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Megan Stone was walking along the deserted beach.


You will probably ask, Why another book about another woman walking along another beach? Another deserted beach, to be more specific. And you will sigh impatiently, wondering how soon Megan is going to arrive at some monumental insight which will liberate her dramatically from her husband, the demands of her children, and the eighty or ninety Christmas cards she feels obligated to send every year—an insight which will leave her alone in an open-ended situation that could lead anywhere, not excluding nowhere.


Or you might scan the horizon of the plot, waiting for the appearance of a prospective lover, quite likely younger than Megan’s forty-one years, who will introduce her to multiple orgasms and fellatio (in neither my Webster’s Collegiate nor my Funk & Wagnalls Standard Desk Dictionary), not to mention various imaginative positions, some of them slightly uncomfortable, and who will serve as a catalyst to free her from her marriage. Naturally, you will expect Megan to sooner or later leave the younger lover (hereafter also referred to as Y.L.), in order to demonstrate her ability to make independent decisions.


Perhaps you imagine their bodies entangled in one of those small harbors of safety among the dunes, those little alcoves away from the ocean where the tall blades of grass protect them from being seen, where the fine sand is soft and white. You can follow the course of Y.L.’s suntanned hands as they explore Megan’s body. She arches her back, moaning, as he parts her thighs with his bearded chin, his face nuzzling against the warm softness, his agile tongue circling and probing. She locks her fingers into his thick black hair. Y.L. comes up for air and gets sand up his nose, while Megan, sitting up as she hears him cough and sneeze, gets sand up her . . .


There! Nothing like having your fantasy disrupted by the probabilities of reality. Of course you could have prevented this by including a blanket, one of those woven, striped Indian affairs in rich earthy colors: terra-cotta, Sahara beige, harvest yellow, tobacco brown. Or their position could be entirely different, precluding the possibility of sand obstructing the course of events.


Perhaps you don’t want to imagine Megan in the traditionally submissive position, yielding only to those sensations that Y.L. chooses to expose her to. Yours might be a more aggressive, a more independent approach: Y.L on his back, his knees bent, the only slightly callused soles of his feet digging into the warm sand, the muscles in his thighs trembling with what soon will be ecstasy, as Megan mounts the erection she created, lowering herself, slowly rotating while guiding Y.L.’s right hand to her clitoris (we’ll do without worn terms such as surging, throbbing, sliding, etc.), then abandoning herself in a wild ride that would leave Attila the Hun in a cloud of dust, her long, wheat-blond hair whipping the salty breeze like a victorious banner.
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You could go on to other possibilities, but in reality (the reality within this novel) Megan Stone’s hair is short, and not blond but rather a sort of red, too light to be called auburn, the kind of red that usually goes with sunburned skin. She is only twenty-nine, and she has never had a lover, neither younger nor older, not even before she married Nick Stone.


While her as-yet-unknown-to-her husband-to-be was actively researching intimate behavior in Japan, Vietnam, California, Connecticut, and Walsenburg, Colorado, Megan was actively defending herself from becoming the research project of a lifeguard on the Cape who was two inches shorter than she; a ski instructor from Hoboken with a phony Austrian accent; and a history major from the University of Hartford who talked a lot about integrity in politics and opted for graduate school in a failing effort to evade the draft.


Later, when she had been married several years, she found herself cautiously wondering what it would have been like, mildly resenting the disadvantage of not having any basis for comparison. It made her uncomfortable to realize that she still harbored the old but well-worn double standard, that it was all right for a boy but not for a girl. Eight years ago, when she had married Nick, she had actually been glad that he had gathered experience, while she had been in a condition referred to by her Aunt Judy as: clean.


Aunt Judy was not aware of Nick’s power of persuasion.


Aunt Judy also had very concrete ideas of what was and was not suitable for a young girl, and, in the fifteen years that Megan had lived with her, Aunt Judy had tried her best to mold her into the role of a NICE GIRL.


Roles. Sometimes it is extremely difficult to shed the roles others expect to see us in, because they obstruct our selves. Perhaps you would like to see me in the role of a writer who does not interrupt, who presents a slice of life without interferences, without calling attention to the fact that this is a story.


I won’t accept that role.


After all, this is made up, written and revised in many small installments while my youngest son is taking his naps and his brother is in school, after my husband and sons are asleep, during the hours when I should be cooking, cleaning, or studying for a graduate seminar. Part of it is written to the tune of “Sesame Street.” (I owe you much, Big Bird and Cookie Monster.) There are sections that won’t be written, because at the time I think of them I’ll be skiing, pushing a shopping cart, teaching my Freshman English class, or swimming my three-quarters of a mile. All this affects the writing of a novel. I’d expect it to be very different if I lived alone or if both children were in school, if I were not constantly on call. At times I fantasize what—


“No, you may not have another cookie.”


My oldest son is standing in the half-open door of my study. “But I’m still hungry.” He’d eat all day if I let him. Yet he is skinny. Tall and skinny.


“Why don’t you eat an apple?”


He comes closer and picks up the pages I just revised. “What are you doing?” Brown eyes, too inquisitive, start reading.


Standing on my head. Can’t you see? But of course I don’t say that to him. Instead I answer: “Writing,” and take the pages from him. For a second-grader he reads only too well.


“What is it about?” His straight blond hair covers his eyebrows, his ears.


“Why don’t you color or play until your brother wakes up?”


“Is it like Star Wars?”


“No.” Where was I? Megan . . . Aunt Judy . . . Roles . . . What am I going to make for dinner?


“Can I have one of your pencils?”


“Here.” I hand him one of my carefully hoarded #1 EX-SOFT pencils. “But it’s the last time. If you chew the eraser off this one again, I won’t—”
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When Megan tried to figure out what had motivated her to defend her virginity so staunchly, thereby breaking up several beautiful friendships and free skiing lessons, she could only come up with two reasons: Aunt Judy and the Ten Commandments. And at this point it would have been too costly to find a basis for comparison, even though Nick, during one of their What if . . .? conversations, had indicated that he had no objections if she wanted to do some comparing.


She didn’t believe he really meant it.


He sincerely believed he meant it, armed with the slightly superior suspicion that she would never go through with it because of her affliction.


It was not that she was an albino.


Neither was she retarded, spastic, diabetic, arthritic, big-nosed, nymphomaniac, deaf, or claustrophobic. What Megan thought of as an affliction also had nothing to do with her height of six feet plus one and a half inches.


Megan’s affliction was rather an absolutely unreasonable sense of guilt, an amount of guilt sufficient to cripple the population of a medium-sized town, a force of guilt powerful enough to stop a mismatched army of Foreign Legionnaires.


It’s difficult to trace an affliction like this back to its origin, but it certainly was nurtured by her guardians’ reaction to Megan’s confessions:


“I broke a window. Afterwards I helped a blind man across the street.”


“I threw mud at Benji Steckler. I learned how to count to one thousand.”


“I had to stand in the corner because I didn’t listen to the teacher. I was the first one finished with the spelling test.”


You might argue here that this was merely an early and rather clumsy attempt at diplomacy, a sly effort to lessen the predictable punishment by padding the bad news with an absorbent layer of good. I don’t think so. Chances are that Aunt Judy and Uncle Vincent would never have found out about the majority of Megan’s sins. But she told them, voluntarily, feeling compelled to confess before she could even bring herself to talk about anything else. Strict disciplinarians, her guardians would punish her for what she had done wrong, thereby absolving her. Afterwards they would express their satisfaction about her honesty, and she’d feel new and clean and good. Until the next sin.


Megan attracted guilt the instant she committed something even remotely resembling a prospective sin. While other children her age had to strain in order to search their souls, had to sweat while working up the lather of guilt with the bristles of regret (indispensable for the cleansing of above souls), Megan held stock in SOAP. She was the chairperson of the board, the one who called the mergers, the virtuoso and the ascetic. Even contemplating a sin produced guilt. But since she also was an extremely stubborn child who refused to defer to the wisdom of those who considered themselves wiser—thereby exposing herself to a lifetime of ITOLDYOUSOS—pre-action guilt rarely kept her from doing something she really wanted to do. She carried the tortures of guilt with the stoicism of an Indian.
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“Indians don’t cry,” her Austrian grandfather had told her. He had emigrated to Manhattan when he was nineteen and had lived there in a narrow brownstone with his wife, Dagmar, until he died the year before Megan’s parents and brother were buried.


She would have liked to be an Indian. Crying filled her with shame and fury. She saw it as a sign of weakness and never even cried during a funeral service.


“She is such a cold little girl,” Aunt Judy told Mrs. Edwards.


“She will be tall like her father,” Aunt Judy told Uncle Vincent.


It didn’t matter that there were no Indians in Austria and that in 1626, three centuries before Megan’s grandfather came to Manahatin, the Indians sold their hill island to Peter Minuit, the director general of the Dutch colony, for sixty guilders.


They were paid in goods.


NO REFUNDS,


Indians don’t cry.
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But I’m wandering off, leaving Megan all by herself on the deserted Nantucket beach. So let’s get back to the first sentence of Chapter 1:


Megan Stone was walking along the deserted beach.


There was nobody but she—no husband, no Y.L., no Indian, no lifeguard, no mad-killer-rapist (or is it madrapist-killer?), no Good-Humor-person. But there was a building, a lighthouse: the Great Point Light.


It looked deceptively close.


If somebody had walked up to Megan with a microphone—say, a reporter from the Boston Globe or the Hartford Times, perhaps even from the Laconia Evening Citizen—a reporter who would have asked her to define what was most important to her, Megan would quite likely have replied: solitude, to be completely alone without even the slightest possibility of an interruption, without even the slightest probability of the possibility of an interruption.


Two hours later, her feet bleeding, her priorities would have changed considerably.


But while walking toward the Great Point Light, only about halfway on the five-mile stretch between Wauwinet House and the light, she would have opted for solitude. Being Megan, she probably would have added that she considered walking along a deserted beach one of the most romantic things in the world. Walking barefoot, that is.


You have to take into consideration that, prior to the disillusioning walk on this specific Nantucket beach, Megan had never been able to find a deserted beach, and that although she had pretended to be walking along deserted beaches in Connecticut, Maine, New Hampshire, and New Jersey, while picking her path through toddlers, sand castles, pet chihuahuas, plastic shovels, and other elements associated with tourism, she had never quite succeeded in convincing herself that these beaches were deserted.


So let’s dismiss the reporter, who is merely another figment of your imagination, and let’s follow Megan on her solitary walk along the beach, stepping into the imprints of her bare feet just before they fill with water that seeps in minute bubbles from the wet sand, foamy bubbles, making her footprints indistinguishable from those areas she never touched.


Solitude.


This was the year when Megan’s children were two and four, when she always felt surrounded by their needs even when she was not with them (which was very seldom), when ninety percent of her conversations hovered on the level of a two- or four-year-old, when she began to doubt if she had ever possessed any intelligence and, if so, worried that it was evaporating like fumes from an open can of cleaning fluid.


(—Wait. I just remembered a critic who wrote that women writers tend to use metaphors connected to their houses. Maybe I should change the cleaning fluid to paint thinner, moving at least into the garage area of metaphors.)
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The year?


Let’s make it 1976, also the year that Megan became aware that the unhappiness she felt from time to time was not caused by her husband, was not caused by her children, was not caused by Aunt Judy, was not caused by her neighbors, was not caused by her friends, but—(we’ll start out here with the insight and go back to the causes of the insight later, although this is highly irregular)—was caused by her expectations.


There. Insight: Megan became aware of the painful clashes between her expectations and reality. Sometimes those clashes were mere frost bumps in the road, easily absorbed by her present means of transportation. At other times they were collisions that shattered her perspective. The most painful ones were the falls like the one when, nine years old, she practiced to be a tightrope walker for the circus to which she was going to run away when it came the next time. For weeks she rehearsed on top of the narrow metal fence in back of her friend Karen’s house.


It became easy.


She became confident.


The only difference would be the height.


But they had nets.


She’d wear a white skirt, a short white skirt.


She’d learn to juggle oranges.


She would not carry one of those frilly umbrellas.


When she slipped, the metal rod stopped her fall by slamming against her crotch. She limped home, afraid to tell Aunt Judy and ashamed to examine her bruises, which brings a lengthy deliberation on clashes between expectations and reality back to where it began. Sometimes, unless it was one of the metal rod/fear/shame variety, Megan would collect the shattered fragments of her expectations, salvage them and embroider them into the semblance of more realistic expectations.
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I can hear him breathing on the other side of my door, can hear his body move as he curls up against the door, can hear the clicking sound his tongue makes when he sucks his left index finger. What kind of mother could keep on writing while her youngest is pressing his body against the other side of the closed door? I certainly can’t. Noise I can handle, fights between the boys, chicken pox, even the continuous: I’ m hungry. Mommy. But not this. It’s the third time he’s doing it; the other days I stopped typing immediately, opened the door, asked him what the matter was, watched him grin at me, then played and read with him for the next few hours.


Maybe he’ll go away if I don’t pay attention.


But the carpet in the hall is soft. Comfortable.


I don’t want him to catch on that his breathing under the door is more effective than loud complaints about not having enough of my time. It’s effective because it makes me feel guilty about writing instead of spending time with him and his brother, makes me worry that something might happen to them while I’m behind the closed door of my study.


How much time is enough time?


clickclickclickclick


I can’t stand this.


As I open the door, he’s lying there, waiting, trying not to grin. His fine white hair is messy. It always looks messy, even minutes after brushing. His eyes are blue, his eyebrows almost black. My child of contrasts. Not only in looks. Little-boy toughness and wanting to be held.


“Why are you doing this to me?” Did I really end the question with to me? The all-time guilt-producing ending of a question? The ending I consciously never, or almost never, use because I don’t want my children to grow up with a guilt complex.


How I wish I were somewhere else, alone, walking.
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Megan’s feet did not begin to bleed until she was almost halfway back to Wauwinet. While walking toward the light, which, consistently, looked a mere few hundred yards away, there had been a certain stubborn motivation that made her set one foot in front of the other, even after she stopped enjoying it. She never thought of going back before getting there, just as she would never consider not finishing a book after investing several hours in it.


The lighthouse was empty and boarded up, the door crudely nailed shut. A faded, printed sign threatened prospective intruders with fines and/or imprisonment.


Megan, who had pictured a winding wrought-iron staircase, an unspoiled view of the island from above, serenity, and untamed cries of silver-bodied seagulls, sat down on a rock next to the door of the Great Point Light, right in a tamed, silver-white glob of seagull shit.


Walking back was total misery.


Two Jeeps passed her, whipping up the sand, while Megan felt as though she were treading in place. They were heading in the wrong direction, toward the lighthouse. Both had fishing poles in back. What if she motioned the second Jeep down and asked, no, begged the driver to take her back to Wauwinet? Before she could decide if it was safe and if he would be insulted if she offered to pay him and what Nick might say, the Jeep had passed her. And it was only then that she remembered she hadn’t any money with her. Nick had dropped her off in the parking area next to Wauwinet House, and she had left her wallet in the side pocket of the canvas beach bag. Although Nick sometimes did not share her dreams—in other words, thought it ludicrous to walk barefoot across ten miles of sand but didn’t quite come out and say so—he usually was moderately cooperative in helping her to achieve them. He wouldn’t be back until two, five hours after leaving her off.


She could picture him on the old blue quilt, lying on his stomach, his face turned toward the ocean, watching Tim and Nicole. Nick preferred the children’s beach: there were barely any waves. Instead there were bathrooms, a snack bar, and play equipment.


She began to meditate on the luxury of lying on a quilt among oodles of oiled bodies, on the pleasure of watching Timmy erect a sand hill and telling Nicole not to destroy her brother’s artwork. Naturally, Nicole eventually would manage to step into her brother’s castle, and he would have to be reminded that it wasn’t right to mug one’s sister.


How she missed them!


She stopped and sat down, feeling hot and perspired. Her shoulders tingled. After she’d walked for an hour, the lighthouse looked as though she had left it minutes ago.


It would be nice to take a quick—


“Yes, I’ll be out in a minute. Just let me finish this chapter. I know it’s hot. We’ll go to the lake in half . . . Why don’t you get your bathing suit on? Help your brother find his. No, I don’t know where it is. Just a—”
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It would be nice to take a quick swim.


Staring at the expanse of sand and ocean, Megan was blinded by the combination of shifting slate and monotonous beige. Yesterday, Timmy had whined her into buying him one of those rubber shark atrocities, modeled after the mechanical shark partly responsible for the commercial success of Jaws, a grayish-white and blue, soft-bellied, double-toothed, red-tongued, green-eyed, flat-skulled, sick-to-the-touch tourist snag. It was ridiculous to even think of that; no self-respecting shark would be caught dead or alive looking like what Timmy lovingly called his “Jaws.”


She couldn’t bring herself to walk into the water.


It would be different if someone were around, at least a witness to her disappearance, just in case she got pulled out by the undertow or was attacked (and this was too absurd to even consider, but she considered it twice) by something resembling the model for Tim’s rubber shark.


She could picture the headlines:


CONNECTICUT HOUSEWIFE disappears without trace from Nantucket . . . the young children, vulnerable in their innocent grief [good grief) . . . too young to fully comprehend . . . huddled closely to the hairy legs of their tall, handsome father. . . . His grief-stricken words: “Even if she hated to make breakfast, I still loved her.” . . . A statement from the victim’s mother-in-law: “I was always suspicious of a wife and mother unable to find pleasure in cooking eggs and bacon every morning. Although we gave her every chance to make her way into our hearts—and I mean, every chance—I just knew she would come to a bad end. . . .”


Nick’s mother would click her tongue—tuttuttut—and shake her Florida-styled hair with the light hue of blue. She’d lose no time finding a proper wife for her son, a local girl from a good West Hartford family, a girl who’d have to sign an affidavit prior to the wedding, swearing to cook a four-course breakfast every morning.


“Poor children,” Nick’s second wife would sigh when visiting her new in-laws twice a month in their brick colonial. “Poor darlings, they were actually surprised to get eggs and bacon every day. Well, not just eggs and bacon, I do bring some variety into their half-orphaned lives with French toast or waffles and sausages. But the poor, sweet dears thought that a decent breakfast was a special treat reserved for birthdays, Christmas, Easter, and Father’s Day.”


“It was probably all for the better,” Nick’s mother would say. “How I admire you young mothers. I don’t know how you do it.”


The second Mrs. Nick Stone would probably be a blonde. A blonde with lovely legs. Megan had never felt self-conscious about her straight legs until Nick had told her, once, after five Harvey Wallbangers, that he was basically a leg man, as opposed to a tit or ass man.


“Then you married the wrong person,” Megan had replied.


Nick had assured her that he had married her for her brains.


Brains were a soft, gray, and not very appetizing mass; although some people seemed to consider them a delicacy. Megan had never eaten them. On one of her rare excursions through Betty Crocker’s Cookbook, which Nick’s mother had given her a couple of months after the wedding, she had come across a recipe for brains, right next to the page announcing the fish and seafood section, with a color photo of a dead-looking, scaly fish with glassy eyes, laid out on a bed of ice. With a mixture of fascination and repulsion, she had read the recipe:


BRAINS


Brains are soft in consistency, very tender and have a delicate flavor. They should be cooked immediately. Precooking makes them firm, then they can be broiled, fried, braised, creamed or served in a sauce. Precooked brains can be served in the following ways: broken into small pieces and scrambled with eggs; reheated in a rich cream or well-seasoned tomato sauce; dipped into slightly beaten egg, then into crumbs and fried in a small amount of shortening or in deep fat until a delicate golden brown; in croquettes; in salads.


Following the precooking instructions were detailed suggestions for surgery, so intricate and full of finesse that only a brain surgeon could have performed them: drain (drain the brain?); plunge into cold water; with sharp knife remove membrane . . .


One thing she could be certain of: whenever Nick thought of her brains (and she didn’t know how he pictured them) they certainly would not appear in a vision of broken small pieces scrambled with eggs.


Yes, the second Mrs. Stone would have very nice legs.


The second Mrs. Stone would also be very domestic, extremely domestic, a former home economics major, baking pies and Lemon-Pledging previously unPledged furniture, an expert in cake decorating.


Instead of T-shirts, the second Mrs. Stone would be wearing see-through nightgowns to bed. She’d read the social announcements in the local paper, and she would not only go to but also give Tupperware parties, serving cupcakes from plates-so-shiny-you-can-see-yourself. Lovely. She would join all the organizations whose invitations Megan, politely, had rejected, including the Create-a-Recipe-Group, the Green Thumbs, the Mothers-of-Toddlers, and the West Hartford Coupon Swappers.


Once a week she’d have her hair done at the Saucy Scissors Sunshine Salon. Her face she’d do herself, twice a day, to get that natural look. Lovely. Before Nick came home in the evening, the second Mrs. Stone would slip into something-more-comfortable, and on weekends—


No.


Megan could believe the breakfast part, perhaps. But the rest? Nick would die of boredom.


Of course he would.


Did he really know how many attempts she had made to fulfill that part of wife-ness that meant so much to him, dragging herself to handle pans, eggs, bacon, dishes, obligations, butter, jam, and various other things she couldn’t get herself to face in the morning, trying to look cheerful while watching Nick and the children stuff their faces with the harvest of her guilt, wishing to crawl into her favorite corner of the sofa with a cup of coffee and a book until sufficiently awake to officially start the day? She didn’t mind stirring hot cereal and pouring juice for everybody, even making hot chocolate before withdrawing to her corner and book; but the barbaric preparation of runny egg whites and globby yolks filled her with resentment. Facing streaked dishes and scrubbing the pan afterwards didn’t help to entice her into repetitions of the ordeal.


The longest she had ever lasted in uninterrupted breakfast making was six days.


Still, Nick would die of boredom with the second Mrs. Stone, with her painted, perky sexiness, her artificial naturalness, her lemon-scented personality.
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Would he?


Megan got up and brushed off the fine warm sand that clung to the back of her damp thighs. Cautiously and against her better judgment she walked into the ocean to where the waves broke just above her knees. As she stopped, she felt the water rush back out, taking the particles of sand from beneath her toes, making her feel as though she were being washed out with the sand, sliding into the ocean, even though she hadn’t moved. Another wave covered her kneecaps and rushed out from under her. She dug her toes into the wet sand, trying to hold on to it, but the waves continued to wash the sand from beneath her feet, from between her curled toes, making her sink deeper into her own imprints.


After walking another ten or fifteen minutes, her feet hurt more than before. Softened by the water, they were swollen. Particles of sand rubbed sharply against her skin.


CONNECTICUT HOUSEWIFE felled by sore feet . . .


She had never thought of herself as a housewife until last fall when she had to take Freshman English at the University of Hartford. After years of enrolling in one course each semester, slowly working toward her B.A. in humanities, she didn’t find out until she was a senior that she should have taken Freshman English a long time ago, that she couldn’t graduate without it. By then her original adviser was teaching at the University of Arkansas, while her new adviser assumed she had already taken Freshman English.


She was the oldest in the class; even the instructor, a five-foot-one Ph.D. candidate who dressed in velour jackets and jeans, was younger than she. Three weeks into the semester the students were asked to interview each other. Megan’s partner was Daniel, a green-eyed, fat-chinned freshman from Bristol, whose last name either started with an F or an M, and who confessed to such areas of interest as motorcycles, the church he attended, snowmobiles, and TV. He enjoyed reading science fiction and motorcycle magazines, admired and held in highest regard the 1974 winner of the National Motorcycle Races, and had ambitions of becoming either a disc jockey, a missionary, or a motorcycle racer.


Revising and editing her interview at home while Nicole napped and Timmy played next door, Megan spent hours straining her understanding and insight, trying to credit Daniel with sensibilities foreign to his nature. She didn’t write about his breath, a stale combination of chocolate and onions. She even left out his skimpy mustache of unidentifiable color, the kind of mustache that would always look skimpy and ratty. Instead she created an image of such intelligence and premature wisdom that it would have brought tears of gratitude to his mother’s eyes.


The following week they exchanged their interviews.


The title of Daniel’s paper ran three lines:


How a thirty-year-old housewife manages to go back to colledge and still fufill her duties for her husbant, children and house.


And that was the best part of the paper. The rest was downhill. By the time Megan had deciphered his sixteen lines, she felt middle-aged. Twenty-eight or thirty, what difference did it make? She might as well have been from another generation, another planet.


Daniel’s write-up of her possible disappearance would probably run something like this:


CONNECTICUT HOUSEWIFE, mother of two, apducted from Namtucket beach. No traces. Eyewittneses report the apearance of a gigantic white wahle of mythycal proportions. After spouting around for a wihle, he rode off into the sunsset, carryng upon his back a tall redhaired Connectucut Housewive . . .
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To justify my intrusions into this manuscript, I might have pretended to have found a diary somewhere, not necessarily on a deserted Nantucket beach, but perhaps in an attic room my aunt rented to a stranger.


Or I could have told you that I came upon this story when I went through the records of, say, some government official at the customs house, that I’m tracing the lives of those committed to black ink in his stiff handwriting, that I’m trying to make sense of their experience, separating that which is of value from that which is not, ordering, patterning.


What if I had begun with the headlines from a murder trial, drawing upon the court stenographer’s notes, accounts from witnesses, gossip from the exterminator and from the man at the poodle parlor, significant information that could lend an aura of credibility to this story?


All these devices would excuse the intrusion of the “I.”


But I’ve never gone through the records of a government official at the customs house, and there is no diary, murder trial, or poodle in sight.


Perhaps you expect that I’m using the “I” as a screen, that I’ll identify myself in the last chapter as Megan, jumping out of the six-foot-one-and-a-half disguise, shouting: Surprise! leaving you with the rewarding feeling of having guessed it all along.


But I’m not Megan.


I’m only writing about her; making her up; imagining a childhood, husband, friends, even children for her; changing words, sentences, paragraphs with each revision; adding details, lovers, dreams, and fears; taking out scuba-diving lessons, lovers, semicolons, a demented milkman, entire chapters.
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Nick didn’t say: “I told you so.”


She wasn’t surprised. She had known all along he wouldn’t say that.


He showed neither an excessive nor a mild amount of sympathy which would have proven extremely beneficial to her crushed state of mind and her sore and blistered state of body.


Instead he said: “I hope you remembered to pack the Solarcaine.”


He looked well rested, evenly tanned, while Megan’s arms and shoulders were burning—a hot, tingling sensation which she knew from experience to be only the early stage of what would be a fierce, throbbing (acceptable, except in previous and subsequent sex scenes) burn by evening, a burn that would keep her out of the sun and in the shade for the rest of the vacation, a burn that would ensure her celibacy for at least three days, a burn that would ultimately leave her with torn shreds of peeling skin.


“Yes. It’s on the shelf in the bathroom.”


“I’ll put some on you when we get to the cottage.”


The children were asleep on the backseat: Nicole with her thumb about to slip out of her chocolate-smeared mouth, her pale curls frizzy from the salt water; Timmy clutching “Jaws” against his terry-cloth jacket, his reddish-brown hair still damp from swimming.


“Did you have a nice morning?” Megan asked into the silence.


He nodded.


“I hope you weren’t too worried about me,” she tried.


He shook his head.


She believed him.


“What if I hadn’t been back in time?”


“But you were,” he said without taking his eyes off the road.


Why did so many of their conversations have question marks behind her sentences and shrugs or nods instead of his sentences? Why did he have to be so infuriatingly uncommunicative? Although she knew that he didn’t like to talk a lot while driving, his silence annoyed her. It also annoyed her that he never seemed to have any doubts that she could take care of herself. While she worried about him, worried about the children, worried about what might or might not happen in one or ten years, Nick never seemed to worry about anything, least of all about her, even when she was alone in ten miles of treacherous sand where anything could have happened. He didn’t even know how lucky he was that nothing had happened. He probably wasn’t even aware of all that could possibly have happened to her out there.


Sometimes she thought he didn’t care about her at all.


Sometimes (and this was not one of those times) she thought he must love her very much to not interfere in her decisions.


Sometimes she wished he would try to talk her out of a decision.


There are conversations and there are conversations. Some of them are not so ideal. Others are.


For Megan, on August 19, 1976, the ideal conversation would have run something like this:


NICK: I wish I had come with you. You must have felt miserable out there, all alone.


MEGAN leans her head against NICK’S shoulder.


NICK: I was terribly worried about you. Anything could have happened to you out there all alone.


MEGAN nods, rubbing her left cheek against his bare shoulder.


NICK: I couldn’t live without you.


BACKGROUND: the sound of violins.


AUDIENCE: gets sick and/or walks out.
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This chapter belongs to my husband, who is taking our sons to Burger King so I can write.


“Who is Nick?” he asks as he is leaving.


“Nick?”


He nods. “Nick.” His dark brown hair looks shorter than usual; I wonder if he had it cut today.


“I’m hungry.” Our four-year-old is tugging his father’s hand, trying to pull him out of my study.


“You were talking in your sleep again last night,” my husband says.


“In English?” Most of the time when I talk in my sleep, it’s in German. That’s what my husband tells me in the morning. I take his word for it, although it surprises me, since I think in English by now.


“I’m not sure. I couldn’t understand a word except for ‘Nick.’ That you repeated several times.”


“He’s just one of the characters in the novel.” I wish I could decide what Nick looks like. So far I’ve avoided a physical description. I know he’s tall and a good tennis player. A demon at the net. Should I give him dark curly hair and glasses? Or is he blond? Maybe I’ll give him blue eyes and blond hair, straight and thick, covering the tops of his ears. Yes, I can picture him with straight hair. He’d push it back once a while with his hand. Which hand? It would be out of habit rather than necessity, because it isn’t long enough to hang into his eyes. His eyes could be blue, a very dark blue. If I decide to make his hair dark, his eyes could be hazel. I’ll give him monogrammed shirts. His mother buys him three every Christmas. He wears them because he doesn’t care enough about clothes not to wear them. Would that make sense? The first time Megan sees him, she—


“You want us to bring you anything?” my husband asks.


“No. Thanks. Are you sure you don’t mind taking them out again?”


He shakes his head, as I hoped he would, and by the time he closes the door, I’m already typing.


Sometimes our oldest son sits at the desk in his room and writes stories in the blue books I buy for him. Already he has written four sequels of Star Kids. His fiction is better known than mine: his teacher encourages him to read his stories to the other second-graders. I admire my son’s confidence. To him the dedications are almost as important as the stories. All his blue books are dedicated to us, except for one, which reads:


For the boy I was—


the book I could not find.


When I first saw it, I felt shaken. Awed. How could he conceive something like that? I must have failed him. The boy I was. Did he feel his childhood was over at seven? How much had my writing intruded on my children’s lives? How often had I asked them to play quietly and not to interrupt me?


“Why did you write that?” I asked.


“Because I wanted to.”


That night I barely slept. Not only had I deprived my son of his childhood, but I had also neglected to find the right books for him. My husband assured me there must be a logical explanation. I thought he was heartless to be able to sleep.


To concentrate on my writing was impossible the next morning. Instead I read Dr. Spock. But Dr. Spock did not offer a chapter on the dedications of seven-year-old writers.


When my son came home from school, I sat down with him in the living room, prepared to spend the rest of the day in a long conversation to reassure him his childhood was not over yet.


Very carefully I began, “What made you think of writing this dedication?”


He shrugged.


“You can tell me.” I put one arm around his shoulders.


“It’s in front of that book with step-by-step animal drawings. The one you gave me for my birthday. It’s neat. Can I have a snack now?”
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Perhaps I should have started this novel with the beginning of Megan’s life. But chronological time is not necessarily instrumental in influencing present experience. Fantasies, dreams, wishes, and half-forgotten memories all become part of it. Megan, faced with a decision, might narrow the alternatives by applying logic, drawing upon her knowledge and experience. After limiting the options to the best one, weighing the consequences, considering their effect on Nick, Tim, Nicole, a dozen or more other people, and, maybe, herself, she might suddenly find herself doing something completely different from what she decided, something perhaps motivated by a memory that surfaced, such as catching her reflection in the gym window when, at twelve, she was more than a head taller than the other girls in the class; or falling down right in front of Norm Vallencourt just because he smiled at her from a distance, and she got so confused that she stumbled over her own feet; or dreaming almost every night that there would be a knock at the front door and her parents would be standing there with her brother, Michael; or having her hair braided by Aunt Judy and hearing her say: “Your mother had pretty gray eyes, just like you.”


Megan’s first conscious memory was that of a room with the curtains drawn.


Whenever she tried to remember beyond that day when she was three and had to play in her bed, although it was still light outside, her mind stopped at the same image: the low railing in front of her bed, white, with small toothmarks.


In the next room her mother cried.


Once, her mother screamed.


Then there was another sound.


Most of all she remembered the hand. It smelled of soap. It was a square hand with black hair on it. Curly hair. It looked very dark and big and it held two white things.


She took them.


“Stop crying, Meg.”


The booties were soft and fuzzy.


In the next room her father laughed.


“Remember me, Meg? I’m Dr. Hamilton. I just brought you a surprise. Listen.”


The other sound in the next room was a baby crying.


“That’s your new brother, Michael. You can play with his booties.”


So they came with booties. Her mother said the stork brought them. Dr. Hamilton said he brought them. Storks liked sugar. Sometimes she put sugar cubes on the windowsill in the evening. They were always gone in the morning.


Maybe the stork had bitten her mother.
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She remembered her mother as always smiling.


Two days before they all were to fly to California for a vacation, the left side of Megan’s neck began to hurt whenever she chewed or swallowed. The following morning her mother found a swelling under Megan’s left ear, a hard swelling that covered part of the jawbone and pushed up her earlobe.


“Mumps,” said Dr. Hamilton.


“I’ll take care of her,” said Aunt Judy. “No need for you to cancel your vacation. You’ve planned it for so long. Besides, it’s only for a week. She’ll be fine with me.”


“I’ll miss you,” said Megan’s mother. “I’ll call you every evening.”


When they told Megan, she was drinking apple juice. The plane had crashed ten minutes after taking off, killing everybody.


Indians don’t cry.


“Megan is such a cold little girl,” said Aunt Judy to Mrs. Edwards, the mother of Megan’s best friend, Maureen. “I worry about her.”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  








OEBPS/images/common.jpg










OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Ursula Hegi

Tntrusions

A Touchstone Book
Published by Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/9781451627039_cover.jpg
ivate life but felt
aced with a new
enthusiastic:






