across the bottom of the state, where her brother had studied for the ministry.

“If somebody called me from Albion College and told me to come, I'd be there in two shakes.”

“What if they called you from Africa?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Someday. I'd go anywhere.”

“Voco, vocare,” I said. “To call.”

“I know,” she said. “I'm taking Latin too, remember.”

“It's a calling. I keep thinking about that.”

“I'll be lucky if Lakeside calls me.” Lakeside was the new junior college between Bridgman and St. Joe. I was destined for the University of Chicago, my mother's alma mater, but I didn't like to think that far ahead.

“Do you want to go listen to the music?”

“I don't want to get a whipping, if that's what you're asking, because that's what'll happen if Mama finds out.”

The picking camp was strictly off limits, doubly off limits at night. It was like the one room in the castle we weren't supposed to enter, or the magic gift we weren't supposed to open no matter what, or the one tree in the garden we weren't supposed to eat from.

“Just for a few minutes,” I said. “She won't find out.”

We followed the path that Cory's father had cleared, with a brush cutter, through the “jungle”—the old woodlot that separated the houses along Appleton Road from the peach and apple orchards that my dad and Uncle Piet and my grandfather had planted back in the twenties. This was the Michigan Fruit Belt, and Berrien County was one of the six richest agricultural counties in the United States—at least that's what everyone said—and our own orchards, almost two full sections, seemed to confirm this by producing between forty and fifty thousand bushels of peaches and apples every year. Cory's dad, Cap, was a kind of foreman. He contracted with an undertaker down in Georgia to put together the picking crew for the summer and helped my dad and Uncle Piet with the pruning in the winter.

We didn't speak till we came to the little clearing in the briers and nettles where Lotte had once preached to the natives. I had a clearer idea now about explicit sex than I'd had in the days of my heroic-rescue fantasies, or even than I'd had two years ago, when Barbara Kramer and Donny Holbrook had caused a minor stir by going off together at a class party out at Potter Dunes. They'd reached an age (my mother explained) when kids wanted to touch each other. It hadn't made any sense to me at the time—why would kids want to touch each other?—but it made sense now. But though my understanding was clearer now, it wasn't perfectly clear. I'd studied the two-year-old pinup calendar from the Harris Lumber Yard that I'd bought from Mr. Harris's son, Alvin, who was in my class, studied it like a detective studying the scene of a crime, looking for clues; and my father had taken me to watch Emmet Dziepak's father breed his big Poland China boar, Gunner, to Harlan Portinga's sows, but that was a mystery too. How did you translate that into human love? I couldn't picture Cory, or any woman, in the contraption they built for the sows to keep them from being crushed by the weight of the boar. Nor did I recognize my own longings in the little volume called Into Manhood that appeared mysteriously on my desk one day.

But there was another mystery, too, that was equally puzzling. As far as I can remember no one ever said anything, in all our years in school together, that might have made Cory feel at all self-conscious about being a Negro, and in fact her parents were pillars of the church—Aunt Flo in the choir and in the kitchen, Cap on the vestry and in the basement looking after the old furnace. We were not, in fact, naïve about race. My mother kept the new novels by Ralph Ellison and James Baldwin on the coffee table in our living room, and she had in fact almost single-handedly put a stop to the annual minstrel show. And yet no one was at all surprised that Cory's date for the class dances that had begun our freshman year was always a cousin from Benton Harbor. It didn't seem strange to me, or to anyone else; it was just the way things were. And that's what was really strange. I'd breezed through Go Tell It on the Mountain and Invisible Man, and I'd shared my mother's indignation at the minstrel show; but John Grimes and the Invisible Man were creatures from another world.

Cory, on the other hand, was right there in front of me—right next to me, actually—and the knowledge that she and her cousin danced with each other and no one else, and that no one thought it strange, left a taste in my mouth as mysterious and troubling as a boy's first taste of alcohol.

I wanted to dance with Cory now, jitterbug or box step, just to touch her, taste her. My hands cupped; saliva rushed to my mouth.

“Do you remember how we used to play Missionary?” I said.

“I remember sitting on a log and listening to Lotte preach. She was more interesting than Reverend Boomsma, I'll say that for her.” She looked around for the log, but it was almost too dark to see it in the woodlot.

“Over there,” I said.

“There” was the edge of our little clearing in the brush, hardly more than a widening of the path.

I could hear the music a little more clearly now. I'd heard it all my life, usually from a distance, though sometimes when I'd slept outside in my father's old pup tent I'd snuck over to the picking camp and spied on the migrant workers, who followed the ripening fruit crops up north from Georgia and Mississippi, and listened to the singing. I hadn't really thought of it as music. Music was something else; music was the songs we played on the jukebox in the bowling alley: “Don't Let the Stars Get in Your Eyes,” “You Belong to Me,” “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?” “Vaya Con Dios,” “You, You, You,” “Three Coins in the Fountain.” Music was the choir cantatas at Christmas and Easter, and my mother's long-playing records, and piano lessons from Mr. Haptonstahl, and then the recitals at the end of the year (“Spinning Song” and “La Cucaracha,” and then, more recently, Handel's Harmonious Blacksmith and Chopin preludes). My mother played the piano too—lots of Brahms and Chopin—and piano lessons were non-negotiable.

I took a step toward Cory but I didn't quite know how to begin doing what I wanted to do, so I settled for taking her hand, and we followed the path to the loading dock at the back of the packing shed. We had to cross an open area where the trucks had packed the dirt so hard it didn't turn muddy even when it rained in the spring.

The dormitories for the single men and women were on the far side of the packing shed, separated from each other by about twenty shacks for married couples. We went in the back of the packing shed, around the culling table and the grader, to the big sliding front door, which was open about six inches. We were close enough to smell the remains of the barbecue, and to see the migrant workers gathered around the remains of a small fire, and to hear the music. Cory looked out the door and when she turned back to me I kissed her, not hitting her mouth squarely, but at least touching her lips.

“Marty,” she said, “what's got into you?”

What had gotten into me was that I was seeing her in a strange new light; I was falling in love with her. She was my Guinevere, my Maid Marion, my dark-skinned Jane of the jungle, with untamable hair and hands so quick she could reach down and catch a mouse scampering across the floor of the packing shed. But who was I? Still the little boy who'd pushed her in the tire swing in Uncle Piet's backyard? The little boy in his Sir Lancelot getup who'd rescued her from the lion?

“You've never kissed a girl before, have you?”

“I've kissed lots of girls,” I said.

“Name one.”

“That would be telling.”

“You haven't got anything to tell.”

“I've kissed Dixie Carpenter,” I protested; “and Frances Cochrane. I kissed Frances after the dance.”

Cory laughed, and then pulled my face toward hers and kissed me hard on the mouth, but by the time I figured out that I was supposed to open my mouth a little so that our tongues could touch, she'd pulled away. “I've got to go back now,” she said. “You coming?”

I started to follow, listening for a moment in the darkness to figure-out which way she'd gone. I could hear her footsteps, and her fingertips brushing the sizing rollers on the grader; could hear her opening the door next to the loading dock and jumping onto the hard dirt, letting the door slam behind her. I started to follow her, thinking she might wait for me in the little clearing in the woodlot, but something called me back, the cry of a harmonica and a sound I'd never heard before. I know now that it was the new man, Chesterfield, who drove the tractor that pulled the wagons in from the orchards, and I know now that he was playing the ugliest guitar I've ever seen in my life, a guitar made out of some kind of metal and painted the color of a baby's diarrhea; and I know now that he was playing it with a knife that he held between the first two fingers of his left hand. But I didn't know that then. All I knew was that the music filled me up, like Miss Prellwitz's prayer, like Cory's kiss, like a wound. And I thought of the beautiful color pictures in my Boy's King Arthur of the king thrusting his spear into the traitor Mordred, and of Guinevere praying in the cell of the convent where she spends her last days.

I couldn't cross the lighted area in front of the packing shed without-being seen, so I jumped off the loading dock in the back and scooted along the edge of the jungle till I was covered by one of the big outhouses that my father relocated every year. The sounds came into me. I breathed them, inhaled them, along with the odors of the outhouse and the smoke from the fire. Through my mouth as well as my ears. Through my eyes. Chesterfield was singing a song about love, but not the kind of love I knew about from movies and from the radio, not “No Other Love” or “Till I Waltz Again With You.” This was more like someone driving nails into a piece of oak: Moon goin'down, Lord, North star about to shine. The words pierced me. I had to get closer. I had to see as well as hear: My baby tole me, She don't want me hangin'round. And then a hand clamped down hard over my mouth so I couldn't yell and a strong arm pinned my arms.

“Jesus, it's Marty.”

There were two of them.

“Marty? Marty, what the hell you doin'?”

“Jonah, is that you? I just wanted to listen.”

“Your old man know where you are?”

“Yes,” I said.

He looked at me. “Like hell.”

“He don't mean no harm,” said the other man, whose name was Jake.

“I don't mean no harm,” I said. “I was just listening.”

He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into the circle of firelight.

Chesterfield looked like he was attacking the guitar, striking it with the heel of his right hand and hitting the string with his thumb at the same time. A train pulled into the station at midnight. The singer heard the whistle blow and saw his baby climb on board.

I'd been working in the orchards for as long as I could remember. My father paid me twelve cents an hour my first year for dusting the faces of the bushels with a big paintbrush. Later I learned how to face the bushels myself and fill them and turn them in the basket turner at the end of the line. But I preferred loading them onto the big trucks that took them to the market in Benton Harbor or to chain store warehouses in Chicago and Detroit. My father didn't want me to get a hernia, but I didn't care. You didn't get as much peach fuzz on you, and it seemed more manly.

Some of these men and women I'd known all my life, but now I was seeing them for the first time. For a moment I was not the boss's son but a stranger surrounded by a circle of black faces. Soft. Not black either, if you looked closely, but chocolate, coffee, ebony, honey, red, tan, alabaster. All with large eyes pointed at me. I was the boss's son too.

“Run on home, Marty,” said a woman named June, who worked at the culling table. “We don't want no trouble.”

“Let him sit with you,” Jake said. “He don't mean no harm.”

“How you know what he mean?” the woman said.

“It's just a kid.”

Chesterfield was doing something to the guitar, changing the pitch of the strings. My heart pounded. I wanted to hear him play. Jake was still holding my arm while the woman inspected me. Pretty soon the guitar started to cry, like a man crying, and Jake let go of my arm. The music began to fill me again. I wanted to sing, I wanted to rush over to Chesterfield and put my hands on the guitar; I wanted to touch it.


There was a time I didn't know your name,

Why should I worry, cry in vain,

But now she's gone gone gone, and I don't worry,

'Cause I'm sittin' on top of the world.


The next morning I went to see my cousin Lotte. Uncle Barent's car was gone, the kitchen was empty, but Lotte was up in her room, sitting on the edge of her bed.

“What happened?” I asked.

I was expecting her to be radiant. But she was quiet. She had been called to do missionary work in Africa, she said, about a hundred miles from Miss Prellwitz's mission, near a Belgian station de chasse on the Epulu River in the Congo, where her knowledge of French—she'd been in my mother's French classes—would be useful. She'd be leaving in a week for training at the missionary headquarters in Léopoldville. Her clothes had been sorted into piles on the floor. She showed me her list from the mission of things she'd need. Miss Prellwitz had given it to her.

We sat together for a few minutes without speaking.

“Are you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Happy that it's over, or happy that you're going to Africa?”

“Just happy.”

“You don't look happy. I wouldn't be happy,” I said, “unless I could stay in a hut with Miss Prellwitz.”

She gave me a look to let me know how childish I was being. “You're not me.”

“Lotte, I know I'm not you. But going off to Africa? Is that what you want to do? Live in a hut?”

“Don't talk like that,” she said. “There's a mission school, and houses.” She showed me a picture. Three white figures posed for a photo, surrounded by about thirty Bantu villagers.

“What about the Pygmies?” I asked. “The Mbuti.”

“They live in the forest,” she said.

“Do you really want to leave here?”

“It's my vocation,” she said.

I started to argue; I started to tell her that I'd never wanted to go anywhere or do anything other than work in the orchards with my father and Cap and Uncle Piet, but something stopped me. A sudden thought: “I think I've found my vocation too,” I said, for I too had heard something calling me from afar. Voco, vocare. Something that would take me away too, maybe even farther than Africa.






2

Homecoming

1955



IT WAS DURING rehearsals for the junior class play in the spring of 1955, almost a year after our first kiss, that my passions for Cory became seriously inflamed. We put on a performance of Ayn Rand's The Night of January 16th, and Cory played the role of Karen Andre, a secretary accused of murdering her boss, international tycoon Bjorn Faulkner. (Miss Thornton, who directed the play, made us say Buh-jorn instead of Bee-yorn, but on the last performance, on Saturday night, we all said Bee-yorn, which my mother said was the correct pronunciation.) In any case, I was Cory's defense attorney, or Karen's. Every night a new jury was impaneled from the audience, and at the end of the performance the jury would decide on Karen's guilt or innocence. My own character (the defense attorney) was not particularly exciting, but he had a great closing speech, which I threw myself into. “Who is on trial in this case?” I would thunder as best I could. “Karen Andre? No! It's you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, who are here on trial. It is your own souls that will be brought to light when your decision is rendered!” We put on three performances—a Thursday matinee and two evening performances on the weekend—and Cory, or Karen, was acquitted all three times.

But the really exciting thing was that the version of the play that we performed turned out to be a special version for high school performances. All the juicy parts had been cut out entirely. Frances Cochrane discovered a copy of the original in the public library—a script, actually, that had been used by the actress playing Karen Andre in a summer stock performance in Lakeside back in 1936. In this version Karen Andre, whose lines were heavily underlined, was not simply Bjorn Faulkner's secretary; she was his mistress. And not only that: Bjorn had had a platinum gown made for Karen, which he would heat up in the fireplace and then place on her naked body, her “shameless skin,” as Magda Svenson, the snoopy Swedish housekeeper (reluctantly played by Frances herself, who thought she should have had the lead), testifies. “As hot as she can stand.” This was big news in December 1955 in Appleton, where the nude photo of Marilyn Monroe in the first issue of Playboy was still just a rumor.

These lines might have been cut out of our version of the play, but I wasn't about to cut them out of my fantasies, and as I made my impassioned speech to the jury, I was imagining the platinum gown, spread out in front of our fireplace, waiting to be placed on Cory's naked body; I was imagining Cory laughing like Karen if it burned; I was imagining kissing the burned parts like Bjorn Faulkner, “wild like tiger!”


It was Cory who decided to read more Ayn Rand. She checked The Fountainhead out of the public library and a small group of us—mostly kids who'd been in the play and who were in my mother's French class—passed it around, taking turns checking it out again when it came due. Cory and I were both working long hours in the orchards—she worked at the culling table, and if I wasn't loading one of the trucks, I was driving one of the tractors out in the field—but it was the summer before our senior year and we had driver's licenses, and someone always had a car, and two or three nights a week we'd drive to New Buffalo for ice cream at Piggy's or to Bridgman for pie and coffee at the Toddle Inn. And we'd talk. It was as close as any of us had come to philosophy—what my mother called “the life of the mind”—and we were thrilled, except for Frances, who was a Christian Scientist, by the fact that Howard Roark had become an architect because he didn't believe in God, because he didn't like the shapes of things on earth and wanted to change them. And we were disturbed but thrilled too by the contemptuous way that he rapes Dominique in her bedroom after their encounter in the quarry, and the way that Dominique poses in the nude for the central statue in Roark's Temple to the Human Spirit, and the way she marries Peter Keating and then, on her wedding night, fucks Roark in his apartment. I liked the way the f felt between my front teeth and my lower lips when I said “fucked,” and the way the k turned into a t: fuct.

We weren't naïve; we knew that the world was full of evil seducers and weak women; but the doings in The Fountainhead were beyond our ken, enough to make us dizzy, and my mother actually encouraged us. At the beginning of August, just before my birthday, she drove us over to Michigan City to see the movie, which had been made in 1949. It seemed a little flat to me. I guess I wanted to see Gary Cooper do to Patricia Neal what Howard Roark had done to Dominique Francon, but of course that didn't happen.

My mother, who had enjoyed the movie, summed it up on the way home: “You have to live for yourself, heroically, if you want to achieve something for mankind.” The whole thing was a little preachy, but the last scene was good: Dominique going up in the hoist, up up up, looking down on the banks and the courthouses and the churches, to join Roark at the top of his monument to the human spirit. For a while I wanted to become an architect.


At the beginning of the summer my mother and I had had a falling-out. I had wanted to stop taking piano lessons from Mr. Haptonstahl and devote myself to the guitar.

“You're playing Handel and Chopin now,” she'd protested, “and we're going to learn the two-piano version of Rhapsody in Blue. Roy's going to pick up the music at Carl Fischer in Chicago, and he's going to have his own piano moved into the church for the recital.” Roy was Mr. Haptonstahl.

“ The Harmonious Blacksmith is too hard,” I said. “Besides, it's boring. And besides again, I've found another vocation.”

“A vocation? What are you talking about?”

“Voco, vocare. To call. I've had a calling.”

My mother stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray on the piano—she smoked French cigarettes—and ran her fingers through her hair, which she wore twisted behind her head at school but let fall around her shoulders when she was at home.

“What about the Gershwin?”

I didn't know what to say. I liked Gershwin, in fact. Gershwin and Chopin. But I liked their music because it gave me the same feeling that Chesterfield's music did, only not so intense. Chesterfield's music was like a painful longing, but it was a longing that was better than having something. It didn't make sense. So I didn't say anything. But my mother must have read my mind.

“You know, it's wonderful the way he incorporates so much of the Negro spirit into all his music, not just Rhapsody in Blue.”

We were in the living room. My mother, who was sitting at the Steinway B that she and Mr. Haptonstahl had selected at Lyon and Healy in Chicago, and that was really too big for our living room, began to pick out the opening clarinet solo: ta, ta, ta, TAAA.


* * *

Every evening during peach and apple season I lugged my mother's big heavy Webcor tape recorder out to the picking camp, along with a hundred-foot extension cord—long enough to reach the packing shed—and recorded every song I could get Chesterfield to play; and then at the end of the season I gave him all the money I'd earned—money that was supposed to help pay for my tuition at the University of Chicago—for his metal guitar, which I kept hidden under the bed in my room.

“That's the ugliest thing I've ever seen,” my mother said when she found it and dragged the whole story out of me; and I couldn't disagree. “You spent your tuition money for that ? Who ever heard of a painted guitar?” She wanted my father to make Chesterfield return the money, but my father said that I'd made a deal and would have to stick to it.

There were no guitar teachers in Appleton, and the only instruction book I could find in the music store in Niles was in Spanish: Emilio Pujol's Escuela razonada de la guitarra. I figured out that p = pulgar = thumb and that i = indice = index finger, and so on. And I figured out the notes, which are more complicated than on the piano. On the piano the notes are all lined up in a row, but on the guitar the same notes show up in three or sometimes four different places. School started; Mr. Haptonstahl brought the two-piano version of Rhapsody in Blue to my first lesson, and my mother threw herself into the second piano part. I continued to take lessons without kicking up too much of a fuss, but I never learned the solo part of Rhapsody in Blue. Nor did I learn any of the other piano music that my mother ordered from Fischer's in an attempt to deflect my interest from my new vocation—Art Tatum, Eubie Blake, Lionel Hampton, Duke Ellington. I liked this music well enough, and sight-read my way through arrangements of “Take the A Train” and “I'm in the Mood for Love”; but my heart never leaped up to meet the more complex jazz chords, my feet didn't dance; my soul wasn't stirred by the love lyrics, which seemed bland to me compared to Chesterfield's songs, which I continued to listen to over and over, on the tape recorder, after the season was done.


I told you, you could go,

And don't come back here no mo';

It's your last time,

Shakin' it in the bed with me.


I sang along with the tape, keeping my voice down, especially on the last line, which I found terribly exciting in all its variations: “I mean twistin'; I mean turnin'; I mean doin' that monkey dog and all that slop.” Though not as exciting as the mystery of the opening: Why did the singer tell her she could go? Why didn't he want her to come back here no more?

Alone in my room, I pondered these mysteries. At the time I couldn't separate them from my feelings for Cory, and in fact I've never been able to separate them. I seemed to be caught up in two different stories, but sometimes I thought that one was a translation of the other, and sometimes I thought that they were both translations of still another story that was too old for anyone to remember. Looking back, I can see that these two stories run through my life like the two rails of a railroad track, and when I stand between them and look down the track, I can see them meet at the horizon and I experience a kind of longing that almost breaks my heart, though now I've learned to expect it from time to time and in fact to regard it as the central experience in my life, something I couldn't live without. At the time, however, I thought that if only I could learn this song or that song, I'd be satisfied. And I thought the same thing about Cory: that if only I could hold her in my arms and kiss her, I'd be, well, satisfied. But it didn't work out that way, and when I hear that old song “Corinna, Corinna,” I'm filled with a longing for Cory; and when I think of Cory, I'm filled with a longing for that old song, even though I can play it in three different versions, even though I've held Cory in my arms and kissed her.


Corinna, Corinna, where you been so long;

Corinna, Corinna, where you been so long;

Ain't had no lovin', since you been gone.


It wasn't our only falling-out. A liberal Democrat in a conservative Republican town, an intellectual in a farming community, my mother tended to be critical of causes that were popular and supportive of those that were not, and she expressed her views in a weekly column that she wrote for the Appleton River Gazette. She was in favor of putting fluoride in the water system but opposed to the Atomic bomb tests held in the Bikini Atoll; in favor of Truman's civil rights package but opposed to Strom Thurmond's Dixiecrats; in favor of abolishing segregation in the armed forces but opposed to Senator Russell's plan to create a racial relocation bureau; she made sure that the local library stocked copies of the books of prominent Negro writers—James Baldwin, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and Gwendolyn Brooks; but it was her opposition to the annual minstrel show sponsored by the Lions Club that turned people against her. It wasn't a minstrel show, really, more of a local talent show, but the men wore blackface, and the end men (Mr. Stone, who ran the hardware store, and Mr. Harrison, the Ford dealer) told an endless string of Sambo jokes that no one seemed to find offensive till my mother held them up to ridicule in her column and invited newspapers from all over southern Michigan and northern Indiana, and Chicago too, to cover the show one year.

So I was surprised at the strength of her objection to my plan to take Cory to the Homecoming Dance. I had expected, in fact, that she would be pleased, that she would be my ally.

Homecoming was a major event in Appleton, as it was in all the neighboring towns. Because it hadn't changed in a hundred years, it generated almost as many expectations as Christmas. It was our last year together, and we put our class float together, as we always did, in the garage at the Cochrane Funeral Home, featuring (as we always did) pumpkins and cornstalks and the fake grass that Mr. Cochrane laid out to cover up the raw dirt around open graves. Competition for the Golden Apple, which was awarded to the class that got the most points for demonstrating school spirit, was intense. The queen of the winning class would get to carry the Golden Apple on her own float with her own king. The captain of the football team, unless he also happened to be the king of the winning class, would ride in the back of a Ford convertible supplied by the Harrison agency on Main Street, right across from the Potter Featherbone Company.

When Cory's cousin couldn't make it for the Homecoming Dance, which was going to be held in the old opera house instead of in the school gymnasium, and I proposed to escort her myself, and she said sure, I knew, and I'm sure she knew too, that we were entering forbidden territory. Nonetheless, I kissed her on the way home from school. It was at Cedar Creek, which never had much water in it unless the river flooded. Someone had dumped a load of old spark plugs into the creek, right below the Spruce Street bridge, instead of taking them out to the dump. There were thousands of them. We stood next to each other, looking down at the spark plugs, and then I kissed her again. I'd kissed several other girls by that time, so I thought I knew what I was doing.

“Let's go down to the river,” I said.

“Why not.” It wasn't really a question. It wasn't an answer either.

“Are you mad at me?”

“No. Why?

“We could go to my house and get something to eat. My mom has a meeting after school.”

“We could.”

“We could do our French homework.”

“On ne peut même pas sortir en hiver” —a line from our textbook.

“T'as tort, Giselle, c'est merveilleux de patiner sur la rivière lorsqu'elle est gelée.” In my mother's French class Cory was Giselle and I was Jean-Paul.

“What's the French word for spark plug? ” she asked.

“I don't know,” I said.

We walked down Beech Street, on the far east side of town, and then over to Main Street, which turned into Appleton Road—our books in our satchels.

It was the autumnal equinox. According to Mr. Dutton, our general science teacher, a switch had been thrown in nature, as if the sun had hit a trip wire when it crossed the celestial equator. A hawk was drifting south, over the Dziepak barn just north of town, and beyond the hawk a skein of snow geese raveled and unraveled. My mother had started putting out food for the winter finches. We could still see shooting stars, Mr. Dutton had said, if we stayed up late enough—leftovers from the Perseid meteor showers of mid-August. And if we got up really early we'd see Orion rising in the east.

We went to my house and ate butter and peanut butter and brown sugar on saltines and then I poured about an inch of my mother's white wine into each of two glasses and we sipped it as we did our French homework. Junior year we'd worked our way through the first half of L'Etranger by Albert Camus, and this year we were reading Jean-Paul Sartre's Huis clos, which had gotten my mother in trouble with Mr. Collings, the principal, the only man who could make her cry. He didn't know a word of French himself, but he'd received some complaints from parents about L'Etranger, and during the first week of school he'd decided that Huis clos wasn't much better and insisted that she find another reading, and she'd come home in tears of rage and frustration, and not for the first time. But this time my father didn't bother to comfort her as he usually did. He roared off in her Chevy, which she'd left at the side of the house, blocking the drive, and when he came back he said that Mr. Collings had changed his mind. His face was red, and the veins in his neck stood out like ropes.

No one ever found out exactly what had happened—it was reported that my father had told Mrs. Henderson, Mr. Collings's secretary, to “skedaddle,” and she'd skedaddled—but the episode certainly whetted our appetites for Huis clos, so we plowed ahead at the rate of four pages an hour, and sometimes even met in the evenings, at our house—so my mother could help with the translation when we got stuck—to read it aloud. The girls all wanted to be Estelle, not Inez. Except Cory. “Hell is other people,” she liked to say, and soon that became our mantra: “L'enfer c'est les autres.”

Frankly, I didn't see why Garcin didn't want to go to bed with Estelle, even with Inez watching. I'd have gone to bed with Cory with Frances Cochrane watching. So what?

When I heard my mother's car in the drive I quickly washed out the wineglasses, ran a towel over them, and put them back in the cupboard above the sink, upside down.

My mother, undoing the clip that held her hair in place, greeted us in French: “Bonsoir, mes chers.” She was in her fifties, but she always looked more elegant in her soft, tailored suits than the other women teachers, who wore square-cut clothes that fitted them like cardboard boxes.

“Bonsoir, madame.”

“Je suis ravie que tu sois là, Giselle.”

“Moi aussi,” said Cory.


“It's not really a date,” I explained to my mother after Cory had gone home. “It's just that something happened and her cousin won't be able to escort her this year.”

“What happened?” my mother wanted to know.

“How should I know? He's got some other plans.”

“I just told Dixie Carpenter's mother this afternoon that you'd take Dixie.” Dixie's mother, who taught English at the high school, was my mother's only close friend, except for Mr. Haptonstahl, and Alan Marckwardt, who'd turned the old depot into a used bookstore. Actually, I'd already been invited to go to the dance by Dixie herself, who was desperate for a date. She'd passed me a note in geometry class, and then her mother must have spoken to my mother at the staff meeting, and now my mother was speaking to me.

Dixie was a nice girl, large boned, loose, and elastic—she'd surprised everyone by making a convincing gun moll in The Night of January 16th; but I was too much in love with Cory by then and refused to cooperate.

The dance was still three weeks away, and I might have pressed my case harder; but Cory's mother, Aunt Flo, was just as opposed to the plan as my mother, and so, that was that. It hadn't really been a date anyway, and when Aunt Flo and I listened to the last game of the World Series together, neither one of us mentioned it. Aunt Flo and I were both avid Cubs fans, and the next best thing to having the Cubs win—which they never did, though Aunt Flo thought that maybe with Ernie Banks they'd have a shot at a pennant—was to listen to the Yankees lose, which they did in 1955, to the Dodgers, the first team ever to win a seven-game series after losing the first two games.


A certain amount of vandalism was tolerated and even expected at homecoming, and we were planning to paint “Class of '56” on the water tower of the Potter Featherbone Company. It was, after all, our last year together. Twelve years together for most of us. But tension was high in the funeral home garage, where we were putting the finishing touches on the class float. Jack Graham, the captain of the football team and homecoming king, was going to ride on the Lions Club float with Lisa Baxter. Jack was dating Frances Cochrane, and the two were sniping at each other. Everyone knew that Frances should have been the queen, but for some reason the judges had selected Lisa, a new girl from Chicago, whose father was the new vice president of the Featherbone Company. Lisa reminded everyone of Frances's cousin from Detroit, who'd set us boys on our ears by pressing her large, firm breasts against us while slow dancing to “Three Coins in the Fountain” and “Hernando's Hideaway,” and by sticking her tongue in our ears, and by French kissing us. Lisa was not part of the float committee. Allen Springer, who tried to keep us focused on the float, kept yelling and getting upset. If the float didn't come together we'd lose the Golden Apple to the juniors. It had never happened, but it could. Dixie Carpenter wasn't speaking to me. She was still mad because I'd turned down her invitation to the Homecoming Dance, even though she was going with a cousin from out of town, a student at Michigan State in Lansing, and I wasn't going at all. Cory and I were weaving strips of crepe paper through the wire mesh that formed the skirts of the float wagon.

When the float was done to our satisfaction, we locked up the garage, and Frances, who was mad at Jack, went into the house. We debated on whether to leave a sentry to prevent the juniors from sabotaging our work, but decided against it. We drove two cars—my mother's two-door Bel Air and Jack's dad's Town and Country wagon with wood paneling—along the tracks next to the lumber yard and then to the lot behind the Potter Featherbone Company, where there was a hole in the chain-link fence. Some boards had been driven into the ground to block the hole, but they came out easily. There were several huge buckeye trees behind the factory yard and more in the yard in the front. Cory and I had gathered buckeyes here every fall for years. Alvin Harris, whose father owned the lumber yard, had brought a can of purple paint. Alvin checked the ladder on the tower leg to make sure it was secure. Then he backed away. It was eleven o'clock; not much chance of being seen. Alvin climbed up the ladder, ten feet, twenty feet, and then thought better of it. We stood around for twenty minutes, smoking cigarettes, waiting for someone to take the lead.

It was Jack who finally stepped forward. “Who's going with?”

The silence was painful. Embarrassing. The tower looks much more intimidating when you're standing at the base, in the dark, than it does from the school parking lot. Someone said it was a hundred feet high. Someone else said two hundred. Like a six-story building. Or eight stories. Maybe ten stories. How many feet were in a story anyway?

“I will,” Cory said. She was standing next to me.

“Somebody give me a belt,” Jack said.

“Use your own belt.”

“I don't want my pants to fall down while I'm climbing. Alvin, give me your belt.”

Alvin slipped his belt out of his pants and handed it to Jack, who looped it through the handle of the paint can and slipped it over his shoulder.

“You shouldn't have brought a whole gallon. We only need a quart. Hell, a pint.”

“A quart can doesn't have a handle,” Alvin said.

“You coming?” He looked at Cory. She was standing beside him now. “Anyone else?”

No one said anything.

Jack climbed up a few more rungs on the ladder and looked down. He was still smoking a cigarette. He spat and nodded his head as if we'd all confirmed his low opinion of us. He was the tough sergeant in a World War II film, looking for a few brave men to go with him on a tough mission. No luck.

I tried to get up my nerve—I was almost there, but not quite—when Jack flipped his cigarette butt into our midst and started climbing higher. With Cory behind him. At that moment I knew I could do it. But I also knew it was too late.

They climbed up higher and higher till we couldn't see them anymore. The moon was bright, but they were covered by the dark shadows of the huge buckeye trees. We could hear them, though, their feet on the ladder, flakes of rust dropping down like snowflakes.

Everyone was silent. We were a bunch of cowards. No one said it, but I kept replaying the scene in my imagination, trying to make it come out differently, trying to reinterpret my own role. I was Garcin. I'd flinched.

When they finally came back down, Jack still had the paint can slung around his shoulder.

“What happened?”

“Be my guest,” he said.

Silence.

“There's no way to get up on the catwalk,” he said.

“There's a trapdoor,” someone said.

“That's bullshit, you jerk.” Silence. “OK—be my guest.” No one seemed to understand. “There's no trapdoor. It's like you'd have to climb upside down and grab on to the edge of the catwalk.” But this still wasn't enough. “Be my guest,” he said again.

No one said anything.

“Fuck this shit. Anybody got a cigarette?”

And then Avery, the town constable, drove by and we all scattered. Cory and I drove around for a while before heading home.

“We didn't go all the way,” she said as I pulled into her driveway. “Jack was scared.” I was still trying to rearrange the evening in my mind to make my own role a little less ignominious. I wasn't having much luck, though, so I was glad to hear her say that Jack was scared.

“I was coming up too,” I said, “but Jack didn't want me to. It was too late.”


* * *

On Friday afternoon I helped my dad and Cap set up the big kegs of cider in the school parking lot, where the floats were lined up, ready for the parade, pulled by tractors or pickup trucks or, in the case of the sophomores, by Frank Dunston's big Belgian draft horses. Uncle Piet and my dad donated the cider every year, and Dixie Carpenter's dad, who ran a doughnut shop in Niles, provided the doughnuts.

No one mentioned our abortive attempt to paint the water tower. From the school parking lot the water tower looked like a big tin can on four spindly legs, like something built with an Erector set.

I hung on to Cory's remark that Jack, who was sitting on the float with Lisa, the new girl from Chicago, had been scared. It got me through the parade, which seemed diminished this year, though everything was the same as it always was. The floats were all pretty much the same: pumpkins and cornstalks and crepe paper skirts. And the visiting marching bands—New Buffalo, Three Oaks, Galien, and New Troy—were spiffy, and our own band, headed up by the Schuyler twins, looked pretty good. The Schuyler twins—second cousins—had already been to State twice with their twin baton-twirling act. The village idiots were there too: Art Holmgren, who generally hung around the post office, and Pat Webster, who sometimes spotted pins for my father, who was an avid bowler, on winter afternoons. And the veterans, too big for their old uniforms. Cory and Frances Cochrane rode on the float with the senior class officers. Cory waved as she rode by; Frances kept looking back at the Lions Club float to make sure Jack didn't have his arm around Lisa Baxter.

That night Cory and I painted the tower. We left the football game at halftime, with New Buffalo ahead by three points. Jack had been having a good game, but he'd thrown an interception in the last minute of the first half and New Buffalo had scored. We left my mother's car in the parking lot at the football field, which was west of Main Street, on the south side of the tracks. We waited for a freight train to go by the crossing behind the lumber yard. The boards were where we'd tossed them in our hurry to get out of there the night before.

We crawled through the hole and stopped for a cigarette. I had two of my mother's Gitanes in my shirt pocket. Cory had a whole pack of her dad's Camels. The smoke made me dizzy. I tried, unsuccessfully, to blow rings.

The shadows cast by the buckeye trees thickened the darkness. Cory and I'd gathered buckeyes in mesh onion sacks and then buried them, like treasure, out at Dijksterhuis Corners. And once we planted a buckeye in front of my cousins' back door, thinking it would grow up and block the door so they couldn't use it anymore. Cory inhaled deeply and let the smoke out slowly, like Jean Harlow in Hell's Angels. It came out her nose as well as her mouth. She handed it to me. I took a drag and stamped it out.

The can of paint was right where Jack had dropped it, at the base of the tower, Alvin Harris's belt still looped through the wire handle.

I felt sick to my stomach, but I couldn't let Cory, who was standing-with one hand on a rung of the ladder, go first.

I was startled by a flash of light. Cory had lit another cigarette.

“You're sure you want to do this?” This was not what I'd meant to say!

“Yeah, I'm sure, why?”

“Just asking.”

“You scared?”

“I'm not scared. You?”

She shrugged. “What are you doing?”

“I'm shaking the paint.” I was starting to shake too, inside.

“You don't have to come,” she said.

“What are you talking about?” I picked up the can of paint and slung it over my shoulder.

“Right. What about the brush? You got any pockets?”

“No.”

“Put the brush in my back pocket.” When she slipped the brush into my pocket, I felt a little electric shock.

The first part of the climb wasn't too bad. It was just climbing up a ladder. But as we got higher my heart began to slither around inside me like a snake, twisting and turning and striking at the bars of my rib cage whenever I glanced down.

The gallon of paint started to swing back and forth and knock against the brush in my back pocket. My jeans were slipping down. I should have tightened my own belt. I couldn't tug them up without letting go of the tower. The can of paint felt heavier than Christian's burden in Pilgrim's Progress, one of the stories my mother used to read to me. I pictured Pilgrim climbing the tower, and then Cory, behind me, as if she were stalking me, a dangerous predator. I could feel her eyes on me, but I was afraid to look down.

When I finally reached the top of the tower leg I understood what Jack meant. There was no opening in the catwalk, no trapdoor, no way to get onto the catwalk except by climbing up a second ladder that tilted out from the leg of the tower to the outer edge of the catwalk. You'd have to hang on like death to keep from falling backward. My feet hurt from the rungs of the ladder. The moon was full. I wanted to yelp like one of the coyotes you could sometimes hear in the late fall, on the other side of the river.

“This is it,” I whispered, my voice husky. I could hear Cory beneath me, but she didn't say anything. She'd been this far before. Almost. If she hadn't been there I'd have gone back down. I'd have said it was impossible to climb onto the catwalk with the heavy paint can slung over my shoulder. But Cory was there, and I couldn't propose a retreat. Because I was a boy and Cory was a girl; just because. I had a feeling that what I did now would shape my future, would determine the kind of man I was going to be.

When I made myself look down I could see the top of her head. She tilted her head back and looked up at me. There was no expression on her face. The leg of the tower disappeared into the darkness beneath her. My right arm was wrapped around the leg of the tower, welded to it. I put some weight on the ladder that joined the leg of the tower and the catwalk, first my left hand, then my right, and there was a great rush of wings as hundreds of pigeons, which had been roosting on the catwalk, took to the air like souls taking flight for heaven. The tank itself, which blotted out the entire sky, seemed to be tilting toward me, as if I were pulling it over on top of me. The paint can shifted, pulled me backward like someone trying to choke me. I pulled myself upward, hooking my elbows around the rungs of the ladder. I used my left arm to readjust the belt, and then I pulled again, harder and harder, till I reached the top rung.

I could hear Cory's breathing as clearly as if I'd had my head against her chest. Then it was quiet, and then my fingers were raking through the pigeon shit on the catwalk, looking for something to hang on to, and then I was scrambling over the edge and onto the catwalk. I was breathing hard too.

Cory pulled herself up behind me, breathing heavily; I gave her my hand, slippery with pigeon shit, and she grabbed my wrist and started pulling, and then we were both on the catwalk, the full shock of fear and exhilaration washing over us in a series of waves.

“You all right? she asked.

“I'm all right,” I said. I pulled her toward me and kissed her neck, her forehead, her mouth. “I'm all right,” I said again. She didn't pull away. I kissed her neck again, her forehead, her mouth, going in a circle, like someone lost in the woods.

“ Hsss. There's Avery.”

The town squad car cruised slowly down Main Street, past the gates of the factory. I tracked the squad car as it headed south across the Michigan Central tracks that bisect the town and come to a stop at the light at M-60, in front of the Texaco station where my grandmother's second husband Cornelis once had a Maxwell agency. The Cochrane Funeral Home is right across the street from the station, on the southeast corner.

“Remember when I had a crush on Frances?”

“Frances is a stuck-up bitch,” Cory said. “I hope Jack makes out with the new girl. I hope she lets him go all the way.”

In a silvery parlor on the second floor Frances and I had sat in opposite corners of the big dappled sofa and drunk tea while Mrs. Cochrane, a Christian Scientist, read aloud from Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures and from the testimonials in the back pages of the Christian Science Sentinel. Frances was a Christian Scientist too and never went to a doctor, though she'd worn complicated braces on her teeth when we were in junior high.

“Her mom says that sin and disease and death don't have any divine authority. They're illusions.”

“Yeah? And what does she say about the dead bodies that Mr. Cochrane brings home? What does she think he does with them? Pray over them?”

“I've never figured that out.”

In the room over the garage where we'd built the float, coffins were on display, like boats in a marina. And in the back rooms of the house . . . we could only guess, in whispers, at what secrets lay behind the several doors that led down a narrow hallway to the back rooms. Gilbert, Mr. Cochrane's walleyed assistant, teased us but told nothing. Not even Frances knew for sure.

“This is fantastic,” I said after I'd calmed down; “It's like we're on top of the world. Look, you can see the yard lights.” It was astonishingly beautiful. It took my breath away, filled me with that same kind of longing I got from Chesterfield's music. I wasn't afraid anymore.

There were no lights between the town and the moraines beyond except the high yard lights that burned all night on Dijksterhuis Corners. Appleton Road, as Main Street is called when it leaves the town, was lined with aunts and uncles and cousins, Dijksterhuises and Schuylers, who went to the Methodist Church, and Portingas, who went to the Dutch Reformed Church, and Huizingas, who were Catholics. Their lives seemed full of mystery to me, as if they were figures in an old painting: Old Mietje, my father's mother, carrying eggs in a net; my stout uncles pulling on their high-top boots; Maurinus Schuyler, who lived alone out at the dump, in his great black hat, big as a hearse wheel; Uncle Piet joking with the Negro pickers who ate at trestle tables in the picking camp, beyond the packing shed; my father, rifle under his arm, emerging from Potter's Woods, game bag bulging; my mother silhouetted at her Steinway B; the flame of a brulot bowl on Christmas Eve; Reverend Boomsma and the dominie from the Dutch Reformed Church in their black robes, joining forces to bless the harvest; a load of apples in the door of the packing shed.
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