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      Getting the Blues

    


    
      In an hour the beach will be dark. Surf casters in down jackets and shoulder-high waders arrange themselves like totems on the shelf of the pounding October surf. Their 4 × 4s squat on the dunes behind, bristling rods like cheerleaders at a sporting event. Up and down the tide line Labs and Goldens, crazed by the outing and the smell of rot, bark and leap at seagulls wheeling just out of reach. Bluefish are running.


      Mary Fodor shivers a little as the feeble sun departs, complaining to her companion, Hilda Simpson, “I’m not physical like you. I’ll never get the hang of this.” Hilda smiles encouragingly, but Mary knows her limitations. For the last six months, she has tried her hardest to please Hilda. She needs her friend’s approval, needs the expansion that accompanies affection, as if she were a puny plant and Hilda a grow light. But in all her 37 years, Mary has never dealt with as difficult a problem as attempting to cast into the dark deep a length of nylon line crowned by a dangerous hook. Hilda has remarked many times that fishermen are God’s chosen people, clever and coordinated. Indeed, up and down the beach, these anointed cry out like victorious warriors as they haul in variously sized blues. But Mary, even as a girl, could never throw a ball, and Hilda says that a good cast is like a good pitch, using the wrist and arm, with a deep follow-through.


      Hilda, of course, is an experienced angler, with a calm competence that comes from years of practice. She understands the sport, knows its lore by heart. Each year about this time, she regularly scans the ocean when fish are migrating to southern waters, until she or another keen-eyed observer spots a telltale turbulence where schools of small fish are moving closer to shore and warmer water. These bait fish are pursued by their hungry fellows, the larger bluefish. Suddenly, as if informed by native drums, dozens of fishermen appear at once on a particular stretch of beach, ready for action.


      Mary envies the skill with which her friend handles her rod and reel, like a chef with a frypan. She can send the monofilament line, the single strand nylon that in Mary’s hands whips into tangles in the blink of an eye, out into the sea with a wrist flick that seems no more difficult than tossing flapjacks.


      After all Hilda’s coaching, Mary’s movements are still clumsy, either too slow or too fast, and today she has yet to get a nibble. She imagines that the wide beach is beginning to rebuke her, that the other fishermen are watching her in pity. Shrilling gulls laugh at her clumsiness, cry at her that she will never be able to snap her wrist and follow through with her arm, sending the reel spinning and the line flying through the air, landing the lure with a gentle “plop” close to the voracious bluefish swimming just below the surface.


      The harder Mary tries casting and retrieving, the colder and more frustrated she gets. But stubbornness prods her. Even if she is, as Hilda’s children would describe it, a “spaz” at fishing, it is important that she keep at it. Hilda admires courage.


      Besides, something positive is destined to emerge from


      this dreary exercise, despite Mary’s feebleness and the seawater splashing into her too-short boots. She fixes the scene — pale sky, opaque sea, rapacious birds — firmly into her consciousness. Whether she catches a fish or splashes in the surf until she falls on her face with exhaustion, she will eventually come to describe the experience. Mary is a poet.


      Before she met Hilda, intellectual pursuits had sustained her. For most of her adult years, Mary taught poetry composition to elder citizens in a series of apartments and community centers, for the pittances that supported her meager needs. In the evenings or on weekends, she read her own work in one or another bookstore or artist’s loft to fellow followers of the muse. She and her literary friends polished their sonnets and short stories, published them in obscure literary magazines and sometimes, to greater acclaim and more money, in publications for the general reader. In the main, the members of the literary group gave each other moral support and general approbation, or endured with patience the occasional discouraging word. None was wealthy or successful, but they were splendidly indifferent to the concerns of the commercial philistines.


      “Hold your left hand right at the bottom of the rod and use it as a guide,” Hilda says to Mary. Early on, she had assured Mary that learning to fish was a snap, as simple as brushing your teeth.


      Mary grits her perfectly shaped, white molars, one of her most impressive features. For the tenth time, she throws out her rod and watches the line curl and sag into the nearest breaker. Her feeling of inadequacy is a new and dangerous emotion.


      Covered from head to toe in rubber and down, Hilda pretends not to notice her friend’s awkward casts. Her own arms resemble windmill paddles as she casts and reels, casts and reels. She has already caught three bluefish, now dying slowly in a bucket of seawater.


      To help Mary relax, Hilda jokes with the local beach boys. She knows them all — the real estate salesman, the builder, the King Kullen manager — the guys whose Jeeps and Chevy vans bear bumper stickers reading ‘’I’d Rather Be Fishing” and “Eat Fish, Live Longer; Eat Bass, Love Longer,” the sporting maniacs who leave their loved ones to shore up the home front while they chase bluefish and bass, cobia and sea trout up and down the beaches and seas of the world. Hilda is comfortable being one of only two women fishing, but she knows that Mary would prefer to be invisible.


      “Ned, you gotta take lessons if you wanna catch fish,” Hilda calls, or “Lou, they were bitin’ real good until you showed up.” A couple of the fishermen are youngish and attractive. Their admiration for Hilda seems genuine; she’s one of them, asking no favors, receiving none. They say to Mary, “Good teacher there. Simpson’s no slouch.”


      Mary agrees. The night the two women met, she had been giving a reading at Tanio’s, a bookstore in the little town north of the beach. As she was launching into “Sign of Shock,” a plea for nuclear disarmament, she noticed a woman who wasn’t a regular. The woman, six feet tall with frizzy blonde hair, wearing a thigh-high miniskirt and a tight angora sweater, had secured an illegal glass of wine before the readings. Drinks were only served at the end of each performance, to discourage any wavering of concentration during the feats of execution on display. To Mary, the woman was an anomaly in this environment, seemingly more at home at Caldor’s searching out the latest Danielle Steel.


      But the woman’s fixed gaze, as if she planned to leap up and challenge Mary’s credentials should her rhythm or imagery falter, made Mary pay special attention to her voice projection. Her recitation took on new drama and spirit. Strangely, she wanted this woman to approve of her, of her talent and ambitions.


      After the reading, the blonde joined the congratulatory group around Mary. She towered over them, her head shaking like a giant dandelion, a second glass of wine slopping over as she spoke.


      “My name is Hilda Simpson,” she said, in a Chianti rush, grabbing Mary away from her fans. “And I lo-ove your poetry. Of course I prefer stuff that rhymes, because I compose music for a church choir. How about coming to dinner sometime? Read me some more of your stuff? I bet we could turn it into some terrific hymns.”


      That encounter, thinks Mary, was only six months ago. Then, she had been astonished and pleased; no one as lively as Hilda Simpson had ever taken an interest in her. In general, her friends were serious, driven, humorless. Hilda seemed to Mary like an explosive charge, prepared to demolish the old and drab, revealing instead the possibilities of new openness.


      Now, she watches Hilda flick her wrist and toss her rod at the sea as if she means to throw her gear away. The curved arc of Hilda’s cast, not so high that the line is deflected by the wind, but not so low that the lure plops into the breakers at her feet, swivels out toward the horizon and falls like a stone.


      Some of the men are watching Hilda, too. “Shoot, you could walk on the blues out here today,” says the old fellow to Mary’s right. He has only caught one, himself. But Hilda doesn’t take offense. With her eyes fixed on the water, she comments, “You tell ‘em, Charley, and we’re a lot more comfy than if we were rockin’ and rollin’ out there,” gesturing toward the horizon where the rollers plane.


      Not for the first time, Mary marvels at her friend’s ease, her secure demeanor. Hilda is divorced, with two kids, no education to speak of and no marketable skills. She lives on a tiny alimony supplemented by selling fish and the raspberries she grows in her back garden. But she lunges at life exactly as a fighting fish lunges at a hook. She approaches every experience with the intensity of an Olympic hopeful. Hilda’s favorite maxim is “You can’t win if you’re not at the table.”


      Mary is deafened by a scream in her ear. “Alll-right, a strike!” Hilda is reeling fast, her rod shimmying in protest. Something enormous is objecting to the fishhook. Hilda sticks the butt end of the rod between her thighs and secures her heavy rubber waders in the surf, an armored ]uno.


      The rod begins to bend dangerously — to Mary’s eyes, ready to snap. Hilda, unconcerned, draws the rod upward, as if to snatch the fish from its home. But instead of reeling, she holds the drag steady, allowing the fish to take off again with the line. “Tirin’ him out,” she grins at Mary.


      Mary thinks that Hilda has snagged her as skillfully as the struggling fish. That night at the bookstore, she had been dubious of the towheaded giantess. Mary’s life was solitary, but predictable. A small trust fund gave her the independence to play out her verses in college bookstores and obscure literary magazines. Her parents in Florida had given up hope of a son-in-law or grandchildren, and presented to their fellow retirees, instead of baby pictures, each new sonnet that made its way into the Yahoo College Literary Review.


      But Mary was no match for the vigor that shot sparks from Hilda’s blue eyes. She eventually gave the persistent woman her phone number, and apologized to Tanio’s regulars, “I think she had too much of the house red. Imagine ‘the bomber’s seed approaching the world’s ripe womb’ ending up as plainsong in a village church.”


      She was surprised when Hilda called and invited her to dinner. “And bring some of your work to read. I’m asking a few people over who want to hear it.”


      But neither of the odd couples who showed up at the old farmhouse near the ocean paid Mary’s poetry the slightest attention. The young minister argued throughout dinner for importing an activist nun to preach on South Africa. His wife, a computer programmer, interrupted him at regular intervals to complain about the church’s real need — a PC to make the office work more efficient. The ancient deacon muttered and moaned about dwindling attendance and contributions. Hilda was not put off by their disinterest in Mary. Between the roast lamb and the cherry cobbler, she convinced the minister and the deacon that the nun should speak on nuclear disarmament, accompanied by Mary’s “Sign of Shock.” “And I’ll start a fund-raiser for the computer,” she promised the minister’s wife.


      Mary remembers the group’s air of resignation; it spoke of losing many battles to Hilda’s will. Soon, Mary was in a state of shock herself. As they carried the dessert dishes back to the kitchen, Hilda invited her to come live in the farmhouse, in a cozy attic room with a tiny fireplace. “I need my collaborator right here with me,” she said. “I don’t charge much rent, and my two kids, Whit and Julie, need somebody smarter than me to help them with their homework.”


      Mary had looked into the eyes of this creature who seemed determined to change her life. She remembers how Hilda had boldly stared back, the enlarged pupils of her blue eyes as deep and inviting as a summer lake. She had patted Mary’s cheek. “We’re both going to enjoy this,” she had said, at Mary’s unspoken question.


      A large bluefish gasps in the sand at Mary’s feet. She examines the monster. It is the exact shade of the greasy sky.


      Hilda puts her foot on the fish to halt its struggles, and


      with a small pair of pliers twists the barbed hook from its mouth. Mary has read that fish have such small brains they feel no pain. She hopes this is so, for she fancies she hears a scream as Hilda rips the hook out. The blue lunges at her friend’s hand in its final frenzy.


      Hilda notes Mary’s distress. “Blues are mean and unpredictable, fighters right up to the end. But it’ll be dead in five minutes,” she says. “Cast out again. You’ll get the next one.”


      I’m nowhere near the fighter that bluefish was, Mary thinks. She turns away from the dying fish and makes another fumbling cast. Because I was lonely in my small pond, because I was hungry for change, because I wanted to take one last chance before routine became decay, Hilda hooked me with barely a struggle. Now I, who had never entered a church in my life, am happily making joyful noises for potato farmers and Toyota salesmen. When the feeble choir of Grace Church meekly sings “Sign of Shock” and “Underwater,” a call to preserve Roe v. Wade, the congregation rejoices with the same enthusiasm as the crowd at Tonia’s. It’s still recovering from Hilda’s last project, setting some erotic passages from “The Prophet” to Handel’s Water Music. Mary, though small, dark, and intellectual, is still not as foreign as Kahlil Gibran.


      She bares her beautiful teeth at the ocean and once more, ineptly, reels in her line.
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      Hilda tosses the sharp-toothed fish into the bucket with the others and rejoins her friend at the edge of the sea. Her affection for Mary, for those thin shoulders and frail body leaning out into the horizon, moves her to prayer. Hilda thanks God regularly and sincerely. Hadn’t He helped her get rid of a useless husband whose only passions were Italian shoes and European au pairs?


      God has got to help one more time. He has delivered to her a companion, collaborator, and lover. With little persuasion, she was able to convince Mary of their compatibility, their mutual needs, their oneness in a miserable world. Mary is her first female lover and, to Hilda’s mind, far superior to the males she has bailed out of funks and failures. Hilda understands that her comeliness attracts the opposite sex like a Patriot to a Scud, but she is tired of the nonstop nurturing.


      On the nights when the kids are asleep and she clambers up to Mary’s bedroom in her flannel nightgown, she slides into the warmth of Mary’s arms with a blissful sigh. Mary is a totally new product, in a vastly improved wrapper. She is a quite satisfactory answer to Hilda’s physical needs, and their collaboration at church seems to Hilda to be the most inventive idea she has ever had, even better than the corkscrew hook.


      And Mary, unlike those panting, doglike men, is a well-bred Siamese, content to be left alone. When she isn’t teaching, she spends a lot of time in the attic writing and thinking. This is in happy contrast to Hilda’s former husband, for instance, whom she faulted for attending too diligently to the 18-year-old babysitter and Belle Scarpe Shoesalon than to his real estate business. Otherwise, he haunted the refrigerator, complaining that they were out of Corona Extra again — and what did Hilda expect, when she kept neglecting him for her bubba fishing mania? When she caught her husband assaulting Elke the sitter under the dining room table, she went ballistic.


      Six months ago, two years after her divorce and a recent breakup with yet another boyfriend, Hilda became intrigued with Tonio’s. On the beach, she overheard a conversation about the bookstore’s social evenings, featuring, along with literary renditions, a number of semidetached men. She decided to take the next opportunity to look around.


      But she forgot to concern herself with the three males who showed up for the poetry reading. Her social life gave way before Mary’s face, which touched Hilda’s heart and mind far more than her verses. Hilda thought Mary looked as forlorn as the orphans Sally Struthers and Mary Tyler Moore promoted in the magazine ads. A blue vein in the poet’s temple beat time as she read. Here was someone who appeared to need immediate, remedial help. Hilda decided to ignite both Mary’s poetry and her life. Tonio’s matchmaking would have to wait.


      “Help her God, please help her,” she now enjoins the sky where the sickly sun is sliding away from her vision. “You won’t be sorry.” Although Hilda has rediscovered that every commitment carries a price, she is not yet ready for solitary confinement.
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      Mary’s next cast finally sends the line somewhat beyond the breakers pounding the shore. She relaxes a bit. “Practice,” she thinks. “The mystique disappears with practice, just like poetry.”


      “Good cast, keep it up,” says Hilda. “But what about your feet? Aren’t they getting cold and wet?”


      A couple of inches of seawater are sloshing around in her inadequate rain boots, but Mary doesn’t answer. Her pride and budget do not permit either a loan of waders from Hilda or a purchase, and she resents Hilda’s inference of her dependency.


      ‘’I’m perfectly okay, Hilda,” Mary retorts, turning her back on her friend. Hilda has become somewhat of a bore lately. Those country breakfasts of sausages and pancakes, the little fireplace always made up and ready to light, Hilda’s boisterous love and affection, at first so freely and happily given, more and more seem to be demanding all sorts of reciprocation. Mary finds herself designated the official homework consultant for Whit and Julie, having to make herself available every night for advice on Captain Ahab and square roots. In her past incarnation, evenings had been sacred, for work; she often wrote her best poems at midnight.


      And Hilda, who spends her evenings watching TV or out playing poker, has recently asked Mary to babysit, without a word about where she’s going. Whit and Julie, unconcerned, use their mother’s absence to play Metallica at maximum volume in spite of Mary’s protests. “Lighten up, Mary,” they say, “If Mom doesn’t care, why should you?” When Mary isn’t beseeching the kids to turn down the stereo, she tries to wheedle from them the truth of Hilda’s whereabouts. “Who knows? Mom’s a space case,” is their answer. “Don’t sweat it. We don’t.”


      But she is not of the children’s laissez-faire temperament, and Hilda’s secretiveness is only one of Mary’s anxieties. More and more, she feels like the third of Hilda’s children, as Hilda directs her schedule, plans their lives, plays the maestro to Mary’s first violinWhen Hilda comes to her late at night, whispering words of love, Mary is temporarily appeased. Hilda is as intense a lover as she is a politician. She strokes Mary’s hair and whispers, “My very own poet laureate; I’m so lucky.” Then, she falls asleep while Mary tosses. It’s true her recent poetry seems softer, more lyrical, less angular and intense. But she misses the warm rain of applause that once richocheted offTonio’s tin ceiling. She has been too busy with church hymns to give the lecture hall much time. She worries that relationships are too confining, as demanding to the spirit as nine-to-five jobs.


      At Hilda’s insistence, she began to learn to fish. Hilda was dedicated to instilling in her some practical education, Mary realized, as if while she was proud of Mary’s art, she still saw it as a product of a flaky intellectual. A sport would help Mary balance priorities, temper the agony, the depression of creation.


      Mary thinks, I’ve always hated physical work or sports, but if I can only catch a fish today, perhaps it will quiet the fluttering that’s recently been disturbing my insides. But working to prove to Hilda that she is more than a complaisant lover, only adept at hymn lyrics and comfort on cold nights, stirs up the flutter again. I wonder if her husband felt this way, too, she thinks, if Hilda’s matter-of-fact capability made him defensive, made him feel less than independent, less than a man.


      Mary concentrates on letting·her lure drop toward the sandy bottom and then reeling it in, steady, no jerking motions, as Hilda has taught her. She has to admit that Hilda has widened the avenues of her previously constricted lifetaught her how to draw to a straight flush, for instance, how to make a pesto omelet, to sing out harmoniously in choir. There’s a pull on the line, and Mary grips her rod anxiously.


      “Something’s there,” she whispers to Hilda, as if the fish might hear and take itself off.


      “Keep reeling slowly, then give a small jerk for a test,” says Hilda. Mary’s face, white and pinched, reminds her of a child’s on Christmas morning.


      But when Mary reels again, the line is slack. The fish has slipped the hook.


      [image: dingbat_text.tif]


      Hilda is in the middle of offering up another prayer when her own rod begins to bend alarmingly, almost pulling out of her hands. “Holy Jesus, this is a big mother,” she calls to Mary. Hilda concentrates hard. This time, she will have a good run. She grins at the sea.


      The bass, for.sure that’s what it is, is playing the line cleverly. It will not tire as easily as the bluefish. It· will play dead, go limp in the water, give up struggling. When the angler stops reeling, it will heave with all its strength and take off like a streak, hoping to snap the 15-pound test line. Hilda is wise to this trickery, and loosens the drag to give the line more play. The bass moves parallel to the shore. Hilda must follow it or lose it.


      Then she remembers Mary and looks over her shoulder. Her friend is sitting at the edge of the dune, pouring seawater from her boots. She is struggling to disentangle a fouled line. Her eyes are tearful.


      “Mary,” calls Hilda in sudden inspiration, “want to land this sucker?”


      Mary seems about to shake her head, then pulls on her soggy boots and runs over to her friend at the shoreline.


      Hilda passes the rod to Mary. “Keep a tight grip on it,


      with your fingers splayed over the holder, so . . . Let up on the tension, yes that’s right, counterclockwise, so the bugger can run with it. But he’s smart, smarter than a bluefish, and he’ll play dead when you least expect it, and then whammo, off he goes, and snap! Adios, line.”


      Fire burns into the small of Mary’s back, her feet are as cold as a cadaver’s, and more water rushes into her boots. Like claws into flesh, her fingers embed themselves in the rod. She repeats the instructions — “Let it run, watch the tension, go with it” — then follows the big fish up the beach as first it bolts and then stops dead in its wily flight.


      Is the hook set, she wonders anxiously, as she stumbles and plods along the greasy shore. Is the barb sunk enough into the fish’s jaw to hold during this interminable journey that seems longer than any I’ve ever taken? To keep up her spirits, she recites the names of lures, “Spinners, wobblers, plugs, lead-head jigs. Spinners, wobblers, plugs . . .”


      The bass changes tactics and direction. Mary plods back along the shore. She is shivering and her feet are like ice. But she seems to be playing the line more expertly, sticking the rod butt between her legs for better leverage when the bass pauses in its crazy run, getting the feel for when to reel in the line a bit more, and when to give it more play. She senses that slowly she is winning the battle between herself and this monster that is challenging her.


      The old grumbler, Charley, appears beside her. He has changed his tune. “Hang in there, sister. Don’t let the bastard get the best of you. Show him who’s boss.”


      Show him who’s boss. It seems possible that she can do just that. Perhaps, just perhaps, she is at last learning the secrets of physicality, will one day marry physical prowess with intellectual. Mary’s formerly bound and constricted heart beats easier. Her breath, instead of bursting in short jerks, is slower, more controlled. She looks around for Hilda’s approval. Strange that Hilda is allowing her to play in the fish alone, not capering about, shouting advice, rooting for Mary in this fiendish contest of wits and strength.


      “Hilda, I think I’m getting it,” Mary calls out to the now-friendly landscape. Over her head, a cluster of clouds, a puffy pewter blanket, closes off what little daylight remains.


      No answer, and Mary steps back from the breaking waves, peers over her shoulder into the gloom.


      She spots Hilda silhouetted against the darkening sky at the top of a rise. A man is with her, unfamiliar. His rod and Mary’s stand beside them in their spikes, swaying like magic wands. His hands and Hilda’s are entwined. They might be beginning a dance. Their lips meet like their hands, and the two figures, two parts of a human origami, meld together identical down vests and peaked caps.


      Mary sucks in her breath. A metronomic pain, much uglier than the flutter, begins to beat in her chest. The bass, as if intuiting a faltering adversary, summons its strength into a massive heave, darts away from Mary in a last dash for freedom. Mary, taken by surprise, stumbles forward into a breaking wave, loses her balance, and tumbles. The force of the autumn sea churns her upside down, fills her nostrils with sand. She gasps and sucks in the mixture, choking, choking, unable to cough it out or get her breath. She tumbles like a toothpick, her inadequate boots like two concrete blocks pulling her toward a watery, inevitable death.


      “Not yet!” she burbles, consciousness ebbing. But she is aware that hands are grabbing at her, like fishermen reining in a net. A female voice cries, “She’s still got it, drag ‘em up!” Mary and the bass are floating away in the strangling sea, into an unconsciousness pillowed by warmth. Then, someone pounds her back, forcing her to cough and protest. Someone else is trying to pry her icy fingers from the rod.
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      An hour later, wrapped in an old wool blanket Hilda keeps in the station wagon for emergencies, Mary is being driven home in style. Hilda, at the wheel, holds her hand tightly, humming “Sweet Victory,” a recent collaborative hymn celebrating the defeat of a development near the ice-skating pond. “Rushes and phragmites sing their praises I Call to the geese that will nevermore roam.”


      In the back of the wagon, with Mary’s soaked jeans and underwear, lie four blue fish, already scaled and cleaned, and a 45-pound (“at least,” Hilda assures) striped bass, as pristine in death as an Egyptian pharaoh. Resplendent on ice, the striper will lie in state in the fridge tonight. Tomorrow morning, the angler and her catch will be photographed for the local paper.


      But Mary can’t ignore the thudding pain in her head from which she had been free for six months. The headache, which in the past could only be assuaged by three Fiorinals, has interfered often with the creative process, and sometimes frightened her into imagining a brain tumor, not just the migraine the doctor diagnosed. She stifles a yell.


      Hilda, unaware, stops humming, bubbles, “We’ll have a party. We’ll ask every guy on the beach tonight and still have leftovers with this one. I know a great recipe to stuff it with apples and junk. I’ll bet old stripey is the biggest of the season. Mary, you’re an A-number-one fine-ass fisherman. Those guys are goin’ to haveta pay you some respect from now on.”


      She squeezes Mary’s hand and starts again on “rushes and phragmites.” Mary is silent. The last hour — the fear of drowning, of losing the fish — has exhausted her. She savors the slaps on the back she received after she got her breath back, realized she was going to live, the congratulations“See you tomorrow, Mary, gotta prove it wasn’t beginner’s luck” — Hilda stripping her from her soaking garments and tucking her in the blanket.


      She forces out of her cracked lips, “It was lovely of you to take such good care of me tonight, but who was that man . . . ?”


      Hilda interrupts, “I couldn’t let you freeze to death while I cleaned those fish, could I?” She bounces in her seat. “Whit and Julie won’t believe this. They’ve been trying for a striper for five years. Now, they’ll know you can do anything.”


      Mary draws the blanket closer. “I saw you on the dunes. Just before I fell. With a man. Kissing him. What does that mean?”


      Hilda clears her throat as if she is about to make a speech, then pauses. “It was . . . a guy I haven’t seen in a while. From before we met. He’s just come back to town. Just an old fishing buddy.”


      Mary reflects on the lie. Hilda is bad at mendacity; evasiveness is her stock in trade. An old fishing buddy you’ve been sneaking off for weeks to see, leaving me at home with your metal-head children. Mary says, as if changing the subject back to the bass adventure, “I think I’ll quit while I’m ahead.”


      “What do you mean?’’


      “I mean that I won’t be doing any more fishing.”


      “But, Mary,” from the driver’s seat an incredulous voice drifts toward her, “You can’t mean that. You’ve just caught the biggest fish of your life, and you’ve learned ...”


      Mary smiles to herself. The thudding pain is easing. “You don’t understand, Hilda, I’ve been neglecting my work for this silly sport.”


      Sounds of heavy breathing and anxious stirrings.


      “But I — I thought you liked it, the beach, the birds, the guys, learning something new. And you learned so well, you di-did outfish them . . .”


      Mary feels another victory about to happen. She imagines the crowd at Tanio’s cheering, urging her on. A good performance is a skill she has perfected without Hilda’s help.


      She pats Hilda’s hand. “I really don’t even like the sport, to tell you the truth. I thought I would, but it’s ridiculous goofing off all day with a lot of ne’er-do-wells. And I don’t see anything romantic about fishermen, as you apparently do.”


      She notes Hilda’s silence. “Yes, I think I should definitely quit this game on a high note.”
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      Hilda swings the wagon into her driveway. Pulling up to the kitchen door, she can see her two kids under the harsh glare of the overhead fluorescent. They are horsing around with plates of steaming lasagna, pretending they’re too hot, staggering as they bear them to the kitchen table.


      Bless Julie and Whit; she’ll thank them kindly for remembering to turn on the oven. They’re getting more responsible; soon, they’ll be adults. Perhaps they’ve even set the table. How delicious the lasagna will taste, with a glass of red wine, and the salad she made early in the day. She is glad she defrosted the lasagna. The kids hate fish.


      In her mind, a vision blooms. A woman, no longer young, is alone in a country kitchen. The house inside is as quiet as the desolate landscape. Hilda gulps back tears. She wrenches the cooler from the back of the wagon, and slams the top down. “Let’s see how you feel tomorrow.”


      Mary ignores Hilda’s bid for reconciliation. The ebullience of success, the headiness of revenge has quieted those inner flutterings that she thought were permanent, like high blood pressure or varicose veins. Even the pounding headache is settling down to a dull ache. Now that she is a power to not one but two groups of necessary acolytes, her life seems complete, her personality newly integrated. For the first time, she has shifted from manual to automatic, ceased bucking and jerking down the road of life. It wasn’t, after all, too difficult to learn to fish.


      Mary, now, is as anxious as Hilda to step inside the welcoming house, but not to bask in adolescent acclaim. She will accept a glass of wine, accept Whit and Julie’s congratulations calmly, then tell them she is too tired for lasagna or to help with tonight’s homework. To Hilda she will say she must go directly to bed, her head is killing her, she must medicate and then sleep off the day’s tension.


      Hilda will understand those excuses; they are legitimate after a successful, stressful day. Mary will hurry to her attic room, take two Fiorinals, pull out the bottle of Chianti stored in her cupboard. Soon, she will be free of pain. And then, as an artist first and foremost, it will be her duty, her responsibility to herself to begin a record of the afternoon’s events in her notebook. Such intense illumination must not go unremarked. All that has gone before was but raw material, mere preparation for the ripe maturity of her talent.


      As the two women open the kitchen door, blinking a little in the warmth and the light, Mary has already outlined the first four lines of her newest, most life-affirming poem. She has decided to entitle it, “Getting the Blues.”
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