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For Dorothy Shapiro Perelman



Part I.


July-October



[image: •] A nightmare is terrifying because it can never be undone. A piece of paper tore with an incredibly loud screeching noise. My eyes opened. Then what? If the paper had torn while I was awake I could have taped it but if the tearing of a dream paper tore me then I was torn forever. I could scream for my sister Mimi and she might or might not hear me and come in to find out what was wrong, and if she did come my fear might be somewhat allayed, but nothing she or anyone else said could ever make that piece of paper whole again because it had torn in a world where we were powerless.

While in the beautiful well-ordered lie of our everyday lives there was almost nothing we could not do. We commanded the flowers to grow and within the more or less predictable limitations of soil and weather, they obeyed our commands. We turned wool into rugs and sweaters, crab apples into jelly, wood into fire. We put screens on the windows and summer came; we replaced them with storm windows to permit the snow to fall. “Our lives denied our nightmares, which was why I stayed awake for all but four or five hours each night.

I looked at my clock. It was just past four. The house was very quiet but outside the bluejays and grackles were already making their harsh daytime noises. I felt exhausted and I would willingly have gone back to sleep but the dream that had exhausted me had also left me full of vague fears that made sleep impossible. At five o’clock I opened the curtains and pulled my rug frame over to the window and then, in the gradually brightening morning light, I hooked woolen remnant strips into the rug canvas until I finally heard Mrs. Cushman walk through the hallway and go downstairs to make breakfast.

•  •  •

A while after breakfast I walked up to the road to get the mail. It was the very end of June and the last blooms had long since gone from the azaleas and rhododendron in the interior garden, but alongside the winding driveway the peonies and sweet william were in full bloom and the woodlands were shot through with orange day- lilies, yellow butter-and-eggs and here and there a clump of violets or delicate white trillium.

The mailbox was full of flyers and business letters, at the bottom of which I found a postcard from Vincent saying that he would arrive the following week. I was delighted; Vincent always had exactly the opposite effect on me that he had on most people.

I walked back to the house and showed Mimi the card, which pictured a lighthouse on a beach at Cape Cod.

“Cape Cod,” she groaned. “Only Vincent would spend a year in Europe and then go up to Cape Cod before he came here.”

As though she were in a hurry for him to arrive. She hated his visits as much as I loved them.

“I wish he were here now,” I said, thinking that Vincent might be able to drive out the evil spirit that had possessed me during the night. I sat down at the kitchen table. I was so tired by this time that I had a physical sense of coming apart. As though I were a piece of putty that might, if my brain couldn’t get control of my body, spread out and spill over the chair seat.

Barney came down then. Barney, whose hair had been grey for years, always looked entirely grey in the morning.

“Vincent is coming,” Mimi said.

“Mmm,” Barney said. “Why don’t you cry now and get it over with?”

“Ohhhhh.” She poured his coffee and sat down again, a small roundish pink mass next to the lanky grey mass of her husband. What a picturesque trio—I slender and sallow to the point of yellowness.

“I’ll never get anything done for as long as he’s here,” Mimi said. “I never do. No writing, no housework, nothing.”

Not because Vincent interfered with her work but because his very presence threw her off balance.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked. “You know he’s impossible, Elizabeth. You know it’s not me. Everyone is upset by that lunatic, everyone but you and Barney.”

This was true. Most people were disturbed by the naked quality of Vincent’s needs. He at once lusted for their understanding and bitterly disliked them for his dependency. He demanded comprehension with a violence that taxed people to close their minds for safety. We had in the attic the first letter Mimi had ever received from him. Written from Vincennes in 1943 when Vincent was eighteen and Mimi eleven, it begins without salutation: “I am your half brother. I suppose you know that.” It was typical of Vincent that the letter neither reflected his age nor catered to hers. What Vincent had to say was said without regard for such trivialities. “I suppose I should ask you how my mother is but the truth of the matter is that if she can’t even bother to tell me herself then I don’t care.”

Poor Vincent. If she had troubled to write him she would not have been Lily. Lily wanted us, her three children, to be her three friends—but never friends in need. We were to be gay pals. She didn’t hold it against Vincent that she’d abandoned him and his father to run away with Josh. Why did he have to refer to all that unpleasantness when he wrote to her? Why couldn’t he just tell her about school, send news of people she knew in Vincennes, instead of begging her for snapshots of herself and describing how he and his father split the housework between them? Lily. Lily the chair without arms. Mimi and I had survived Lily’s friendship more easily, Mimi because she was herself and I because I had Mimi, who was five years old when I was born and already sure of the way things were done.

“My father was called back into active service after Pearl Harbor,” Vincent wrote. “I just finished high school here in Vincennes, living with my father’s father, and now I’ve been drafted, which is okay. Soon I’ll be shipped someplace, I don’t know where. I need someone to write to who’ll always be in the same place, not moving around like my father and me. If I write to you will you save the letters and answer them, not all of them but enough so I know you’re still in the same place? There’s no time to waste so let me know right away. Vincent.”

There was never time to waste, even now, so many years later. Always there was that urgency. To talk to someone. To find out something. For Barney and me Vincent’s visits were pleasant diversions from our own inwardness but for Mimi it was maddening to have in the house someone who very nearly bristled with need yet would take nothing from her, who only needed to give.

“I feel like getting out and doing something,” Mimi said. “You want to go to a movie, Barn, or go have a drink with someone?”

“All I want is another cup of coffee,” said Barney, whose mood was apparently uncompromisingly sour.

“You know what I mean,” she said, giving him the coffee. “I mean tonight. What do you think?”

“I think that you’re confronting me with major decisions when I haven’t even had two cups of coffee.”

Barney of course detested making decisions at any time of day, not just in the morning.

•  •  •

But they did take a drive to have drinks with friends, and Barney got even more drunk than usual so that he couldn’t drive, and Mimi drove home, or nearly drove home, because at the point where she was to turn off Sugar Hill Road and onto our drive she instead ran the car into the culvert that runs beside the road and under our drive where they meet. They had to leave the car there and walk to the house, where I was waiting for them, having tried to sleep but been frightened by a vision of a huge bald and bloody head suspended outside my bedroom window. Mimi called the garage right away but it was two in the morning and of course no one was there. They went upstairs in a marvelous mood, giggling like a couple of naughty children, leaving me sitting at the kitchen table feeling neglected and disgruntled, for I’d looked forward to chatting with them over tea when they came home.

I must have been sitting there for an hour or two, paralyzed by a fear of sleep and a lack of interest in doing anything else, when there was a knock at the kitchen door. I peered out through the top panes and standing there was a man—a tall blond prince out of some fairy tale. I opened the door on the foolish assumption that men who look like fairy-tale princes couldn’t be dangerous.

“Hi,” he said, “I’m sorry to bother you at this hour but I saw the light on. . . . I just smacked into a car up near the end of your drive.”

I nodded. “My sister’s car. She went off the road and it was too late to get the garage.”

He smiled. “The trouble is, she didn’t go all the way off. She’s nearly halfway across it and without any lights on I didn’t see it in the dark.”

“Oh, God,” I said, “I’m sorry. I don’t think they realized.”

We stood looking at each other, not knowing what to do.

“My name’s Max Merganser,” he finally said. “I live up the road about a mile.”

I was startled. I knew almost no one outside of family friends since I seldom left our grounds—yet it was inconceivable that this particular person should live nearby without my knowing him. Silly.

“My name is Beth Cane,” I said.

He nodded. “I know your brother . . . half brother.”

“Vincent?” I was puzzled. Vincent had lived such a solitary life when he was with us after the war. “How do you know Vincent?”

“We met the first year he came to live here.”

“How long have you lived in Welford?” I asked incredulously.

He smiled. “All my life. Except for the past few years. My father had Otto’s, you know? The butcher shop in town?”

This too seemed incredible.

“He died a few years ago,” Max Merganser said. “I’ve been living in L.A. but my mother died in April and I came back to fix up the house and sell it.”

Suddenly I felt very foolish at keeping him standing there in the doorway.

“Would you like to. come in?” I asked.

“Maybe for a few minutes, thanks,” he said. “I guess there won’t be anyone at the garage yet but I can try.”

I put up some tea while he was ringing them without success.

“I left one of those lanterns on the back hood,” he said. “But I guess it isn’t that dark, anyway.”

“I never even realized Vincent had friends in Welford,” I said when we sat down. Thinking that Max must be at least ten years younger than Vincent.

“Oh, sure” Max said. “It was a whole bunch of us, although I guess I kept seeing him longer than the others. We weren’t exactly friends at first, we were all still in high school when he came back from the Army and we thought he was pretty old and experienced.”

There was only a few years’ difference, then. Yet Vincent was nearly forty-two and Max looked like a boy.

Max smiled. “At first we couldn’t make him out at all. We’d be walking home from school, you know, and he’d just sort of appear near us and get into an argument about the football game or something like that and then somewhere around here he’d disappear into the bushes. For a while we didn’t even know he came from Ye Gods. . . .” He hesitated, uncertain whether he’d offended me. I smiled and he went on. “He’d make up these crazy stories if we asked him about himself. The only thing he told the truth about was the Army. He’d ask us all kinds of weird questions like how much sleep we got at night, if our mothers were good cooks, did we get bawled out when we didn’t get good marks, things like that. At first we thought maybe he was some kind of crook wanting to blackmail our parents.” Max laughed at the memory. “Then one day we saw him coming up the drive here and when we asked him if he lived here he said as long as he’d been caught he’d have to admit it, his mother worked in the big house and he lived in the gamekeeper’s cottage. It was always like that, if he finally told you something about himself it turned out to be a joke or a lie, not a lie, really, because he didn’t think for a minute that you’d believe it. I remember we couldn’t get over it when we found out who he really was.”

“Who was he really?”

Max blushed. “I mean, you know . . . that he was your brother.”

“But you didn’t know me.” Fighting the realization that I was known by strangers. The crazy girl who stayed up on the hill.

Max shrugged. “I used to see your sister around once in a while. She was only a few years behind me in school. I knew . . . you know, it’s a small town.”

“I never thought about it,” I said slowly. “Maybe you think it’s stupid but it’s true, anyway. I assumed if I wasn’t interested in other people they wouldn’t be interested in me.”

He smiled at me in a friendly way.

“I’m not crazy,” I said—perhaps more fiercely than I meant to. “I don’t stay here because I have to, I stay because I want to. I’m happy here. Does that seem so crazy to you?”

“Nope,” he said, “it seems fine to me. This is a beautiful place.”

We were silent for a while. He said he’d better try the garage again but when he did, there was still no one there. We had tea and when he admitted to being hungry, I made him some bacon and eggs.

“It’s a rough year for selling houses,” Max said. “The mortgage market is very tight. I suppose you don’t know about stuff like that.”

I shook my head.

“Well, it’s complicated. The part that matters to me right now is that people can’t get money from the banks for buying old houses. It’s a crazy old house, anyhow. It needs a lot of work. I’m doing a lot of it while I’m around. I’m a contractor. Know what that is?”

I said I guessed I did, it was like a builder, and he said that was right, that others made the plans and he executed them.

I smiled. “You execute old houses.”

He thought that was funny but he was concerned that I not misunderstand—what he did actually gave old houses a new lease on life. I said I thought that was wonderful. He asked if I meant that and I said that I did.

“My folks were pretty upset about it,” he said. “I mean that that was what I wanted to do. My mom, especially. She used to go wild every time she saw me fooling around with a couple of sticks of wood and some nails. As far back as I can remember I remember her telling me not to waste my time. She thought I ought to be a doctor or a lawyer or something like that.” He grinned. “Anything like that.”

“What does your house look like?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s great looking from the outside,” he said. “I mean, not like this place, it’s not a mansion, but it’s real pretty. Inside it’s a little dark. One of the things I’m doing. I’m putting in a new kitchen and making a glass wall in the back.”

I must have grimaced without knowing it.

“Don’t look like that,” he said. “It’ll be beautiful. There’s a stone wall in back of it, complete privacy. You’d love it.”

I was doubtful.

“You’d have to see it,” he said. “I’ll tell you—” but then he stopped and I had to prompt him by asking what he’d tell me. “I was going to say I’d take you there and show it to you but I don’t know if you . . . you probably wouldn’t want to go.”

“Yes I would,” I surprised both of us by saying.

“Great,” he said. “In a few days I’ll come and get you. There’s just a couple more things I want to do before anyone sees it.”

A few minutes later he went up the drive to meet the men from the garage, who’d promised to be right up. Later that day he called to talk with Barney about insurance but since I never answer the phone, I didn’t speak to him. I asked Mimi if she had ever known him and she said oh yes, of course she knew who he was. In school plays he’d always been the messenger of the gods, or the sweet young boy who got killed in the war, or something like that, because he was so beautiful that everyone loved him. At first he’d been a full four years ahead of her but then he’d been left back a year somewhere along the line so that she’d already finished her freshman year of high school when he graduated. She remembered that even then he used to insist on calling himself Max, his father’s name, instead of the name his mother had given him—Marsden or Maximilian or something terribly unusual and elegant like that—and his mother had made a tremendous row at the school when she discovered he’d been permitted to list himself as Max in the yearbook.

•  •  •

Lily called from Beverly Hills to find out if we’d heard from Josh, which we hadn’t, and to say she would be here in a couple of weeks. It wasn’t like her to give that much notice; I thought she must be having some new private disaster. The departure of some young boy she could no longer afford; the death of some old man who for years had come once a week to talk about the past. Bought as a sanctuary not for us but for Josh and Lily, Yiytzo was little more than a prison in her eyes, or at best a temporary refuge. Not that she didn’t love the place, not that she didn’t think it was beautiful, not that she didn’t think it was the most marvelous place in the world. For children. Hollywood, in contrast, was no place at all for children to grow up. We were taught this long before we could understand that Hollywood was on the West coast of the United States while Welford Heights was three thousand miles away in the East. It was the reason we didn’t live with our parents. It was necessary for Josh and Lily to be there most of the time but Hollywood was no place for children to grow up. So we lived in the home Josh had purchased in 1930 from the estate of a financier who’d been a Depression suicide. For the house and land together he had paid eight thousand dollars, a good portion of the money earned from his first (and only) novel, Our Blood, Their Tears, a reasonably early drop in the flood of anti-war novels between the two world wars which received a sizeable advance and also was bought for serialization by the Hearst chain.

They’d called the place Yiytzo, Russian for the egg, because it was to be their world within a world. The use of Russian constituting a sort of magical invocation for the good will of the Party penates who might otherwise be displeased. A vow that if their tastes leaned toward the North Shore their hearts were still full of the Soviet communion. Its thirty-two acres took in the main house and guest cottage, set in two formally landscaped acres near the north end of the property; a lengthy winding drive leading to the house and then splitting off in back to the cottage; a stable that could accommodate six horses and had a groom’s residence on the upper floor; several acres of riding paths cut through otherwise uncontrolled foliage; elm, locust, birch, maple, oak and alder trees whose bark was made invisible for a portion of each year by the Virginia creeper and honeysuckle that twined their ways up every available trunk and branch; thorny elderberry, blackberry and raspberry bushes; billions of blades of chive, known to us as onion grass; thousands of seedlings of the large trees; monumental stumps long since overgrown with prickly weeds and vines that made them impossible to sit on; an occasional animal grave, its small headstone visible only in the brief brown times before the first heavy snow of winter and after the last; innumerable streams running into a large pond; and beyond this the ten-acre dairy and vegetable farm run then by Mr. and Mrs. Okada, later by Mr. and Mrs. Facciolo, who lived in the small red farmhouse set between the barn and chicken coops and the planted acres of the farm, and who still managed to supply us and themselves with fresh vegetables for five months out of every year and sell their overflow, along with their eggs, to other local people.

So Yiytzo was to be their world, Josh and Lily’s, when the fund raising parties got too wild, the arguments too vicious, the justifications too arduous. To the extent that they had to venture into the outside world, Yiytzo would be their nourishment and their refuge.

Ironically, however, it had developed that whatever the place gave them in spiritual nourishment (a problematical question, anyway, in Lily’s case) it more than took back in physical upkeep. While the house, for example, had stone interior walls a foot thick and exterior walls over two feet in depth, both of which tended to keep the heat out in the warm months and in during the winter, it also had ten rooms in which the ceilings ranged from twelve to twenty feet (in the living room) high, so that during the cold months it took an enormous amount of heat just to warm up the rooms in the first place. There was a staff of three, aside from the Okadas. They slept in the cottage and their salaries were low but nevertheless, they had to be paid regularly and in cash. Relatively little was required in the way of furniture, for Yiytzo had been sold them with most of its furnishings intact. But then there were the visitors. True, Josh had bought Yiytzo out of a yearning for peace and solitude, but how much peace and solitude could be tolerated by a couple who’d lived on Barrow Street in the middle of everything that was happening for several years and whose previous idea of a country outing had been a picnic lunch in Washington Square Park? Then, too, if in their one-room Barrow Street apartment they had felt unable to refuse a friend who needed a place to sleep for the night, just a blanket on the floor would be fine, how were they now to turn away the homeless artists, the itinerant anarchists, the unpaid organizers who flocked the fifty miles from Union Square to Welford Heights even before they knew the extent of Josh’s good fortune or were certain they could count on what he later called his gelt guilt to make him their permanent host?

Josh’s expenses being what they were, how could he have refused the offer to make a filmscript of Our Blood when it came? They didn’t think of the move as being permanent. (I have read since that nobody did.) There was an absurd quality to the very thought of living permanently in a place like Hollywood. On the other hand, it was the bleak beginning of 1931 by this time and it would have been preposterous to thumb one’s nose at the moguls of the West. Josh’s book had been published a little over a year before and the reviews had been excellent but a combination of factors—greatly reduced book buying due to the Depression; a sudden glut of pacifist novels—had cut short its selling life. Lily was pregnant with a child she later claimed to have miscarried and their plan was to come back here for its birth, to stay for a few months and then to leave the child at Yiytzo while they finished out their Hollywood term. They could feel particularly easy about such an arrangement because Josh’s parents were coming to live at Yiytzo. Josh’s father, Hyman, had lost his job as a cutter a couple of months before when the cloak and suit house he’d worked for failed. Josh had talked about doing something for them; the job situation was hopeless- and Hyman was getting old, anyway. Leah was a quiet person with nothing of the old country disciplinarian about her and there would be a nursemaid at first to fulfill the more arduous demands of a baby.

So Josh and Lily went to Hollywood forever, coming back often to Yiytzo, always the gay visitors who descended upon the household, sometimes with an entourage of their own, but always in either case being deluged with visitors when word got out that they were there; sometimes for a particular reason (Mimi’s birth; Hyman’s death; my birth; some mystical illness of Lily’s which she could trust no Los Angeles doctor to treat; my four incarcerations in the madhouse), sometimes because from the vantage point of Hollywood they became convinced that at Yiytzo they could really get some rest. Sometimes they swore that it was because they couldn’t stay away, they missed us so terribly. A new batch of snapshots or some clever remark of Mimi’s transmitted by Leah, who wrote about us copiously (they kept her letters in looseleaf notebooks which were bound permanently when they became full. Josh and Lily’s way of possessing our childhoods without living through them). In any event they had less of mine than of Mimi’s because I didn’t talk until I was four years old and after that I was seldom conspicuously clever—some such reminder would make them realize they hadn’t seen us in months and then they would whirl into our lives like two Method actors cast in the role of parents, question Leah closely about our diets and tonsils, beg for hundreds of kisses and yearn verbosely for the day when they could afford to get out of the rat race and come back home where they belonged.

•  •  •

Now Lily would waft in on the three-thirty train and Mimi would pick her up at the station, carrying to and from the station wagon her numerous valises, transporting her to Yiytzo, and Lily, in a pink linen dress a bit too jaunty for a woman of sixty-one, high-heeled black patent pumps setting off legs that had lost some of their flesh but none of their shape, a net kerchief keeping her hair in place, would stand in front of the fireplace, raising her arms in a theatrical gesture that was meant to be all-embracing, and say with a voice that had stayed younger and more tremulous than the rest of her, “My God, it’s good to be home! You have no idea how good it is to be home!”

“No,” I’d say. “How is it, Lily?”

But Mimi, with a warning look in my direction, would put an arm around Lily, squeeze her affectionately, say, “Of course we do, love, and it’s marvelous having you back.”

Having her there was unbearable. I hadn’t had a breakdown in many years but the times I felt closest to falling apart were the times when Lily was around; I didn’t know how I would manage if my bad dreams and strange moods hadn’t passed before she came. In the old days, no matter what the ostensible reason for their visit, she had spent most of her time with us in bed, being waited upon by Mimi and the others, visited by doctors as well as various friends who knew that if she had any illness at all, it wasn’t something they would ever contract. Now stunningly healthy in the years when she had a right to occasional illness, she fluttered around the house until someone took her someplace for an appointment, hovering at the ends of our nerves, waiting for Josh, who for nearly fifteen years had refused to live with her. Needing to be there so that when Josh called Mimi would tell him not to bring one of his girls. Hoping to lure him back into her future through a nostalgic voyage to the past. To the twenties, to the thirties, the forties—the very beginning of the fifties, if need be, but never any closer than that to here and now. “Ah, Lil,” Josh teased her, “it’s your only departure from type—you’d rather revel in the past than bury your age.”

He had never divorced her. Their marriage certificate lay in a yellowed envelope in the bottom drawer of the massive living-room desk where Mimi did the bills. It was hard for me to admit what was obviously true, that what the certificate symbolized still existed in part, that something was still there. They weren’t woven through time to this or any place but parts of them were woven together into time. Nothing they said to each other was simple; they spoke a sign language perhaps more perfect than it had been when they were together and one or the other often chose not to understand. Single words had complex shared meanings. Lily’s father had been a fireman in Vincennes and her first husband had been a fireman in Vincennes and the word fireman invariably set off smiles, jokes, reminiscences. Once during one of their reconciliations Josh had showed up at Yiytzo in a red sports car with ladders strapped to the sides. Names evoked places, years evoked events. 1926. Oh, yes, that was the year that twenty-six-year-old Josh Cohen had zigzagged through the United States, stopping in Vincennes overnight and at an all night diner introduced himself as Josh Cane to a pretty young waitress who turned out to have a husband who was a day-shift fireman and an eleven-month-old baby at home but who left Vincennes with him forever the next day anyway. Fireman, oh yes, did you ever hear the joke about the fireman who . . . remember the fire at the hotel in, when was it, thirty-eight . . . Mimi loved them to reminisce but for me their stories had the quality of a book someone reads you aloud while you are trying to concentrate on something of your own.

Not in my earliest memories do I remember missing them when they weren’t around. Nor did I feel anxiety when they were about to leave after a visit. I never called them anything but Josh and Lily; I think that until I understood the biological meaning of parenthood I didn’t believe they had any closer relation to us than the numerous adults, some nameless, others friendly to me, who lived in the guest cottage, coming and going independently of us. As a matter of fact, I think I may have preferred the others, for they did not invade the big house itself, and even as a child I had strong feelings about privacy and outsiders. I can remember quite distinctly (although Mimi swears it isn’t possible as she swears many of my memories aren’t because she has none of her own) the first time she brought a friend home from school. I’d only begun walking around the time of my second birthday but when school began for Mimi I would walk with Leah the length of the long driveway, arriving at twenty past three, when the school bus let off my sister at the entrance. It was a girl named Carol who came home with her that day; they were in second grade. Mimi put down her briefcase and picked me up and kissed me, as she always did, then said (she always talked to me in a normal way, understanding that I understood even if I never responded in words) that she wanted me to meet her friend.

“No!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, my first and last words until another two years had passed. My foot lashed out at Carol’s shins and then I wiggled out of Mimi’s arms and ran into the woods where I hid for so long that a good part of Carol’s visiting time was used up in the effort to find me. And eleven years later when in her first year of college Mimi began to bring Barney home weekends my reaction was very much the same except that instead of shouting I sulked. And when she and Barney married early the next year and Barney came to live with us, it took me a year to regain some semblance of my usual self, a year or two more before I could accept his friendship, longer for me to really care about him.
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