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  Where Else But in Maine?




  


  


  





  This is the story of my love affair with the State of Maine, which, like all love affairs, ran anything but smooth.




  Dorothy says it began on a night of crisp stars in early June when we were walking along the hard, chilly sand of Goose Rocks Beach with the two cocker spaniels yipping hysterically around our ankles. Madison Avenue, traffic lights, zooming elevators, and the smoke and yammer of plush restaurants were all far away, on another planet.




  We had dined that evening on Albion’s small tender lobsters, a new experience for me; I had eaten them big and broiled and dressed up in bread crumbs and butter, but had never seen a lobster green and wriggling, nor tasted one so young and fresh from the sea. We had listened to some Dixieland records from Dorothy’s collection. And now we were giving Imp and Spike their run before bed, as delighted as they with the unobstructed length of firm white beach and the salt-sweet breath of sand and beach grass and early wild roses.




  This is the life, I thought. And at that moment Dorothy said, out of nowhere, “Do you know, I’m almost tempted to buy the village store.”




  To give you the full absurdity of her remark, I must tell you that Dorothy and I were refugees from the polished purlieus of the advertising agencies in New York. One of us was a little over twenty-five years of age, the other a shade under. Put us on the scale together in our Bermuda shorts and Saks Fifth Avenue T-shirts and we would weigh about the same as one good-sized man. We knew how to talk business charmingly over three cocktails and lunch at Twenty-One. We knew how to spin out an advertising idea, make a market analysis, and sell a corporation vice-president a promotion campaign that would cost $ 1,000,000 across the board. Which is not the same as knowing how to sell twenty-four cases of canned beans, can by can, or get five cents more for one head of lettuce than another identical head. I was innocent of this difference at the time, and so I was unaware of any absurdity in Dorothy’s proposal.




  Correction: her idea was not quite out of nowhere. Herb Atwood had put the question to her that afternoon, when we were in Herb’s accommodation store in the village. The store was in what had been the Atwoods’ kitchen, and to me, coming in out of the sharp clean daylight, it seemed overheated and airless ; I didn’t know that Clara Atwood’s rheumatism was the reason for the blazing potbellied stove and the tight-shut windows on a sunny June day. To my city gaze the old-fashioned showcases were not quaint but merely dark and crowded. Following the shelves upward, my eye picked out a cobweb in a ceiling corner and an insect corpse in the cobweb. Clara, who had been a schoolteacher before she married Herb, caught me looking at it and said, “Herb and I are too old to keep a store as it should be kept.”




  Herb was tall and thin and looked like Carl Sandburg in spectacles. His gold-rimmed glasses kept slipping down his thin straight nose, and he kept pushing them up all the time he was talking. He talked about the hard winter, talked about Clara’s rheumatism, and asked suddenly, “Dor’thy, why don’t you buy my store?”




  Dorothy thinks that’s when it began. My own version goes back a few weeks to a cocktail party in New York. I had had a long business luncheon with several Scotches at Theodore’s, and after that a promotion party for some product or other, also with several Scotches, somewhere else. Toward evening, with a glass in my hand again, I said, “Enough. I’m getting out while I’m still in my right mind. I’m going to Arizona.”




  Why Arizona? someone asked. I really didn’t know, except that it was far away, underpopulated, and had neither skyscrapers nor subways.




  Across from me in the group stood Dorothy. She and I had been meeting on and off for some time, in that glibly social climate in which Madison Avenue does business. She waited until everybody else had thoroughly canvassed the idea of escape, and then she said, “On your way to Arizona, why don’t you stop off in Maine? It’s far away too, and there’s a three-mile stretch of beach with no one on it. I’m opening my house there next week.”




  So a few days later I had quit my fine and well-paid job and was in Dorothy’s bright red Packard convertible. Our luggage was stowed. Imp and Spike quivered between us in the front seat. I was on my way to Arizona via Maine.




  Dorothy, as she thought, was merely leaving New York for her usual summer in Maine. But I was running away from New York, as far as I could go. I had had a bad fright. I loved my job, I loved my friends, I even loved my big, noisy, pushing, beautiful and ugly home town. But one day a man I had lunched with was dead of a heart attack at his desk an hour after we parted at my office door. Another day a girl I knew in another office, as smart, as fast-talking, as brassy-confident as I, was fired without notice—“let out” is the kinder phrase—because her agency had lost an account or two. A terrifically successful woman executive I knew took an overdose of sleeping pills. A man who had skyrocketed to a vice-presidency went home from his analyst’s office and jumped or fell from his Park Avenue apartment window. All this in less than a month.




  The smooth machinery ran on without even a momentary shudder. Typewriters tapped, though other fingers touched the keys; telephones rang and other hands reached for the receivers; under the same highly polished conference tables, other well-creased Brooks Brothers trousers and other nyloned ankles rested. Those who were gone were gone, and not missed; the waters closed over them as though they had never been.




  I was a girl who had no family left; I had been an only child. Home to me was one clever little apartment after another; New Yorkers are notorious movers. I had achieved that pinnacle of independence people dream about, with nothing and no one to hold me down. For a girl like me, heart-whole, fancy-free, having wonderful time and never a dull moment, it was like being hit by a Diesel-motored trailer truck to realize that if anything happened to me, nobody would really care.




  I was not, of course, quite fair to my friends, but that’s the way I saw it. So I was running away from that chilly, fearful, lonely independence. I didn’t know it, but I was looking for a place small enough to belong to, a place wh.ere I was wanted and needed and would be missed if I went away, a place I could call home.




  I was to help Dorothy open her house, enjoy her hospitality for a few days, and then go on to the West. That was the deal.




  But I reckoned without the sea and the pine woods, the hot sun and the spank of the wind. I reckoned without Albion’s lobsters. I reckoned without Herb Atwood’s urgent wish to retire from storekeeping and the subtle ways by which a State,of Mainer gets his wish. I reckoned without the gambler behind Dorothy’s soft ladylike exterior and the gambler in me. Mostly I reckoned without the State of Maine, which gets a hold on you like an impossible man you can’t live with and you can’t live without.
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  And Bowling Alleys!




  


  


  





  Dorothy is not a native of Goose Rocks, but she grew up on that beach. Her family came from Massachusetts. Her father, Dr. Mignault, discovered Goose Rocks Beach when he was drifting up the coast one fall, duckhunting. There was nothing but the curving stretch of unspoiled sand outlining a sheltered cove and a solid wall of pines hiding it from the highway. A rough little road stole off from the highway, running through the woods to the beach and the few scattered houses there. It was a road which the speeding traveler on his way to Kennebunkport would never see.




  Dr. Mignault built a summer house, then another and another, selling each to a friend or friend of a friend as he explored a more charming house site or thought of a pleasanter plan for a house. Finally the family settled for the summers on the Point, looking out past Timber Island with nothing between their living-room windows and the coast of Spain but the pounding blue Atlantic. This was the house to which Dorothy brought the two cocker spaniels and me.




  A few independent lobstermen like Albion Fisher, a few families whose boys and men went out in the fishing fleet, Herb Atwood’s store, and the summer people whose houses stood along the village road and away from it, following the beach—that was all of Goose Rocks. Tucked away along the shore and in the woods there were now, after thirty years, about four hundred and fifty families. I never knew it, until they came to buy at the store.




  But Dorothy knew them all. And they all knew Dorothy and loved her. She also knew all the local men, their wives and children and grandchildren. She knew which boys went away to college, to the Navy, to Portland, which girls worked in the mill town and when and whom they married. She knew who was a plumber and who was an electrician and who would come to clean for you.




  For all her soft ways Dorothy has a first-rate business head. She also has a law degree and passed the bar in Massachusetts. Even before I met her I knew her reputation as a market analyst and the respect with which her judgment was received by men with Vice-President after their names. So that night on the beach, when all of a sudden she stopped running with the dogs and said, “Why not buy the store?” I stopped too.




  Now, Dorothy by temperament likes to do a small job and do it perfectly, while this Mackenzie here has no time for anything if it isn’t big. My first reaction to her question was characteristic.




  “That crummy little store squeezed into the kitchen of a Charles Addams house? It’s so little!”




  Herb and Clara, in these chilly days of late spring, still dined, entertained, and slept in the parlor. What was in the upstairs rooms I couldn’t imagine, but to my mind skeletons and vampire bats would have been quite at home in any house of that period. Herb had neither designed nor built it, but had taken it over as it stood when he bought the property. Inside, itwas pleasant and comfortable, but from the outside it was one of those Victorian mistakes you occasionally find in New England among the austere salt boxes and Cape Cods and the many which are just houses to live in. It was topped with gables and cupolas and hung with porches, and everywhere you looked it bulged with a bay. The shingles were a liverish green and a tower on top was painted red. With a coat of white paint, however, later on, the house lost its grotesqueness and acquired a kind of ponderous dignity.




  When I said, “It’s so little!” Dorothy, knowing my weakness, laughed at me.




  “Not that store, silly. The big one—didn’t you see it? It’s closed—Herb hasn’t run it for five years, but when he did, it was always very successful, even in bad times. And there’s the guesthouse,” Dorothy went on. “And the Casino, with two bowling alleys—”




  “Bowling alleys! You could bowl all you wanted for free?” I’ve never been able to get enough bowling.




  And we were off. We walked up and down the beach, forgetting that in Maine even summer nights can be cold, and June is not yet summer. When our teeth began to chatter we went into the house to get warm. We couldn’t light a fire, because in that lovely house Dorothy’s mother had arranged things so that there wasn’t a fireplace i she had too many of them in the family home in Lowell. We plugged in an electric heater, put coffee on, and went on talking.




  I couldn’t understand how Herb Atwood had come to offer the store to Dorothy. Dorothy said, “Herb’s had offers for the store, but he doesn’t want to sell it to anyone who may not feel the way he and Clara do about Goose Rocks. The store sets the tone for the beach, you know. I’ve never made any secret of my interest in it. Every chance I’ve had, I’ve pumped Herb about the life of a storekeeper. And besides, I think he thinks I’m—well—a woman of property.” Dorothy looked at me and added, “Of course, I couldn’t run the store alone. I suspect Herb thought you might come in with me.”




  Storekeeping! The thought was new and startling. But in the next breath I was wondering, Could I swing it? And what would this do to my future plans? And then I remembered that I had no future plans.




  Now I’m convinced all State of Mainers believe as a matter of course that they are poor and out-of-staters are rich and New Yorkers are millionaires, or close to it. Yet I could see that in Herb’s eyes Dorothy in her smart city clothes, with her smart car, her two smart dogs, and her large, solidly built, well-furnished summer home, was a rich girl. How she lived all winter in the city, how she sweated to keep her house and to preserve her very modest inheritance—this Herb didn’t know and could hardly even imagine. It was out of his experience entirely. As for me, I was an unknown quantity, and for Maine people anybody who isn’t obviously poor can be assumed to be rich.




  I maintain this is not naïveté or provincial ignorance, but a cunning strategy. Look how well it works! In two months or so they make enough out of us self-styled city slickers to keep themselves the year round. We may scrimp and save all year for that vacation, but once we get there we pay prices and labor charges automatically multiplied by two for our special benefit. What’s more, we like doing it so well we go back again and again. And they know all the while that we will.




  Herb Atwood was daring us to run a country store, and I think he knew all along that we couldn’t resist a dare. Only city people would accept such a challenge, people who didn’t know what they were getting into and who, to tell the truth, didn’t much care. The challenge was the thing.




  Dorothy said, “There’s nothing to buying. I’ve bought all over the world. And as for selling, if you and I don’t know how to sell, who does ?” I have mentioned that what we knew how to sell was ideas. Canned goods were different.




  Dorothy pointed out that if we went into it I could spend the summer in Maine and make a living at the same time, probably a good deal more than a living. If I didn’t like it, she would buy me out and I would be no worse off financially than I was at the beginning. And storekeeping was, to both of us, brand-new.




  This was a clincher. Though she had not let on at the start, I knew by now that Dorothy was as fed up as I with the high gloss of city existence. At not quite twenty-six we thought we had had everything the city could offer, including success in the most glittering kind of business. We’d been lunched and dined and theatered until the sight of a marquee made us yawn. We never wanted to see another uniformed doorman or ride in another taxi. Even I, loving bigness, was tired of talking million-dollar campaigns. (But I was already dreaming in terms of an enormous supermarket; it never occurred to me that storekeepers count their profits in pennies!)




  As we were climbing the stairs to our rooms a little before dawn, Dorothy asked diffidently, “Will you mind giving up Arizona?” And I realized that the thought of Arizona had not once entered my head since the day we arrived at Goose Rocks. Maine had me, hook, line, and sinker.




  Herb showed no surprise when we turned up after breakfast and asked to see the property. In Maine nobody is ever surprised. Maine people are not merely poker-faced. I firmly believe they know what we’re going to do before we know it.




  He’d be glad to show us, of course. There was exactly an acre of land, a deep rectangle fronting on the road which was the main street of Goose Rocks. Across the road, summer homes lined the beach to left and to right, but just opposite our acre (I was already thinking, “Our acre”) there were no houses and the land was not for sale. We had an unobstructed view of the beach and the sea. It was beautiful and soothing.




  Herb’s Victorian mansion was on the road at one side of the rectangle. Behind it, and connected to it by a covered passage, was the guesthouse, a white house in New England style but with no particular distinction. It had twelve bedrooms, some single and some double, making twenty beds in all.




  “Who’ll occupy twenty guest beds?” I asked skeptically.




  “The art students,” Dorothy answered. “They scramble for rooms, there are so few in Goose Rocks.” Arthur Woodbridge, a distinguished painter, happened to have chosen Goose Rocks for his summer home years ago, and his school was a famous one.




  At the back of the rectangle, reached by a short drive-in and with its own turnaround, was the Casino, with the finest dance floor I’ve seen anywhere, although it would take slaving to get it in shape after years of disuse. The Casino was of silvery weathered shingles; built up on stilts, it had a broad flight of ten steps leading up to a porch the width of the whole front. Inside the door was a box office. And beyond the dance floor were two beautiful, beautiful bowling alleys. I gazed at them with love and longing; I couldn’t wait to possess them. Little did I know that I was not going to bowl —not even once!—until the day after the summer season ended.




  Going around the rectangle’s perimeter we came down its third side to a broad white building facing on the road, glittering with plate glass, and finally we were inside The Store. By this time I was thoroughly hooked and not paying much attention to Herb. I kept wandering away, looking at the orange-colored floor with distaste, but admiring the two enormous show windows fronting on the road and the sea. Dorothy would call me back: to look over the ancient mahogany and glass showcases, inefficient by modern standards but handsome even under a film of dust; to consider whether we shouldn’t build more shelves, perhaps a whole wall of shelves.




  Dorothy asked about vegetable bins ; Herb pointed out a long table counter, not too far from the sinks at the back where you washed the vegetables. Dorothy spoke of frozen foods, dairy stuff. I had a vague notion that a store must have a pattern of some kind, but no idea what it might be. Were we going to have meats? Dorothy was asking about meat storage, whether the refrigerator cases and the big refrigerator were in working order. There was a cash register on one of the mahogany counters in the center of the store; Dorothy said how nice it would be to have a big check-out counter at the doorway, maybe shelves behind it for cigarettes, tobacco, candy, toys. Gifts! Something to buy your hostess and the children when you arrived for a week end without a present. Nice gifts, Fifth Avenue gifts—I could already see the kind of things they’d be. Display them in the show window, too, to be seen from outside.




  And on that wall of shelves behind the cash register—after they’ve done their serious marketing and are on their way out, the expensive stuff in cans and glass jars: hors d’oeuvres, canapés, pâtés, peaches in brandy, the trimmings. Get the last dollar before they leave.




  Walking around the littered, dusty store with its uninhabited dead look, we went on dreaming. Herb had had a drug counter opposite the entrance; we could recognize the remains of ancient tooth paste ads in the rubbish. We would want display space there, lots of it, Dorothy said. “How about a cosmetic bar ?”




  “Demonstrations, maybe?” I countered.




  Dorothy nodded. “Why not?”




  We looked at the dingy walls and said: White. Snowy, pure, unblemished white, if we had to scrub it clean every night ourselves (we did). Dorothy said, “And how about gray deck paint on the floor?”




  Herb, waiting patiently for us to get our feet back on the ground, called our attention to the restaurant—“with table service, and hamburgers and all that at the soda fountain—you got the kitchen for it right here.”




  “But who will do the cooking?” I asked.




  “Cora!” Dorothy exclaimed. Cora had been Dorothy’s mother’s cook and came regularly in the summer to cook for Dorothy. “She’s done catering for big parties—why, she cooks in a school all winter. I’ll write her right away.”




  Now, Dorothy herself is a gifted cook, and furthermore she is the kind of cook who walks into a strange kitchen and knows without asking where everything is. But even Dorothy was floored when we made our inspection of the kitchen. Even Dorothy didn’t know what half the equipment was for.




  Those two deep aluminum wells with their own burners were deep-fat fryers, Herb told us, for clams, of course, and for French fries. A small gas range was there, and an enormous oil range which Dorothy saw with approval. And then there was the Blodgett oven. I had never seen a Blodgett oven or known one existed. But there it was, a solid wall from floor to ceiling, with handles as on bureau drawers to pull out racks and racks, enough to hold Lord knows how many pies, cakes, biscuits, muffins.




  Herb still had a great deal more to show us. We followed him dutifully out of the kitchen, in and out of the refrigerator rooms and storerooms, but we weren’t really attending. In our minds we had already bought the store.
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  We Acquire the Store—and Some Friends




  


  


  





  From the moment we decided to buy the store we were in a terrible hurry.




  On the face of it this made sense. In Maine the money you don’t make during the summer you’re never going to make. A day gone is gone forever, and it was already the second week in June. But we weren’t being sensible. We were just in a hurry. Maybe we were afraid that if we stopped to think we would lose our nerve. Whatever the reason, we rushed poor old Herb, harried the lawyers, and sat on the doorstep of the bank.




  It took a week for Herb to make up his mind how much less he would take than he had asked for, for the lawyers to agree on just what we were buying, and for the bank to decide how much of a mortgage we and the property were good for. (“We" to the bank meant Dorothy; the mortgage would be in her name. In Maine I wasn’t worth a cent more than the clothes I stood in, but I was going into hock up to my neck in New York to pay my junior share.) A businessman will tell you that to do this in a week is supersonic speed for such a transaction anywhere, let alone in Maine. But to us it was like traveling by camel caravan, and with the camels balky besides.




  We signed the papers late at night in Herb’s parlor. Dorothy’s signature was witnessed by me; Ben Beebe of Doolittle and Smith, the Biddeford grocery jobbers ; and Herb’s son-in-law, who was to be a prop and staff to us in the next few days. Dorothy acted as her own lawyer.




  We had bought just about everything except the shirt on Herb’s bent old back and the modest contents of his wife’s bureau. Herb’s lawyer was holding out Dorothy’s check to Herb—when Herb, without warning, put his hands palms down on the table and said, “No.”




  The son-in-Iaw’s mouth dropped open, the lawyer shut his lips tight together, and Dorothy’s soft voice asked anxiously, “Herb, don’t you feel well?”




  “It’s not me, it’s the lion,” Herb said cryptically. “I never thought about the lion.”




  I had a wild vision of a lion caged in the attic; they keep all kinds of things up attic in Maine, including mad relatives, so why not a lion? And then, following the direction of Herb’s eyes, I saw the lion on the wall. Among Herb’s unsuspected gifts was a talent for penmanship, and framed on the wall was his proudest creation, a lion with full mane and glaring eyes, from ears to tail drawn in scrolls with pen and ink.




  It was the biggest thing in a frame I have ever seen outside of a museum, and Herb was ready now to toss our whole transaction out of the window because he had forgotten to keep it out of the sale. It never occurred to him that we might not consider it part of the transaction, and he had no intention of being forced to buy it back from us.




  Dorothy and I looked at each other, and both got up and lifted the picture off its hook and set it down beside Herb’s chair.




  “With our compliments, Herb,” Dorothy said gravely. “We wouldn’t think of taking advantage of an oversight.”




  It was the first and only time I ever saw Herb really smile. He accepted the check, we shook hands all around, and then we relaxed and began to talk plans.




  Herb had made up his mind to leave Goose Rocks on June 25 and would close his little store the night before.




  “Then we’ll open the big store the next morning,” I announced brashly.




  “Oh, I wouldn’t try to do that,” Ben Beebe, the jobber from Biddeford, suggested. “You ought to give yourselves a little time. You need to transfer the stock from Herb’s old place.”




  “All right, twenty-four hours.” What stock? I wondered. From what I had seen, I could move it myself in an hour. “What do you say, Dorothy?”




  “Twenty-four hours ought to be enough time,” Dorothy agreed. “We don’t want to leave the community without a store any longer than we have to.”




  This struck me as odd. Where I came from, the word community was strictly corn. A New Yorker is proud of his city, even though he is always trying to get out of it. But what community does he belong to? I had hocked myself to go into business, not social welfare.




  But for whatever reasons, Dorothy was with me in the fever to get going. I was bouncing with excitement. “Why, we’ve got five whole days from tonight!”




  “There’s quite a lot to opening a store,” Ben Beebe murmured.




  We barely heard him ; five days was enough time to get anything done. We forgot we were in Maine, where nobody hurries and time is one of the only two things that go quickly, the other being money.




  We were at the bank the next morning when it opened, but it took the better part of the morning to get all the corners of the transaction neatly tucked in to the bank’s satisfaction. We drove back and straight to the store.




  It was the first time we had been in it since we had gone dreamily over the property with Herb a week before. We stood in the doorway, appalled. Newspapers, old cartons, broken packing boxes, advertisements, display cards, cigarette litter, dead field mice, and a scurrying that could only mean live ones—I blanched, being mortally afraid of mice.




  Had this all been here when we saw it? Hadn’t someone spent the intervening week dumping all his trash here? Or was it only that we were seeing it with different eyes, now that we had to clean it up and put it in shape?




  Dorothy, who is an able housekeeper along with all her other talents, went right out back in search of a broom. I followed her, stamping my feet and whistling through my teeth to drive away any small furry creatures that had the poor taste to linger.




  (The big stockroom had one light in the middle so that you had to walk all the way in, in pitch dark, to pull the cord, and its floor was bare two-by-fours with cracks between, through which anything—but anything—could come up from below. Let a customer ask for a bottle of soda, and I would start for the stockroom, stamping and whistling, making like a locomotive, all the way from the counter into the stockroom and back, while the customer stared, too astonished to ask what I was doing. The dogs of course purged the place of undesirables and kept it thoroughly policed, but you couldn’t convince me there wasn’t a mouse lying beady-eyed in wait just for me.)




  I followed Dorothy, making noises all the way. She already had a worn-down broom in one hand and a carton in the other. Her competence, added to my mouse timidity, made me feel inadequate, and I don’t like feeling inadequate, so I got mad.




  “Aren’t there cleaning women to do this kind of thing?” I demanded.




  “Of course,” said Dorothy. “You get Mrs. Keene, and on the way back stop at the Cape Porpoise store and pick up a couple of brooms and some scrubbing brushes and pails. All the ones here have rusted through.”




  It was a glistening day. I drove up the road, took a left, the second right, and a left again, about eight miles into the woods, and found Mrs. Keene sitting rocking on her porch. Now, a cleaning woman is in the business of cleaning, and if she hasn’t any houses to clean she hasn’t any business. So I said, very businesslike, “Mrs. Keene, we need some cleaning done. When can you come, how much time can you give us, and how much do you charge ?”




  Mrs. Keene rocked a while and said, “I ain’t got time.”




  There she was, sitting and rocking, but she had no time. I tried the ways I knew from the city, asking for Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, offering twice what I assumed she usually charged. She rocked and rocked and said politely, “I’d like to oblige you but I ain’t got time.” It was clear that she would not have time for us, now or ever. What had I done wrong?




  I drove back to Dorothy and the trash without a cleaning woman. I did, however, stop at the Cape Porpoise store according to instructions. When I arrived with the cleaning paraphernalia I found Jean and Susan, the two village girls who used to wait on the trade for Herb, helping Dorothy, and the trash was collecting on the loading platform to be carted away. I was to do the carting, I discovered, and the place I was to cart it to was the town dump, a garden of noisome smells and raucous sea gulls. I found myself thinking affectionately of the New York City Department of Sanitation. City dwellers never realize what a thing of beauty is a covered garbage truck.




  Chris Marble came in to measure for the shelves and counters he would build. Chris was the kind of man you automatically label a handsome devil. He stood six feet and a couple of inches and had the flat, hard-muscled physique of a young man though he was past fifty. His hair was a thick mane of snow white, his eyes a startling electric blue. High bronzed cheekbones gave his face an Indian look. Altogether, confronted with Chris, I could well believe I had really gone to Arizona: he wore, of all things, cowboy boots, a belt adorned with silver and turquoises, and on his arm a wide, Indian silver and turquoise bracelet. When I asked Dorothy how come all this Wild West finery on the coast of Maine, she startled me even more with the news that Chris was quite a fine painter—of canvases, not alone of houses. Chris’s wife ran the tearoom for the art school, and Chris was the handyman and caretaker there. One day he had idly begun fooling around with some paints on a sheet of wrapping paper, and Mr. Woodbridge had taken a fancy to what he did and encouraged him, giving him lessons in return for odd jobs. Chris turned out to be a really interesting virile painter. One winter Mr. Woodbridge took him along to his winter school in Santa Fe. Chris came back from there sporting his cowboy regalia, in which, I had to admit, he looked very well.




  As a carpenter Chris was first-rate when he wanted to work at carpentry, and for Dorothy’s sake he worked like a demon to get the store ready. He had carried Dorothy pickaback as a child; he was the only one I ever knew who was allowed to call her Dottie. For me he had nothing but taunts—I was a New Yorker and a legitimate target. If I asked him about a door sticking, and would you sand it at the bottom or the side, he would say, “Don’t have to know nothin’, you New Yorkers, do you? Get everything done for you since you were born,” and sooner or later out would come his favorite line about “put a nickel in a slot.” I was already waiting for a chance to catch him off base.




  On this afternoon he was being serious and helpful. We three went into a planning huddle which lasted a couple of hours.




  It was suppertime and the girls had gone home when I came back from my last trip to the dump to find real trouble. A pipe had burst somewhere under the building.




  We were city girls. We didn’t realize that in the country, in a building that is not used in the wintertime, plumbing pipes are generally underneath the house, out of sight but exposed to the weather. Country people would have known that when a place has stood unused for five years—as the store had been—pipes are likely to buckle. They have hard winters in Maine.




  Anyway, a pipe went, the plumbing stopped dead, and precious water went streaming away down the road. Dorothy said, “I think we’d better go down the road and talk to Andrew Austin.”




  Andrew came out of his house, munching his supper, and leaned on the gate. He had obviously got up from the table in the middle of his meal to talk to us. Dorothy said, “Well, Andrew!”




  Andrew said, “Glad to see you, Dor’thy.”




  Dorothy introduced me and said, “How’s Jim liking it over at M.I.T. ?”




  Andrew said, “He likes it fine, Dor’thy.”




  Dorothy said, “Did the cows make it all right through the winter ?”




  Andrew said, “Cost me some extra feed, but they made it all right.”




  There was more, about Mrs. Austin, the daughter Millie, Millie’s new baby, and a neighbor’s broken leg. I fidgeted.




  Finally Dorothy said, “You know we bought the store, Miss Mackenzie and I. We’re going to run it.”




  Andrew said, “I heard. Good idea.”




  Dorothy said, “We’re having a little trouble. A pipe burst.”




  Andrew said, “That’s too bad.”




  Dorothy said, “Well, I’ll be seeing you, Andrew.”




  And Andrew said, “Come by any time, Dor’thy.”




  Whereupon Dorothy took me gently by the arm, turned me around, and walked me at a leisurely pace back to the store. I was ready to burst like the pipe.




  “Dorothy, are you crazy? All that water running out—and so much to do—and you stand and—”




  “Why,” she said, looking at me with big surprised eyes, “you heard me tell him the pipe had burst!”




  “But you didn’t say a word about his coming, or how soon, or anything sensible. How do you know he’ll come tonight, for heaven’s sake ?”




  “Scotty, really! He knows we need him. He’ll come.”




  But when? I groaned and went into the store. Twenty minutes later, or maybe less, I went out in back for something. There was Andrew’s pickup truck in the yard, and there was Andrew under the store, with a work light, probing for the leak.




  So this is how it’s done, I thought. You don’t ask for anything. You just let them know you’re in trouble, and they “help you out.”




  The next morning Dorothy rented her house on the Point. We had talked about it. With the hours we were planning to keep—and we were agreed that however big and flossy, the store must still be a village accommodation store, open every evening and all day Sunday—it seemed wise to live nearer than three-quarters of a mile away. That was what we said. What we knew without saying was that Dorothy ought to take the good rental she could get for her house. In such a gamble as we were in, she might need every dollar. She also rented her cottage, Riverview, since her two maiden aunts who usually occupied it in the summer would be visiting out West.




  We were going to live in our newly acquired Victorian mansion for the summer. The move added complications. We would have to get the big house ready for its tenants, get our “town house” ready for ourselves—and it needed a complete paint job as well as cleaning—and get the store ready, all at the same time. But we still had four days. We would work in the store daytimes and evenings in the house on the Point. Nothing seemed too much.




  Dorothy was away most of that day, going with Herb to all his suppliers, changing his accounts to the new ownership, ordering stock for the store. She had nothing to go by except Herb’s customary orders, and both of us had a taste for fancier groceries. So she bought the kind of things she normally kept in her own pantry. Her invoices were her own household shopping list—magnified.




  I stayed at the store. Jean and Susan, the two village girls, had to be told what to do next ; Chris and his helpers had questions which had to be answered as they worked at top speed ; the utilities had to be turned on. Also I naïvely imagined that the stock Dorothy was buying would begin pouring in almost at once. I had yet to learn how long you waited between buying anything and getting what you had bought.




  We reached the scrubbing stage. Though the store was bright with daylight from the big show windows in front and windows halfway down the side wall, we needed light to get in the corners, and we had no electricity. Chris helpfully looked for and found the main switch. He flipped it, and nothing happened.




  I ran across the lot to Herb, who was waiting on customers in the little store.




  “Could be there’s something wrong with a wire. Guess you’ll have to get Will.”




  And so we acquired Will. You could say Will went with the place, but it was more accurate to say the place didn’t go without Will. I wouldn’t know whether to call him an electrician or a master mechanic, but he could make things work when no one else could.




  There is no doubt that the store’s electrical system was complex to begin with and that Will was an authentic genius. It is also true that he alone, of all the electricians around, could follow the devious paths of wires and cables in the store. He carried in his head a map of what years of home repairs, amateur tinkering, and emergency improvisations had done to the system. We found that on those occasions when we couldn’t get Will—typically, he had no phone—anybody else who came in would throw up his hands and say, “What you really ought to do is tear out that whole wall and ...” When Will came he said not a word about what we should or shouldn’t do. He brought a length of wire and a couple of plugs, and with pliers and shears he got the system running again. Each time Will picked up his tools after doing a job we had the feeling he had just saved us six hundred dollars.




  Unfortunately Will also had a friend, and his friend had less endearing talents. He knew everything and he told everything he knew. He was tirelessly sociable. Will did not talk at all, but his friend talked enough for two. When Will was working in the store the sound of his friend’s voice was continuous.




  At first I took him for Will’s helper. He handed tools and offered suggestions. Then I noticed that Will accepted neither the tools nor the advice. More often than not Will reached around the wrench his friend held out, to pick up a screw driver instead, and went on doing what he was doing no matter what his friend counseled. But the goodhearted fellow was in no way discouraged.




  Will’s friend was helpful. He was not only helpful to Will, he was helpful to all of us. He was especially determined to be helpful to me. Probably because I was an out-of-stater and could be presumed not to know much of anything, he dogged my footsteps, and his friendly admonitions were a constant obbligato to all my thoughts and actions.




  I was so unsure of myself in even the smallest tasks I undertook—let alone in the role of junior storekeeper—that if Imp or Spike were to offer advice I would probably have bent a respectful ear.




  When I struggled to open a crate with a screw driver as I had seen men do, Will’s friend came over and stood with his hands on his hips, not offering to open the crate for me but suggesting, “Why don’t you go at it from the other side? Seems to me I remember when my cousin Nate used to work for Swift’s he always used to tell me—”




  So I obediently straightened my back and went around to insert the screw driver on the other side, and pried and pushed and tugged all over again while attending to the words of wisdom uttered long ago by Will’s friend’s cousin Nate on the subject of opening crates.




  When I got all ready to wash the big show windows, with a bottle of prepared window-washing fluid and the softest cloths I could find, Will’s friend was at my shoulder the moment I raised my arm for the first stroke.




  “What you want to use that stuff for? Plain water’s the best window washer there is and it don’t cost a dime! Why, when my Uncle Harry’s second wife used to run the boarding house down by the sawmill, I used to tell her ... ” I put down my bottle and cloth and went for a bucket of water. After fighting the grime of five years with plain water and achieving no results except a weary arm, I took up the bottled stuff again. My trust in Will’s friend’s counsel dimmed as the windowpane brightened.




  Hurrying past Chris as he bent to put the last touch of immaculate white on the vegetable counter, I stopped to admire. “Isn’t that handsome! It lights up the whole back of the store!”




  Will’s friend, at my shoulder, said, “Can’t see why you painted that counter white. That white’ll be all splashed and marked up in a week. Now a good dark brown, I always say—”




  “Not brown!” I exclaimed. “It’s so gloomy!”




  "Why, all the stores I ever was in had good dark brown on their counters, and you know there’s always a reason why people do a thing one way instead of some other way. Why, one winter when I was up to Lewiston—” And I found myself in an argument which ended only when I realized that Chris hadn’t even looked up, let alone offered a word on brown versus white, and I was wasting precious time.




  All the time we were working, early-comers to Goose Rocks kept dropping in to see what we were doing and express their joy at the prospect of having the big store and the Casino in operation again. Some of these, who rented their houses for the summer, had come to put things in order for their tenants and incidentally snatch a taste of Maine for themselves. Others came early to their pleasant houses—and also stayed late—because they loved the serenity of Goose Rocks out of season even more than the summer’s gaiety. One of these was Mrs. West, next-door neighbor to our town house, whose hospitality, Dorothy told me, was famous in southern Maine.




  “I hope you’re going to have those wonderful things in cans and jars that I’m not supposed to eat,” Mrs. West said to me. I walked her over to the wall of shelves Chris was putting up near the front of the store and told her about the table delicacies we planned to have there.




  “Then I won’t need to write and order from Boston—I’ll just come in and buy everything from you!” Mrs. West exclaimed joyfully. With equal joy I looked over the printed list she took from her handbag, with the most tempting items already marked.




  And there was Will’s friend’s head between us, and his forefinger with the broken nail pointing to Imported Swedish Cheese Biscuits in Tins. “You going to pay over two dollars for them crackers from overseas? Pretzels go just as good with beer!”




  Mrs. West drew back, but instantly warmed the distance she had placed between herself and Will’s friend with a smile. “Oh, I like pretzels, too, but these are new and I want to try them.”




  “Just a waste of good money. Now I remember—” Will’s friend began, and Mrs. West smiled and said she would bring the list over when I had more time, and quickly left.




  Matters came to a crisis when the kindly advice of Will’s friend began to spoil sales. If Will happened to be working in the store, I was never sure I could sell even a bar of soap. Let a customer ask for Lux, and Will’s friend was right there to recommend Ivory—or more likely some little known brand we didn’t even carry—“ one cent cheaper and washes just as clean!” And one day I was doing my best with a jar of crayfish bisque with Chablis off the fine-groceries shelves, and was telling the customer—a newcomer to Goose Rocks—how one of our Goose Rocks hostesses had tried it out for us on her dinner guests and what a sensational success it had been. The customer gave ladylike signs that her mouth was watering—as was my own, by that time—when Will’s friend’s hand reached between the customer and the jar, and Will’s friend picked up the jar and turned it over to look at the price. Naturally the price was the last subject I wanted brought into the discussion at that point, and the number of jars necessary to serve a dinner party of eight was the next to last. Will’s friend conscientiously drew attention to them both, and added, “Why, this here’s the same stuff made by that fellow down on the Cape, only it’s got a different label and costs four times as much. Look here, that fellow down on the Cape, he sells his clam chowder for twenty-nine cents a can—”




  And I found myself involved in a hopeless effort to convince Will’s friend that crayfish bisque and clam chowder were not the same, while the customer quietly slipped away.




  I spoke to Dorothy. She was gentle but firm. Everybody felt the same about Will’s friend, but nobody did anything about him. When Will came, his friend came too. It was the general belief that he was indispensable to Will’s happiness, and Will, who wasted neither word nor gesture, did not contradict the belief. Everyone was careful not to offend Will’s friend, for fear of offending Will. So I coped with Will’s friend the best I could. We could not get along without Will.




  We endured Will’s friend all that summer because Will kept us going, working miracles with the deep freezes and the refrigerator room and the meat display cases and all the other mechanical mysteries which he alone understood. He reached his creative peak when he converted three ancient ice-cream boxes into additional containers for our frozen foods. One of our art student customers painted an elegant sign: FROZEN FOOD DEP’T, which we hung over the door to the stockrooms. If any of our customers had ventured beyond the sign, they would have been horrified at the beat-up old boxes which DEP’T represented. But those boxes kept the foods frozen and unspoiled, thanks to Will.




  Once, only once, did Will come alone, and then it was to shut things off for the winter. The season was ended, the store closed. We asked, “Where’s your friend?”




  “He’s no friend of mine,” Will said. “Don’t know why he comes when he does. Can’t seem to get that fellow off my neck. Plain nuisance to me, that’s what he is.” Dorothy and I were staggered. Had we really put up with that character all summer long for nothing? When we and Will himself could have been rid of him simply by having the courage to take a strong stand? It seems we had.




  Incidentally, this was the longest consecutive speech I ever heard Will make.
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  Twenty-Four Hours to Go




  


  


  





  It was our last day. Four of our precious five had flown by. Herb had closed his store at ten o’clock the night before, and everybody had been dropping in on us to ask when we planned to open. So the first thing we did that morning when we got to the store was to put a sign in the window:




  OPENING IN 24 HOURS D. B. Mignault, G. Mackenzie




  I went all prickly with pleasure to see my name there ; Dorothy wasn’t obliged to do it. By putting my name up with hers she automatically gave me status. People would talk to me ; I was one of the owners.




  “There,” Dorothy said, her thumb on the one corner of the sign which wouldn’t stick, “that will reassure them that they’re going to have a store.”




  When we turned back to the store it was we who needed reassuring. Twenty-four hours!




  We had come a long way. The place was shining, what one could see of it from the front, except for sawdust and shavings from Chris’s carpentry. The refrigerator room and deep freezes were down to the proper temperature. Will had the machinery humming. The plumbing had shown its evil nature only once so far, and Andrew Austin had fixed it. There was ice in the ice room; you kept mea ts and cheeses and dairy stuff (we had none yet) in the electric refrigerator room, but you liked to keep fruits and vegetables where there was ice. Housewives, who know what happens to unprotected vegetables in their electric refrigerators, know the reason for that as well as storekeepers. I didn’t, but I learned.




  The stockrooms were filling up. The small one had maybe twenty cases of Coca-Cola and fifty of soda pop—eventually we kept twenty-seven different flavors—and tobaccos, candies, and other small stuff. The big one was stacked helter-skelter with cases and tins of crackers, cereals, and packaged goods I never dreamed existed. What wouldn’t fit into the stockrooms was beginning to collect in the middle of the store, on our beautiful floor painted like a deck in battleship gray. It had taken gallons of expensive deck paint to cover the nauseous orange color; you could have painted the decks of the U.S.S. Missouri, I swore, with less. But even the Missouri couldn’t have looked more shipshape. Incidentally, we had lost one of our irreplaceable workdays while the floor was drying.




  Nothing was on the shelves because the shelves were still being painted. They and the walls and the counters were as we had dreamed them, gleaming white.




  Dorothy and I looked over the stock. Something was missing, and at first we couldn’t tell what it was.




  “Of course, canned goods!” Dorothy exclaimed.




  “Didn’t you buy any?” I asked.




  “Yes, and we bought Herb’s too.”




  “We did?” I remembered the item on the legal-size sheet in the sale contract; it was one of the few in the interminable list which I had understood. But what had we bought, and where was it? Neither of us had thought to ask. “I’ll go see Herb.”




  I ran across the lot to what we were now calling our “town house.” We would be living in it the next day. Herb was in his parlor, puttering over his possessions, packing.




  “Where’s the stock we bought, Herb? Besides the stock in the store here ?”




  “My, I dunno. Guess it must be in the attic up over the guesthouse. ”




  “How much is there? What is it, cases or what?”




  But Herb’s attention was wandering; he had retired from storekeeping in spirit from the moment he closed his little store.




  “Well, I’ll get Will to go up,” I said, and ran back to the store.




  Will departed to get the cases. I bent a polite but deaf ear to Will’s friend, who promptly transferred his sociable attentions to me.




  “Miss Mackenzie!” Susan called from the soda fountain where she was polishing chrome and nickel. The fountain was a beauty now that it was shining clean. It had twelve wells for ice cream, spigots for ten flavors, two taps each for water and fizz, and it seated twenty-one on stools.




  “Miss Mackenzie, when you getting the fountain working? The ice cream’ll be coming in.”




  Automatically I looked for Will; he was over in the guest-house attic. I ran over there.




  Will put his head down through the trap door, listened, and said merely, “Not my work.”




  Something Will couldn’t fix? I wouldn’t believe it. But he was firm, shaking his head. I went back to Herb.




  “Herb, what about the soda fountain?”




  Herb at once looked animated, put down the indistinguishable object he was holding, and walked spryly to his own little ice-cream wells. “Here, come on and I’ll show you how to scoop ice cream—”




  “You showed me yesterday, Herb.” Herb was doing his best to teach us the storekeeper’s trade, but there really wasn’t time. “I mean, how do we get the fountain working—the power for freezing, fizz water coming out of the taps, all that?”




  The pause, while Herb pushed his glasses up and down on his nose; but I didn’t hurry him. It didn’t help to hurry them; they just took longer. It was the hardest thing I had to learn in Maine, I think, to contain my impatience; to ask my fast question, and then stand and wait while they got the slow words out one by one, water falling drop by reluctant drop.




  Herb said finally, “The Hood’s man comes to do that. Didn’t you call the Hood’s man?”




  “No, Herb, I don’t think so.”




  “Well, he won’t come if you don’t tell him. You just get the Hood’s man.”




  Maybe Dorothy did tell Hood’s when she was there ordering ice cream. Find Dorothy.




  Dorothy was out in the turnaround, with a man. “Dorothy, the soda fountain—”




  Dorothy, a lady even under the stress of setting up a store, introduced the man: “Mr. Riley, of Gulf. We’re discussing putting in gasoline pumps again. They used to be here, you know; the tanks still are. It’s a useful service—”




  “To the community,” I finished for her. By now I was ribbing Dorothy about the service angle, but she wouldn’t rise. She merely gave me a smile, which I interpreted to mean, “You’ll learn, smarty.”




  “It’s useful to the storekeeper, too,” Mr. Riley put in. “A man waiting for gas goes in to buy cigarettes, thinks he’ll have a soda, picks up a magazine, remembers something his wife needs for dinner, goes home and tells his wife what a nice place you have here—and you’ve got a new customer.”




  He was a very attractive man, Mr. Riley. I said, “Sure, let’s have gas pumps. Dorothy, did you tell Hood’s to send their man to get the fountain working?”
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