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p r o l o g u e  

The Maytrees were young long ago. They lived on 

what still seems antiquity’s very surface. It was the tip of Cape 

Cod, that exposed and mineral sandspit. The peninsula here 

was narrow between waters. Its average elevation was fifteen 

feet. It spiraled counterclockwise from the scarps of Truro 

and came rumpling over dunes to the harbor, Provincetown, 

inside the spiral. The town name of Provincetown was for a 

time “Cape Cod.” Generations before Jamestown—let alone 

Plymouth—British fishermen loaded their holds with split 

cod. 

No Wampanoag Nauset tribes, not even Pamets, settled 

on Provincetown’s poor sand or scrub woods; they were 

farmers. At river mouths as far north as Truro, however, Nau-

sets stayed, and built permanent villages more thickly than in 

most of New England, for clams and oysters abounded, and 

south of the Namskaket creeks they found soil for squash and 

corn.  

The Maytrees’ lives, like the Nausets’, played out before 

the backdrop of fixed stars. The way of the world could be 

slight, then and now, but rarely, among individuals, vicious. 
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The slow heavens marked hours. They lived often outside. 

They drew every breath from a wad of air just then crossing 

from saltwater to saltwater. Their sandspit was a naked strand 

between two immensities, both given to special effects. 

Toby Maytree grew up in Provincetown and spent most 

of his life there. His father was one of several guards sta-

tioned on the backside, on the cliffs by the Atlantic. Like 

some other coast guards, Maytree’s father built for his fam-

ily a rough shack on the bare sands near the coast guard 

station. Young Maytree and his mother camped out for 

summer weeks there in the one-room wood shack above the 

great ocean beach. They exchanged visits with the guards. 

Later, after the war, Maytree became a poet of the forties 

and fifties and sixties. He wrote four book-long poems and 

three books of lyrics. 

His wife, Lou Maytree, rarely spoke. She painted a bit 

on canvas and linen now lost. They acted in only two small 

events—three, if love counts. Falling in love, like having a 

baby, rubs against the current of our lives: separation, loss, 

and death. That is the joy of them. 

Twice a day behind their house the tide boarded the sand. 

Four times a year the seasons flopped over. Clams live like 

this, but without so much reading as the Maytrees. 

They remembered the central post office—the post office 

where everyone met mornings and encouraged everyone else 

for the day and night ahead. They were young when passen-

ger trains to Provincetown replaced freights. When he was 

eighteen, he joined crews all over the Cape to clear and re-

build after the big hurricane. 
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Toby Maytree wanted to engage the enemy—either one— 

in gunfight. Instead he spent the war at the San Francisco 

Office of War Information. He wrote broadcasts for Pacific 

troops. By then, Lou was in college. Later, married, both 

Maytree and Lou liked the idea of seeing the world. Neither, 

however, was willing to sacrifice free time for a job. 

Maytree picked up cash by moving houses for friends and 

whacking up additions, at whim. They voted. They were not 

social thinkers, but their friends were. Their summer friends, 

in particular, harvested facts row on row from newspapers 

like mice on corncobs. The Maytrees were not always up-to-

the-minute. Their city friends envied their peace. 

She owned their house. Her mother bought it when Lou 

was a girl. Her mother and Lou had moved to Provincetown 

from Marblehead, Massachusetts, after the man of the family, 

a lawyer, left one morning for work and never came back. No 

one knew that ordinary breakfast would be their last. Why 

not memorize everything, just in case? 

For a long time they owned no car, no television when that 

came in, no insurance, no savings. Once a week they heard world 

news on the radio. They supported striking coal miners’  

families with cash. They loved their son, Pete, their only 

child. Between them they read about three hundred books a 

year. He read for facts, she for transport. Nothing about them 

was rich except their days swollen with time. 

Lou Maytree’s height and stillness made her look like a 

statue. Her fair hair and her white skin’s purity contrasted 

with the red she wore year-round to cheer the scene. Her 
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courtesy, her compliance, and especially her silence dated 

from a time otherwise gone. Her size, her wide eyes and high 

brow, and her upright carriage gave her an air of consequence. 

Intimacy came easily to her, but strangers could not see it. 

When she was old, she lived alone in the Maytrees’ one-

room shack in the parabolic sand dunes. She crossed the 

backshore dunes into the bayside town Fridays and stocked 

up. A straw hat kept her face clear. Year after year her eyes set 

farther back and their lavender lids thinned. 

Throughout her life she was ironic and strict with her 

thoughts. She went dancing most Friday nights in town. 

People said that Maytree, or felicity, or solitude had driven 

her crazy. People said she had been an ugly girl, or a child 

movie star; that she inherited fabulous sums and lived in a 

shack without pipes or wires; that she read too much; that she 

was wanting in ambition and could have married anyone. She 

lacked a woman’s sense of doom. She did what she wanted— 

like who else on earth? All her life she found dignity over-

rated. She rolled down dunes. 

Most of the few and unremarkable things Lou and Toby 

Maytree did occurred in their old beachside house on the 

town’s front street, and in fact in its bed. 

Their bed’s frame was old pipe metal, ironstone. Lou 

Maytree painted its arched headboard and footboard white. 

Every few years she sanded its rust rosettes and painted it 

white again. This was about as useful as she got, though she 

stretched a dollar for food. One could divide their double bed 
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into her side and his side by counting four pipes over, but the 

two ignored parity. He slept with a long leg flung over her, as 

a dog claims a stick. 

Once while he slept on his side, his legs thrashed and he 

panted. She pressed his shoulder. 

Chasing a rabbit? 

He exhaled and said, tap-dancing. 





It  bega n w hen Lou Bigelow and Toby Maytree 

first met. He was back home in Provincetown after the war. 

Maytree first saw her on a bicycle. A red scarf, white shirt, skin 

clean as eggshell, wide eyes and mouth, shorts. She stopped and 

leaned on a leg to talk to someone on the street. She laughed, 

and her loveliness caught his breath. He thought he recognized 

her flexible figure. Because everyone shows up in Provinc-

etown sooner or later, he had taken her at first for Ingrid Berg-

man until his friend Cornelius straightened him out. 

He introduced himself. —You’re Lou Bigelow, aren’t you? 

She nodded. They shook hands and hers felt hot under sand 

like a sugar doughnut. Under her high brows she eyed him 

straight on and straight across. She had gone to girls’ schools, 

he recalled later. Those girls looked straight at you. Her wide 

eyes, apertures opening, seemed preposterously to tell him, 

I and these my arms are for you. I know, he thought back 

at the stranger, this long-limbed girl. I know and I am right 

with you. 

He felt himself blush and knew his freckles looked green. 

She was young and broad of mouth and eye and jaw, fresh, 

solid and airy, as if light rays worked her instead of muscles. 
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Oh, how a poet is a sap; he knew it. He managed to hold his 

eyes on her. Her rich hair parted on the side; she was not nec-

essarily beautiful, or yes she was, her skin’s luster. Her pupils 

were rifle bores shooting what? When he got home he could 

not find his place in Helen Keller. 

He courted Lou carefully in town, to wait, surprised, un-

til his newly serious intent and hope firmed or fled, and until 

then, lest he injure her trust. No beach walks, dune picnics,  

rowing, sailing. Her silence made her complicit, innocent as 

beasts, oracular. Agitated, he saw no agitation in her even gaze. 

Her size and whole-faced smile maddened him, her round arms 

at her sides, stiff straw hat. Her bare shoulders radiated a smell 

of sun-hot skin. Her gait was free and light. Over her open eyes 

showed two widths of blue lids whose size and hue she would 

never see. Her face’s skin was transparent, lighted and clear 

like sky. She barely said a word. She tongue-tied him. 

She already knew his dune-shack friend Cornelius Blue, 

knew the professors Hiram and Elaine Cairo from New York, 

knew everyone’s friend Deary the hoyden who lived on the pier 

or loose in the dunes, and old Reevadare Weaver who gave par-

ties. Bumping through a painter’s opening, picking up paint at 

the hardware store, ransacking the library, she glanced at him, 

her mouth curving broadly, as if they shared a joke. He knew 

the glance of old. It was a summons he never refused. The joke 

was—he hoped—that the woman had already yielded but 

would set him jumping through hoops anyway. Lou Bigelow’s 

candid glance, however, contained neither answer nor ques-

tion, only a spreading pleasure, like Blake’s infant joy, kicking 

the gong around. 
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Maytree concealed his courtship. On the Cairos’ crowded 

porch, she steadied her highball on the rail. He asked her, 

Would she like to row around the harbor with him? She 

turned and gave him a look, Hold on, Buster. He was likely 

competing with fleets and battalions of men. Maytree wanted 

her heart. She had his heart and did not know it. She shook 

her head, clear of eye, and smiled. If he were only a painter: her 

avid expression, mouth in repose or laughing, her gleaming 

concentration. The wide-open skin between her brows made 

their arcs long. Not even Ingrid Bergman had these brows. 

The first few times he heard her speak, her Britishy curled 

vowels surprised him. He rarely dared look her way. 

One day he might accompany Lou Bigelow from town out 

here to his family’s old dune shack. He was afraid his saying 

“shack” would scare them both. Without her he already felt 

like one of two pieces of electrical tape pulled apart. He could 

not risk a mistake. 

Robert Louis Stevenson, he read in his Letters, called mar-

riage “a sort of friendship recognized by the police.” Charmed, 

Maytree bought a red-speckled notebook to dedicate to this 

vexed sphere—not to marriage, but to love. More red-speckled 

notebooks expanded, without clarifying, this theme. Sextus 

Propertius, of love: “Shun this hell.” From some book he 

copied: “How does it happen that a never-absent picture has 

in it the power to make a fresh, overwhelming appearance 

every hour, wide-eyed, white-toothed, terrible as an army 

with banners?” She was outside his reach. 





Of course she gl ar ed at Maytree that fall 

when he came by barefoot at daybreak and asked if she would 

like to see his dune shack. Behind his head, color spread up 

sky. In the act of diving, Orion, rigid, shoulder-first like a man 

falling, began to dissolve. Then even the zenith and western 

stars paled and gulls squawked. 

Her house was on the bay in town. He proposed to walk 

her to the ocean—not far, but otherworldly in the dunes. She 

had been enjoying Bleak House. Men always chased her and 

she always glared. 

She most certainly did not ask him in. His was a startling 

figure: his Mars-colored hair, his height and tension, his 

creased face. He looked like a traveling minstrel, a red-eyed 

night heron. His feet were long and thin like the rest of him. 

He wore a billed fishing cap. An army canteen hung from his 

belt. She had been a schoolgirl in Marblehead, Massachusetts, 

when he went West. 

—Just a walk, he said, sunrise. We won’t need to go inside. 

In his unsure smile she saw his good faith. Well, that was 

considerate, brickish of him, to say that they would not go  

in. She agreed. She had not seen the dunes in weeks. May-
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tree suggested she bring, as he did, a pair of socks, to provide 

webbed feet, and wear a brimmed hat that tied. In predawn 

light she saw the sunspokes around his eyes under his cap. 

She followed him through the woods and up to the dunes. 

Morning dew under trees wet her socks. Sand stuck between 

her toes. She stuck her socks in her waistband. Heat would 

dry them. 

Bursting uphill through scrubs into the open excited her. 

She saw a wild array of sand dunes inscribing a sphere of sea 

and sky. She saw three-hundred-foot dunes swirl around the 

horizon like a school of fish: bright side, dark side, moving 

downwind. The world of town vanished as if wind tore it off. 

A low bump between dunes caught Lou’s eye. It angled on 

a f lat behind them near the trees they came through. She and 

Maytree neared it in a crescent of shade. It was a sail, a rolled 

canvas sail, a mainsail. From the roll’s side, dark curls spilled 

like filling. They settled, these curls, on a green lobster buoy. 

It was their friend Deary Hightoe asleep and swaddled. Lou 

knew Deary slept in the dunes somewhere. She claimed to 

like the way starlight smelled on sand. Once Cornelius asked 

her how the smell of starlight on sand differed from the smell 

of moonlight. —More peppery. Beside Deary at the forest 

edge Lou saw, implausibly, a garden of shriveling chilis and 

kale. Deary woke, blinked, stretched, and opened the sail by 

rolling in it. Lou and Maytree moved fifteen feet to the slope 

where she fetched up. 

—What brings you two out so early? While Deary talked 

and laughed—all her waking hours, it seemed—her mouth 
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bubbled at gums and corners. At thirty-five she was six years 

older than Lou, small of body and round of face. Lou knew 

that this month she was playing drums with the band at a 

seaside bar and restaurant. She must have found her way over 

and among the dunes in the dark when the place closed at 

two o’clock. Lou resolved to give Deary bushels of seaweed 

to mulch these dry plantings. How could she carry water out 

here? Any rain vanished in sand. For soil Deary seemed to 

be substituting garbage, leaf litter scooped from under pines, 

fish racks, scrub oak leaves hard as harpoon points, and two 

stranded rays, one of which tilted, like a plane turning, over a 

head of kale it shaded and fed. 

There were unsolved crimes out in this wilderness in-

cluding murder. Not many years after Lou and Maytree met, 

someone murdered the Woman in the Dunes. The killer be-

headed her and cut off her hands. Searchers found the rest 

of her, raped. They found only one sandy hand. No one ever 

found who she was, or her killer, or her other hand, or her 

head. Deary’s Boston mother assumed she lived in a locked 

house in town. 

Now Deary built a piney fire for making cowboy coffee. 

Her head was a globe. From a side part, her curls rose like a 

laurel wreath and set close behind her ears. A piece of green 

cloth, safety-pinned, bound one of her hands. 

—What happened to your hand? 

—I’m one step closer to death. She was enthusiastic. 

—Who isn’t? Maytree’s height was drawing the smoke. 

Deary crossed her legs. —You see, she said to Lou, as 

soon as you arrive, you start hurting yourself. You burn this 
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fingertip. Later you cut yourself—right there, on the side. 

Paper cut in the webbing, and years later, another beside 

where it healed. 

Lou knew all along that Deary originated theories. 

—Another time you bang a knuckle, and maybe twenty years 

later you pinch its other side. With each injury you learn how 

that patch of you feels. It wakens. Until it heals, you’re aware 

of those nerves. 

—This is a privilege? 

—Of course. Every place you injure adds that patch to 

your consciousness. You grow more alive. And the point of 

all this is—she beamed up from the sand at Lou—that when 

you have hurt every single place on your body, you die! Once 

you have felt every last nerve ending, at least on your skin, 

then you have lived in full awareness. Then you die. Deary 

had a pleased toothy smile. Mysteriously, some years ago she 

earned the first degree MIT awarded a female in architecture. 

Her parents and grandparents were themselves educated. 

The two left her before the sun got worse. Out of ear-

shot Maytree told Lou that roaming in the morning from 

his shack, he often saw Deary sleeping loose. Sometimes she 

rolled in her sail near the ocean among beach peas. In storms 

she bivouacked by the swale’s hollow in heather. 

Lou followed him up the highest dune. Lightly he was 

teasing her about her many boyfriends and suitors. Lou 

found climbing loose sand, she said to herself, hellacious. 

When she gained a step up she slid halfway back. The dune 

top was nearer than it looked. It was a socket of light. Far 

away the rimming sea met sky and spread. Drying to death, 
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like a fellow-crawling-in-a-desert cartoon, would not take 

long. There was no shade. She was hungry. From the high 

dune Maytree was trying to show her his shack on the ho-

rizon. Where could he mean? Would he touch her shoulder 

with his hand, or even arm, as he pointed? She had not let a 

man this close in years. Against blue sea she saw sand crests 

trace catenary curves against sky. Knee-high pines marked 

some hollows. 

Beside the big dune’s base she saw a house that sand had 

pushed halfway over. A broken line of brush paralleled the 

sea in a long hollow. Pointing, Maytree said those few right-

angled planes on the horizon, each apparently the size of a 

playing card in relation to the collapsing house and the scrub, 

were actually shack roofs. If so, the forest was bonsai. Must 

one crawl in the shacks? 

She could oversee the whole map: Provincetown har-

bor and piers and Cape Cod Bay one way, limitless sea the 

other way, and this dunefield. Pioneer bay dwellers cut this 

backshore for firewood, grazed it, and its topsoil blew away, 

leaving a Sahara of dunes on the primordial sandspit. There 

was no rock anywhere, just that stretch of sand the coastwise 

current picked up from crumbling cliffs to the south and 

dropped here in a spiral. 

Above the Atlantic’s rim she saw a rain’s fallstreaks 

curve. A stillness as of empty space marked all she saw. It 

was this loping shore of mineral silence people meant when 

they said “the dunes.” The surface of the moon might look 

like this: rudimentary. 

Losing sight of the sea, they crossed more dunes and 
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dropped to a boggy swale. Trees grew below her knees and 

scratched her. Pollen scum lay on the swale’s water like spray 

paint. 

Beyond the damp swale they used a soft jeep track in sand 

that snakes crossed. They regained sight of the reeling sea 

where far waves broke in rows. Then, whoops, by her bare feet 

she saw a coiled pointy-headed snake, thick—a rattlesnake? 

Maytree dove for it. It escaped into poison ivy. It was a hog-

nose snake, he said. Its first defense in life was to mimic a 

rattlesnake even where no rattlesnakes lived. He brushed his 

hands on his pants. —Pity . . . He watched the poison ivy 

as he spoke. You can do tricks with a hognose snake. In her 

mind she replied, as if bored, Oh can you. 

The foam rows lined up in the offing marked shoals— 

Peaked Hill Bars, graveyard of the Atlantic, people said here, 

as on other coasts. Lou heard Maytree pronounce four syl-

lables, Peak–ed Hill Bars. That those green shoals wrecked 

boats and killed people everyone knew. They bewildered her. 

Each offshore surf line contained commotion but got no-

where, like someone’s reading the same line over and over. 

Sluggish waves rolled into wind. When they smashed, spin-

drift blew back in clumps. 

On the foredune’s crest, she saw the ocean’s color change. 

Maytree’s legs parted grasses and turned inland. She saw his 

shack. It rose off-plumb from driftwood stump corners. Her 

friend Josephine said of a shack like Maytree’s that it looked 

like a big waiting bonfire. Maytree was telling her his father 

first built it while he was on lifesaving duty at Peaked Hill 
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Bars station. Maytree said he had rebuilt the shack many 

times. Lou knew it would have an outhouse. But where. 

He made no move toward the shack. Its deck was pine  

planks with popped knots. Its one room was twelve feet by 

sixteen feet. Lou could use a seat, so it was she who left him 

to sit on the first shack step, elbows two steps up. The sun 

was out and every second the sky’s hues perished with no 

fuss. Behind him sand gave way to a band of dark sea and 

light sky. 

She saw him walk away. Thirty yards down a slope he 

primed a pitcher pump from a water bucket. He came back 

and sat at a proper distance on her same step. He refilled his 

canteen. He spent the war at a California desk and bought 

the canteen at Wall Drug. Wind blew his shirt. Now again 

he was teasing her about her many suitors, possibly because 

she had not reacted the first time. He was only a bit taller 

than she was. She watched blue shadows on his white shirt 

stretch and shrink as he moved. The shirt f lattened on his 

shoulder and ribs and blinded her. She looked away. It must 

be an old shirt of his father’s. One of her arms felt one of his 

sleeves. 

Only then did it strike her in fear that she could love this 

kind stranger. He knew everything, including, and perhaps 

specializing in, love. After VJ Day he came back near home 

for college. He returned to the West to cowboy for a few years. 

Then he came home at thirty. She knew nothing at all. How 

could he mistake her for sophisticated? 

She opened her mouth to drink tinny water, but she did 
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not open her mouth to correct his impression. What could 

she say? Nothing had been said between them. Their intima-

cy’s height so far was drinking from the same canteen. 

When Lou was a girl, her breasts grew both calamitously 

early and big. Boys came at her, shouting to one another. 

Alone or together, running, they competed to touch a breast, 

capture the flag. Had those boys put her off males forever? 

Throughout boarding school she thought all males younger 

than her teachers possessed neither fears nor noble hopes, let 

alone fine feelings—or even any inner lives at all. They were 

more like bumper cars than people. 

Boarding-school boys rarely sought her. Considering her 

looks, and what one called her Betty Grables, they figured 

her dance card was full for years to come. In college she fell 

for a reckless cellist, Primo Dial, who played in the orchestra 

standing up. Whenever his music specified six or eight bars 

of rests, he lifted his music stand and cello at once, kept his 

eyes on the music, and wandered to set his stand in another 

part of the room. A new conductor fresh from Europe kicked 

him out. He took up the violin, the concertina, and blues har-

monica. She had never heard blues. He dashed through town 

and its outlying cornfields making music. Lou was almost 

six feet tall. She laughed, held Primo’s thin shoulder, and 

belted. It was a discovery of her reserve that she could sing 

if she belted, and never minded people about. Primo played 

“Yes, Sir, That’s My Baby,” “Blues in the Night,” “Heart of  

My Heart,” “I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate,” 
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“Makin’ Whoopee!” “Alabamy Bound,” “Side by Side,” “Hey 

Daddy.” Sometimes instead of singing she percussed: play a 

rat, play a rat, play a rat-a-ma-que, or ligga digga digga digga 

boom, boom she-boom. 

She queried herself absorbedly in those ragged and trying 

years—for all their quick pleasures, the earnest years. Always 

she felt she was born to some heroism—but what? Only to 

abstractions, especially loyal love, and especially the specific 

love in the interest of which she and Primo Dial kept kissing 

each other. They kissed all over Ohio. Walking hand in hand 

or making music, she often discovered behind them a line of 

f lushed girls like young quail barely keeping up. 

She asked herself: Would she rather have his love, or hers 

for him? Would she rather have Primo himself, guaranteed 

to love her and only her forever, or would she rather have her 

love for Primo Dial forever, intact and untainted come who 

may? Astounded, she realized she would choose her love over 

his. Was she so selfish? Of course, if she lost him, and she 

did, the love might well dim—an apostasy to think, but lots 

of lovers lose. She took the chance, as any lover does, witting 

or not. 

When Primo Dial and his concertina left her that May 

for winsome twins who played glockenspiels, she cried the 

whole of a Provincetown summer. She fed her love willfully 

on forcemeats and tidbits from their strolling player days and 

dancing nights she knew by heart. She wrung her love. If the 

twins ever interrupted her memory, she reminded herself she 

liked them both. She drew her mind back to Primo. She liked 
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loving, renounced being loved, and only rarely thought of 

slitting his throat. 

Lou, singing to herself in the house on the beach, kept her 

misery and love alive in her single heart. Who but a passion-

ate theoretician, of the sort those years produce, would burn 

down the house to finish cooking—just to see how it came 

out—a half-baked principle? It had been an appalling sum-

mer she cringed to recall, another failed go at interior life. Yet 

something about her hypothetical choice was right. 

In the shack’s outhouse Lou looked up now and saw a 

big blacksnake angled from the wall to float in the air over 

her head. Lou and Maytree started back. Every day she failed 

to tell him about herself and her solitude she led him fur-

ther astray. She followed him up and down high dunes at the 

world’s ledge. She looked at his neck. What kept him from 

taking her hand? In this charged air any touch would prob-

ably arrest her heart and disarticulate her joints, and so forth, 

but he should act soon because it could only get worse. 

She was twenty-three. She could not imagine that a brave 

man could shrink from risking one woman’s refusal. She 

wanted only a lifelong look at his face and his long-legged, 

shambly self, broken by intervals of kissing. After a while she 

might even, between kisses, look into his eyes. No time soon. 

What could she do? She had gauged Maytree well: He 

never touched her. That is beauty’s one advantage, she always 

thought, and might be its downfall. In town he left her at 

her walkway and waved off breakfast. She had been liking 

the way his hips set loosely, his shoulders tightly, his long 
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wide-smiling face, pale eyes back under thick brows, alert. 

She stood in danger outside her door. What was she afraid 

of? Of her heartbeat, of his over-real eyes, of her breathing, 

everything. 

Maytree had worked all year on a long poem, Wood End 

Light and Race Point. He worked mornings. Wood End Light 

and Race Point Light were Provincetown lighthouses. Race 

Point would embody sharp Aristotelean thought. Wood End 

would stand for Platonic thought. He rekindled his enthusi-

asm for the project every morning. He hauled lines of poetry 

like buried barbed wire with his bare hands. 

On a frigid June fifth, he raced to Cornelius’s dune shack 

to blurt his joyous scheme. While he was telling Cornelius that 

in his poem Race Point Light stood for Aristotelean thought 

and Wood End Light stood for Platonic thought—a distinc-

tion so obvious it scarcely warranted mention—abruptly 

the opposite correlations struck him as even more obviously 

right. It all sounded inane. 

Still, he got back to it. In August, exhilarated, he loaned 

two sections to Lou Bigelow. He had by then kissed her, and 

she had kissed him back. Now he told her which lighthouse 

represented which thinker. She had a decent education and 

an ear—the woman he loved, beyond love as he knew or 

imagined it, in his hometown, had an ear! A week later he 

rummaged her spare comments. —Now all you have to do 

is reconcile them, she said. She smiled. What she said was 

sublimely true, and proved her stunning understanding, as if 
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they were two halves of one brain. They were perched on the 

granite-block breakwater to Long Point, watching sunset in a 

spirit purely scientific. 

—Right you are. Her level eyes were on him. The red light 

on her young face skin and mouth. —All I have to do is pro-

pose a metaphysic to cap Western thought. That year, May-

tree was ready. 

(After the book appeared, a poem in three parts, no one 

noticed its crucial—to him—structure. At thirty he feared  

being obvious, and any clarity, any saying what he meant, 

was ipso facto obvious. He never even mentioned the moi-

eties Plato or Aristotle, let alone their reconciliation, lest he 

insult the reader, whom, in those days, one could posit. It was 

only his third book. Still, the poetry world and other Prov-

incetown writers noticed the book, that there was one. Many 

storms. After that he told people he wrote about the sea, and 

steered talk ashore.) 



R eevadar e Weaver thr ew a crushing lawn 

party for the Maytrees’ engagement. Reevadare Weaver was a 

henna-haired old Provincetown woman, un peu superbe, who 

wore wax-fruit-elongated hats. As her party began she discov-

ered that all her liquor was gone. Cornelius Blue wandered in 

from his dune shack. He had combed his walrus mustache 

and Walt Whitman beard. —Be a dear, Lou heard her tell 

him, and run get two bottles of everything. I’ll pay you back, 

you’re marvelous. Cornelius and all her guests, however, had 

long ago learned that to Reevadare’s lawn parties, as to Deary 

Hightoe’s beach picnics, they should bring everything but the 

place. Cornelius revealed a bottle of bourbon. 

Reevadare wore a long purple cloth, low at the neck, and 

amber drop earrings that suggested her ears were draining. 

Deary brought, like a bindle, an oyster sack of beach-plum 

brandy in jars. She handed out conical Dixie cups no one 

could set down. She passed among them, refilling. Affixed 

to Deary was six-year-old Marie Koday, fist like a clothespin 

on Deary’s skirts. Wild-eyed she followed on bare feet brown 

as buns. Everyone had bottles and bowls: linguica sausages, 
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baked beans. Cairos toted out two hams, and Maytree brought 

smoked clams. 

Lou hoped to be near Maytree, and knew he shared her 

hope, but the party’s movements kept them apart. Reevadare 

hugged Lou around the waist. —Marriage is wonderful, she 

said. She should know. Lou had learned Reevadare’s past in 

bits. Reevadare had run through six husbands like a bro-

chette. When she married Joe Jernigan, her first husband, 

family and friends gave her monogrammed towels and sheets. 

Subsequently when she married in succession the Messrs. Jar-

vis, Johnson, and James . . . 

—I never needed to change monograms! She laughed, 

long-toothed, delighted all these years later. One husband, 

Chee, was the handsome grandson of immigrants. At the time 

she told Lou, on her college break, that she was then a Re-

evadare Chee. Reevadare made Mr. Chee nervous. He moved 

back to Boston. By the time she married Five, Trudeau, she 

was poor. Her friends and family had wearied of buying her 

presents, and monograms were out of the question. A year 

later Trudeau, suppressing laughter, sailed as one-way crew 

on a schooner for Papeete, Tahiti, and Reevadare resumed her 

maiden name, Weaver. 

After a few hours the party moved to the Flagship res-

taurant. Reevadare had hired the place for the night and 

brought in a Boston band. The band played all night. Jane 

Cairo, a wild-haired schoolgirl, danced with most of the men 

and resumed reading. Lou was fond of brainy, tactless Jane 

Cairo. Her oval eyes were cynical. Deary sat in two sets on 
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drums. When the band took breaks, Deary carried sleeping 

Marie Koday and kissed her hairy skull. Lou wished Maytree 

would dance. She knew the thick youth who was nodding 

at Deary and knife-knocking time on their table as Moses 

Lonn, a Long Island painter who lingered. Deary was a girl 

who could jitterbug, and so, Lou soon saw, could Moses 

Lonn; he f lipped her like a baton. They returned breathless. 

He turned to Lou. —Anyone ever tell you you look like . . . 

Ingrid Bergman? Ever since the war, she thought. She smiled. 

To retaliate she whispered in his ear, Why do so many paint-

ers come to Provincetown? She wanted to see if his answer 

varied the usual, It’s the light. 

—It’s the light, he explained. What about the light? He 

could not say. 

During a band break, Cornelius proposed his usual toast 

from Santayana: “If pain could have saved us, we should long 

ago have been saved.” It cracked him up every time and he hit 

his knee. Cornelius had one eye deep-set and one swimming, 

low eye, like Blake. Lou thought Cornelius was a man of sor-

row, only because his mustache made him look sad unless he 

was laughing. He laughed constantly in company, splitting 

mustache from beard unexpectedly, and f lashing pale teeth. 

He looked around. —The downwardly mobile we have al-

ways with us, he said, and sat. Lou and Maytree sought each 

other’s eyes. They would talk later. When the band quit and 

the Flagship closed, half the revelers returned by the street 

to Reevadare’s. Lou heard Elaine Cairo say she was up to her 

eyeballs in highballs. 

Reevadare pulled Lou to a pinching metal bench. How 
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constantly, Lou thought, old people claim to have been once 

young. It is as if they don’t believe it. That old people were old 

never jarred her, but it shook the daylights out of them. They 

could count. They did not feel old, they said. Lou wondered 

if they felt as estranged from themselves at her age as she felt 

estranged from herself at ten. 

Reevadare’s grandmother on Hilton Head inherited a 

rolled-steel fortune in Birmingham, Alabama. Reevadare’s 

mother was organizing peach pickers’ time in Georgia, and 

her father was seldom in. Leaving the South, Reevadare 

served as a WAVE in the war, then moved to Provincetown 

because she was too odd, as a red-diaper baby, for anyplace 

else. The summer Reevadare was fifteen, she was a striking 

beauty, she told Lou, but the Duke University senior she loved 

ignored her. She tried to drown herself off Hilton Head, but 

turned back because the water was black muck and sucked 

her into oyster shells that cut her so blood striped down her 

black legs. Here in Provincetown she bought a house and col-

lected friends’ art. Of course she married people. 

There in her garden under a locust, Reevadare told Lou 

her favorite part of marriage. —It’s a marvelous way to get to 

know someone! Reevadare wore a Gibson girl pouf that per-

haps also filled her glass-cherry-piled hat. 

Lou asked point-blank, Can love last? (Rural people get to 

philosophizing, and will say anything.) 

—Oh, darling! No, not that heart-thumping passion. Give 

that eighteen months. But it’s replaced by something even 

better. 
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Lou waited. 

—Lovers! 

How they prized Reevadare, upright people did. She fought 

their battles for them like a mercenary. —Why do people fret 

about such a simply marvelous thing as love? After a bout 

with Reevadare, her friends’ gargoyle scruples dropped from 

their shoulders and did not climb back for hours. Maybe she 

would even go to hell for them! She was already a southerner, 

from Virginia or Oklahoma or Mississippi or one of those. 

That night on her pinching bench Reevadare offered Lou 

advice. With many killing rings she pressed Lou’s hand and 

said, Keep your women friends, darling. Men come and go. 

It was only lunatic here in part, Lou thought, looking 

around. Among their friends were people who wrote, people 

who painted, people who taught, people who carved or welded 

sculptures, and poets barefoot, lefty, and educated to a feather 

edge. They wore Greek fishermen’s caps, frayed shirts, and 

huaraches. J. Edgar Hoover warned Congress about their ilk 

in 1947, noting Communist plans “to infiltrate the so-called 

intellectual and creative fields.” They talked: Did the United 

States have a culture—apart from making money? Could a 

moving picture be a work of art? Among the older generation 

of their friends, almost no one remained a party member; 

Stalin’s purges purged them. Did existence precede essence? 

Did somebody say martini? 

Lou stayed late. South above town the Milky Way tangled 

Mars in its slack nets. Laughing, locust leaflets in her face, 

Deary related to Lou every least event from this very party 

they had not left. With Maytree and Cornelius, Lou emptied 
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ashtrays and tossed Dixie cups. Reevadare, Sooner Roy, and 

Deary switched to whisky sours. Lou walked home by the wa-

ter, at stars’ level. She held her shoes and avoided trash. In 

the open, starlight was plenty of light. Of course Reevadare’s 

exotic life led her to think men came and went. No one knew 

what she and Maytree knew. 

The following noon, walking Commercial Street as every-

one did many times a day, Lou saw Deary posing for a paint-

ing class on the beach by MacMillan Pier. Maytree recently 

told her that old Cornelius said of Deary, quoting someone 

about a Hollywood star, that she had curves in places where 

other women didn’t even have places. Lou watched the 

painting students. Lou knew that vagabond Deary tended 

to marry painters, inter alia. Her marital history rivaled Re-

evadare’s. Deary was the marrying kind. Between marriages 

she had boyfriends. 

Lou and Maytree both liked a recent suitor of Deary’s. 

That was articulate Slow Sykes, who wore green shoes and 

held down third base. A serious painter in oils, he also read 

good books. He always showed up for sunset drinks on May-

trees’ beach, and acted out a new joke or two a day. Lou heard 

at once when, within two hours of Deary’s marrying him, the 

new groom motored from Fishermen’s Pier for their honey-

moon cruise without her. Later Lou visited Deary’s cold-stor-

age shed and saw by lamplight the letter this gentleman wrote 

Deary on linen bond. He apologized and sought divorce as 

kindly as possible. He noted in apparent misery that he had 

realized on the pier, for the second time on their one wed-
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ding day, how long it took a woman to change clothes. Deary 

found that sensible, and told the story on herself, laughing 

helplessly and anew each time. She was, Cornelius said, easily 

amused. 

Before Lou knew her, Deary wed a New York painter who 

came to Provincetown every summer. Lou’s mother used to 

find him surly. He divorced her for a Boston orthopedic sur-

geon, and both seemed to cheer up. Then she married a sweet-

talking Azorean fisherman, a dragger. Everyone knew the 

dragger’s family froze him out because Deary was not Catho-

lic. He obviously missed his gregarious kin, just across town, 

so Deary sadly released him. One summer Lou returned from 

college to find Deary married to an old Rocky Mountain ab-

stractionist who wore a gaucho’s rawhide hat. She saw his few 

clothes and many primed canvases in the cold-storage shed. 

There he told Lou he found Provincetown provincial. Later 

Deary, weeping, told Lou that he moved to a Greenwich Vil-

lage studio and returned only once, bareheaded, to load his 

canvases on the bus. And once she married a Red Sock, a re-

liever who never came back from spring training. 

Standing on the road by the beach Lou studied the paint-

ing class. Alarmed, Lou saw the students en plein air ripple 

green and blue and cadmium yellow and red around Deary’s 

form in glare. She herself hoped to paint, soberly, when she 

got old. The more she saw of the Provincetown school, the 

more she favored grisailles. 





A fter they m ar r ied she learned to feel 

their skin as double-sided. They felt a pause. Theirs was too 

much feeling to push through the crack that led down to the 

dim world of time and stuff. That world was gone. They held 

themselves alert only in those few million cells where they 

touched. She learned from those cells his awareness and his 

courtesy. Love so sprang at her, she honestly thought no one 

had ever looked into it. Where was it in literature? Someone 

would have written something. She must not have recognized 

it. Time to read everything again. 

She shipwrecked on the sheets. She surfaced like a dy-

namited bass. She opened her eyes and discovered where on 

their bed she had fetched up. She lay spread as a film and as 

fragile. Linked lights wavered on the wall. The linked lights 

looked like chain mail. They moved blindly over the wall’s 

thumbtacked Klee print of Sinbad. The tide rising on sand 

outside bore these linked lights as if on a platter. She loved 

Maytree, his restlessness, his asceticism, his, especially, abdo-

men. Where is privacy, if not in the mind? It is your temples 

I kiss, where they dip. They should bulge, from all your mind 
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holds. Their hollows are entries; they allow me near your 

brain. Forever and aye, my jubilee. 

Maytree, flexed beside her, was already asleep. He usually 

fell asleep as if dropped from a scarp. From above he would 

look as if his parachute failed. Intimacy could not be unique 

to her and Maytree, this brief blending, this blind sea they 

entered together diving. His neck smelled as suntan does, 

his own oil heated, and his hair smelled the same but darker. 

He was still fresh from an outdoor shower. Awareness was 

a braided river. It slid down time in drops or torrents. Now 

she knew he woke. The room seemed to get smarter. His legs 

moved and their tonus was tight. Her legs were sawdust; they 

were a line old rope shreds on sand. All her life the thought of 

his body made her blush. 

—We should get up, Maytree said, and moor the dory. 

Tide’s coming in. 

Now he stood and brushed sand from his side of the sheet. 

They always had sand in the bed. It was a wonder she was not 

slimmer. 



- Mayo’s duck sandwiches, cheddar, beer 

- hard-boiled eggs in waxed-paper twists (3) 

- two red-speckled notebooks, fountain pen, 2 lbs 

10d. nails 

- The Circus Animals’ Desertion; Fathers and Sons; 

Sons and Lovers; Eddington, The Nature of the 

Physical World 

M aytr ee left tow n on  impulse and headed 

toward his shack. The planet rolled into its shadow. On the 

high dune, sky ran down to his ankles. Everything he saw was 

lower than his socks. Across a long horizon, parabolic dunes 

cut sky as rogue waves do. The silence of permanence lay on 

the scene. He found a Cambrian calm as if the world had not 

yet come; he found a posthumous hush as if humans had 

gone. He crossed the low swale and climbed a trail his feet 

felt. He ate a sandwich. Now he knew, but did not believe, she 

loved him. Her depth he knew when he kissed her. His brain 

lobes seemed to part like clouds over sun. 

He massed three glass lamps on the shack’s table beside 
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the speckled notebooks. The question was not death; living 

things die. It was love. Not that we died, but that we cared 

wildly, then deeply, for one person out of billions. We bound 

ourselves to the fickle, changing, and dying as if they were 

rock. The young / In one another’s arms, birds in the trees / 

—Those dying generations—at their song. 

Every book he read was a turn he took. He ran aground. 

He started new notebooks without having made the least 

sense of any old notebook. He pitched into the world for plun-

der, probed it with torches, filled his arms and brain with its 

pieces botched—to what end? Every fact was a rune. Whole 

unfilled systems littered the kitchen and beach of the house 

he shared with Lou. He wanted to spend himself broke in the 

brain, to master something and start again. Since everything 

fit with everything else, how could anyone begin to think or 

understand? 

He took off his shirt. Love itself raised other honest ques-

tions, more than several. Was romantic love a modern in-

vention? How long could it last as requited, as unrequited? 

Does familiarity blur lovers’ clear sight of essences and make 

surfaces look significant? Since love intensifies in parted lov-

ers, presumably because the lovers forget and reimagine each 

other, is love then wholly false? How false? Thirty percent  

false? Sixty percent? Five? 

Later he stood on the foredune’s lip and looked at the stars 

over the ocean. A wider life breathed in him, and things’ rims 

stirred and reared back. Only the lover sees what is real, he 

thought. Only the lover sees the beloved truly, inwardly. Far 
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from being blind, love alone can see. Watching the sky now, 

and forever after, doubled his world. He felt he saw through 

Lou’s eyes as an Aztec priest, having flayed an enemy, donned 

the skin. Or somewhat less so. 





A week after their  wedding, Reevadare 

stopped by their house—Maytree had moved into Lou’s. 

Raising a coffee cup as if to toast, she said, 

You went in as twoski 

And came out as oneski. 

Now aren’t you sorry, 

You son-of-a-gunski? 

He knew Lou was not at all sorry. The quatrain was new to 

Maytree. It posed a question he was circling then: Do women 

in love feel as men do? Do men love as women love? His vir-

gin bride shared her pipe-frame bed all smiles and laughter. 

When they were intimate to the last degree on that bed, did 

Lou’s experience join his, did his experience match hers, dur-

ing this moment and that moment? 

In the course of his reading he could survey, informally, 

what ground other students of the matter had won. He seized 

their green kitchen table as a desk. 

Later while Lou bathed, Maytree copied from a volume of 

Keats’s ever-young letters a possibly unrelated but similarly 

unanswerable question: Who enjoyed lovemaking more—the 
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man or the woman? He popped it into that spotted notebook 

in dimeter and trimeter: 

Who shall say 

between Man and Woman 

which is the most [more] delighted? 

The woman, everyone knew Tiresias said, but Tiresias 

was made up. On what grounds had the Greek man let full-

fictional and full-switched Tiresias answer, The woman? Did 

lovemaking then and now run to male, or to female, noise-

making? Speaking of wild surmise? 

For lovemaking nearly killed Lou. Was she all right? 

Abashed, he held her steady until she opened her eyes. Was 

he a brute? What ailed her? —Whoo, she answered once, and 

another time, Yike. He stopped worrying. Hours afterward 

he used to see her, firm and young as she was, gripping the 

rail to check her descent downstairs. 

He proposed Keats’s question to Lou one morning as they 

shared the last of the tooth powder. —Say, Lou—here’s a ques-

tion. Keats put it, “Who shall say between Man and Woman 

which is the more delighted?” What do you think? 

—The woman. Rather prompt of silent Lou. Much later  

that night in their shack bed she added just as he was rolling 

asleep, If the man is John Keats. 



Two months after their wedding, Lou 

helped Deary shift to her shed. Year-round Deary kept rough 

headquarters in an abandoned cold-storage shed on Cold  

Storage Wharf. Provincetown’s painters depicted this long  

shed so often they called it “motif number one.” Deary looked 

now to be wearing several dozen layers of bright-print cloth. 

Her hoop earrings were the size of parrot perches. 

Usually Deary lived there all winter, often sheltering 

a loose person or two who needed a roof. To Lou, the shed 

smelled of gasoline, engine oil, and shellfish. For utilities, 

Deary used a woodstove, and a pier hose till it froze. Every-

one helped her by buying the oyster-shell sculptures she glued 

for tourists, purple eyes out. One winter Deary lived in Cai-

ros’ summer cottage. If almost anyone had a baby winter or 

summer, Deary moved there to watch the older kids, to shop, 

cook, and shift laundry. One October she moved into Cor-

nelius Blue’s dune shack to tend him when he broke his pel-

vis at low tide flying from a horse that bucked. Bauhausy in 

fits, Deary carted to wherever she was staying a pedestal chair 

sculpted as a hand. Lou liked it. She sat on the plastic palm 

and leaned on the black fingers. In summer when Deary slept 
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on the dunes or on Cairos’ porch, the chair stayed in the shed. 

So, often, did Crazy Joe, a harmless bum. 

Last year on this pier by a creosoted piling Lou met Deary’s 

mother, pearls and pearled hat, suit, and heels, on a rare visit: 

Ruby Hightoe. Glaring and calm in her tailored suit, she 

steered her red alligator-skin high heels around a pile of cord 

net that seaweed and beer bottles fouled. Deary’s mother re-

minded Lou of Mrs. Buff Orpington, whose husband invented 

the chicken and portions of whose car stretched across four 

panels of Blondie. 

Deary had floored her long shed and painted it yellow. 

Where Lou’s eye wanted a window, Deary tacked the Modigli-

ani print—the long-drawn-out red-cheeked woman’s head and 

neck—that they all had. The opposite wall showed Picasso’s 

usual blue clowns on a beach. A brass porthole was a window. 

Three bushel baskets hung from nails and served as dresser, 

closet, and pantry. Her bed was a cot mattress on a door on 

iron milk crates; Crazy Joe’s was a mattress across the room. 

Some of her wool skirts stretched between wall nails like tap-

estries to block wind. Her bookshelf was a stepladder. Lou 

liked to peer down the gap between planks and wall where she 

saw fish swim. Now Deary handed Lou an old corn dodger to 

drop in. The fish were on the corn dodger before it hit. 

Lou walked back from the pier, hoping Maytree was home. 

Vietnamese legend calls the earth the realm of desire. When 

Maytree laughed he loosed his legs. His collarbones and 

Achilles tendons were thin. He whistled, wore loose pants, 

and rattled on. 



Moving houses was Maytree’s paid work. 

Since he returned from out West and the war, Maytree hauled 

whole houses for hire, on afternoons only. He got paid for hi-

jinks. He worked some afternoons with his old college friend 

Sooner Roy. They started as carpenters, turning porches 

into rooms, adding apartments, and raising roofs. Then for 

friends they moved the Protos’ house on a Monument Hill 

traverse. They detached the pump, braced corners and door-

ways with two-by-sixes, jacked the mildewed house, and with 

advisers pushed it onto a haywagon hitched to a mule team. 

The mules were having none of it. Maytree forbade whacking 

the mules with planks. 

Old Flo Proto, inside, chopped onions and carrots. Peo-

ple could hear her knife hit, or was it a hatchet. Maytree 

guarded the mules while Sooner rounded up two tractors 

and Flo Proto cranked up her woodstove. The tractors, 

themselves whacked, worked. Splay-legged in her wobbling 

kitchen, Flo Proto cooked on the woodstove a slumgul-

lion to feed the crew. The chimney smoked, and its smoke 

marked their route. Schoolchildren broke out to trail the 

house. 
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The more houses they moved, the more house-moving 

jobs offered. People dragged anchor to a patch of trees, or 

a hollow cheap to heat, or a patch of waterfront exposed 

but eminently rent-outable. The process stimulated May-

tree, and Lou, too—and children, and retired sailors, and 

off-duty coast guards, and neighbors—by its many routes 

to disaster. 

That summer Lou watched Maytree and Sooner move 

a house or two a month. Most larky, they f loated houses 

alongshore—if half the hawsers in town and Sooner’s truck, 

two veteran jeeps, two tractors, and the milkman’s piebald 

cob could ease a house down to the bay without a wreck. 

Lou followed the trek. When they gained the beach they 

propped railroad ties as ramp to logs on the beach. They 

pushed the house to slide on the logs. Bystanders propped 

low walls. Lou stood at water’s edge as one of their house 

tows rolled into the drink. It would have turned turtle but 

the bottom snagged the stovepipe. It got epic quickly. Where 

was Winslow Homer when you needed him? After that day, 

they breasted to the top-heavy raft four gasoliners to power 

the contraption and act as Mae Wests. 

Maytree was no more finicky than house owners or the 

town about who might own lots’ titles. During the war, 

property bills, if any, lapsed. Yankees paid back taxes and 

taxes on empty lots. After the war they owned them all. 

Sooner Roy wore a slouch hat, its brim a sawdust gut-

ter. He followed the Red Sox in frenzies terrible to behold. 

He was trying to borrow land on which to build, under a  
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canvas canopy, a forty-foot sloop or yawl to sail to Maine. 

He grew up in Missouri. Maytree was tall, and Sooner was 

strong as Babe Ruth. 





Two years l ater they were dancing in the 

kitchen to “Lady Be Good.” Maytree turned down the ra-

dio and ran his notion by Lou. It is an unnameable boon 

love hauls down, that people rightly prize as the best of life, 

and for which it fusses over weddings. Not only will a cave-

dwelling pair cull food and kill so kids thrive, but their  

feeling for each other, not to mention for the kids, brings 

something beyond food people need. Each felt it between 

them when they danced. It was real as anything the mind 

could know. Her eyes’ crystal, her split-faced smile, agreed. 

He rolled the volume knob. Oh sweet and lovely. 

After their first year or so, Lou’s beauty no longer sur-

prised him. He never stopped looking, because her face was 

his eyes’ home. No, what so endeared her now and forever 

was her easy and helpless laughter. He felt like the world’s 

great wit. She worked, walked, stood, or sat like a mannequin, 

shoulders down and neck erect, and his least mot slayed her. 

Her body pleated. Her rusty-axle laugh sustained itself voice-

lessly and without air. At table, if she was still chewing when 

the laugh came rolling on her backward like a loose cart, she 

put a napkin on her head. Otherwise she dropped on the ta-
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ble. If it slayed her yet more, she knocked the table with her 

head in even beats. Or her long torso folded and her orbits fell 

on vertical fists on her knees. Unstrung with hilarity, she lost 

her footing and rolled down a dune. More than once—any-

where—she dropped backward and straight-legged like a kid 

in diapers. 

He fell in love with Lou again and again. Walking, he held 

her hand. She seemed, then and now, to roll or float over the 

world evenly, acting and giving and taking, never accelerat-

ing, never slowing, wearing a slip of red or blue scarf. Her 

mental energy and endurance matched his. She neither com-

peted nor rebelled. Her freedom strengthened him, as did 

her immeasurable reserve. Often she seemed the elder. She 

opened their house to everyone. Actively, she accepted what 

came to her, like a well-sailed sloop with sea room. Her face 

was an organ of silence. That he did not possess her child-

hood drove him wild. Who was this impostor she sang with 

in college—how dare he? 

Their intimacy flooded. Love like a tide either advances or 

retreats, Maytree opined into a recent notebook. Their aware-

nesses rode waves paired like outriggers. Maytree thought 

Plato wrong: physical senses and wordless realms neither di-

verge or oppose; they meet as nearest neighbors in the dark-

ness of personality and embrace. 

They named the baby Peter and called him Petie. From his 

first interview with this implausible son, then purple, Maytree 

curbed his vision of teaching it to read and love literature, to 

row, fish, hit and pitch, miter corners, frame walls, sail, and 
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rebuild motors. His sole intended fatherly prohibition—that 

his son never draw his living from the sea—was superf luous. 

He seemed incapable even of drawing breath. He was not so 

much delicate as hopeless, predating vulcanization. 

A pity because his plainly not-viable person, unfit for the 

grating air, enchanted Lou, of whose taste for primate fetuses 

or naked hatchlings he had no previous clue. Lou saw some-

thing in the organism that bypassed him, but apparently hit 

other females, including tourists, as if the quality inhered 

in females as a class rather than in babies as a class. Even 

managing his wormy limbs was an ordeal beyond Petie. If 

Lou handed the creature to him, Maytree had to remember 

to hold its head up, or his own Lou would scold him. 

Once on a renovation job he deliberately described Petie 

as “time-consuming” to Sol Raposo, a mason. Daily May-

tree watched Sol’s three kids make a reunion party at the 

site by bringing him the lunch he ate playing with all three. 

Sol looked up incredulously through his bison curls and 

shrugged. He said, Have more. 

One day they settled with Petie under a bamboo-and-

canvas beach umbrella. A red scarf held Lou’s hair. The tide 

was out; the flats were mud. The sun was low; soon their 

friends would show up with drinks and bottles. Friends 

would help drag Petie back by the heels and try to get sand 

from his mouth’s ungraspable drool. 

When he first moved in after their wedding, Maytree got 

to work enlarging the beachside crawl space. Now they had a 

wedge-shaped basement furnished with a galley and head. He 
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finished it off by installing many-paned French doors right 

on the beach. When storms came, he removed both doors so 

the seas could pour in without breaking glass. In ordinary 

weather, friends entered the front door, went downstairs, and 

opened the French doors to the beach. 

Until the daily party dropped in they were reading on 

beach towels and leaning against the basement. The chairs 

were for visitors. Lou realized years ago that the sight of her 

reading impelled Maytree to try to drag her into his reading. 

She always went back to her book without a word. 

—If you were a prehistoric Aleut— 

—What? 

—If you were a prehistoric Aleut and your wife or hus-

band died, your people braced your joints for grief. That is,  

they lashed hide bindings around your knees, ankles, elbows, 

shoulders, and hips. You could still move, barely, as if swad-

dled. Otherwise, the Aleuts said, in your grief you would go 

to pieces just as the skeleton would go to pieces. You would 

fall apart. 

He watched her close her book on a finger and train on 

him a look. He knew she hated his interrupting her reading. 

—But the troubadours, she said. They made up romantic 

love. 

—Where did you learn that? 

—In college. And she added, Maybe only the husbands 

fall apart. The men. 

What made her say that? What of life had she seen? Had 

not her mother fallen apart when her father left? 

—Anyway, she said, prehistoric means only: before those 
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people wrote. They could have learned to understand sealers’ 

or whalers’ love songs, long after the troubadours. 

Maytree well knew peoples had managed swoons of their 

own devising having never heard of Europe. Archaeologists 

find love poetry in unopened pyramids. She was unreason-

able. That he could fix. 

—Until you have a baby, her mother had said, you don’t 

know what love is! Her mother volunteered this on the day 

of Lou’s one and only wedding. —Oh, Lou wanted to say, go 

soak your head. After Lou brought forth Petie, she at once 

recalled her mother’s words, forgave, and endorsed them. 

That her mother was so often right no longer irked her. As she 

would never irk Petie, now joyful in her arms. He sucked her 

nose. Later his pointy fingers made faces with her face. She 

never put him down. She must feel his skin on her, feel his 

cranium in her arm’s crook, his belly on her belly, and smell 

his breath, his scalp, etc., etc. He obviously felt the same way. 

They were pieces of each other foully parted. When they had 

to separate, she took ever-deeper breaths as if air had no use. 

Her sternum and her ventral torso and arms ached. Maytree 

had some horseshoe magnets in the kitchen. She gave each a 

wrench to hold. 

She and Petie laughed to flout fate by smashing together, 

thigmotropic. Or they met staring forehead to forehead, then 

twisted and laughed. 

Lou saw that she had hitherto wasted her life. When he 

was six months old, she asked Maytree, Can we have more? 

—Sure, he said. More what? 
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When he was fifteen months old, Petie could say “an-

emometer” and “horseshoe crab.” Sometimes he sang to the 

sand, Hyannis, Hyannis. 

—Hold him while you can, Reevadare Weaver told Lou in 

her smoky voice. In the history of the world, Lou suspected no 

one had ever asked Reevadare for advice. She perceived oth-

ers’ needs so keenly she anticipated them every time. What an 

odd thing to say: anemometer. 

At four Petie took to yelling at the heavenly bodies: —Hey, 

orbs! Wait for me! or, Orbs . . . listen to this! A genius, Lou 

thought; he commanded constellations. Clearly a poet. —A 

tyrant, Maytree said. —They are all tyrants, Deary said. His 

milk teeth separated neatly, like unripe corn on the ear. More 

children were evidently not in store for them. A sore spot, but 

she knew she could never love another so much. 

Maytree and Lou were learning night skies together and 

trying to teach Petie. Star-watchings-with-child were now a 

moral imperative. They had read in Wolf-Children and Feral 

Man about Caspar Hauser, locked from birth in a low Ger-

man attic he later called a hole or cage. His captor taught 

him to talk, fed him, and removed his waste. He played 

with a wooden horse. When he was a big seventeen his cap-

tor took him outdoors for the first time and abandoned him 

at a Nuremberg intersection. The groping boy carried cas-

par hauser written on paper. Bright and curious, he could  

scarcely use or understand fast speech. After a newspaper fuss 

(the criminal was never found), a benefactor adopted him and 

helped him adapt. He never complained of his captor’s treat-

ment but once, early. Then he wept to see for the first time—in 
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the city!—those scattered thousand stars he realized everyone 

else on earth had been able to see all along. “His astonishment 

and transport surpassed all description.” Caspar said that the 

man ought to “be locked up for a few days,” for withholding 

the sight of the stars. It was the only indignation at his captiv-

ity he ever showed. 

The first thing Lou and Maytree learned about sky-

watching was to lie down. Since town’s light blanked skies, 

they watched from the dunes. Friends joined them. Once 

they settled down on the beach at sunset Lou saw terns nock 

their spines to bowstrings between their crossbow wings. 

At the last second the terns looked, cocked one wing, and 

smacked. A bluefish boil blackened the water. If she looked 

away, the bluefish sounded like popping corn. Geography 

laid their position bare. Overhead clouds cracked the last 

light like crude. 

From deep water Lou saw a seal head appear. Deary stuck 

two fingers in her mouth and whistled. The seal perked and, 

without diving or moving its eyes from Deary, came inshore 

to her feet in lappets of foam. The creature came to Deary 

without stirring the water. It rolled in surf, dark and half on 

sand. Its nose touched Deary’s painted toes. She had con-

jured a seal. She talked to it. As they quit the beach the seal 

searched all around, even up in the sky. It was Deary’s pure 

heart—why should not a seal love it as they all did? 

“A silkie,” Cornelius said of Deary. 

In darkness they watched Venus, fastidious, track the 

downed sun. Alterf, the glance. Diphda, second frog. —Do 
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you feel a fool for trying to learn what the Stone Age people 

already knew? Maytree did not. Lou saw the Milky Way’s two 

bands merge over the sea. There, scoopings of stars made an 

oval where suns mixed it up in a spree. And that—that oval— 

was the galaxy’s core. But—how do we know? 

—We’re complex jellies, Cornelius said. One animal 

among many. Well, the others didn’t know jack, and scientists 

knew a lot. Lou watched stars bang their burning knuckles on 

the dome. 

Now between his parents outside the shack on a blan-

ket, Petie raised his head. He unfurled an arm and placed 

a boneless hand on his father’s forearm. He had shed that  

clouds-of-glory, that leaving-of-fairies glaze by which new-

born people keep parents in thrall till other charms appear. 

Like his mother, he did not say much. His eyes gleamed dark 

beneath low brows, and everything struck him as funny. 

His parents murmured, a sound unnamed like foghorn 

or wind. Above him the shack’s pitcher pump’s handle, a 

shape like a hungry monster’s neck, loomed. He looked at the 

stars around it. He felt cold sand at the back of his head. His 

mother covered him with her sweater. 

He knew their name: stars. They rustled in place in the 

black sky. Unrelated to him, they made as much sense as most 

things, and more than some, for their harmlessness and calm. 

Of which he instantly tired, for nothing changed or required 

him. For a second on the blanket between his parents and 

watching stars, Petie knew he was alive. 
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Lou took a part-time job at Jen and Barrie’s art gallery. 

She could read there, and stare at action paintings. She saw 

no reason to subject Petie to the austerities she and Maytree 

enjoyed exchanging for free time. Maytree must not give up 

his mornings writing poetry, and from her wages, baby got a 

new pair of shoes. 

At six Petie with his friends made lemonade from ants 

and sold it on wharves. A scallop-edged new front tooth just 

cleared gum. His other, deciduous, teeth were the size of 

graph-paper squares. He could not yet build a fire; he could 

build a smoke. Cornelius called Petie “Spotey-Otey.” 

At eight Petie wrote for school, “Mice are a small creature 

who come in.” In rain Maytree helped Petie carve whistles 

and daggers. One May three blizzards dropped eight feet of 

snow. When school let out Deary played with a two-year-old 

and a child, and carried around a baby or two, while she 

kept an eye on Petie. With Deary, with the Cairos from New 

York and Cornelius from the dunes, Lou and Maytree sat 

outside the basement doors on the beach during a southerly. 

They watched Petie and the neighbor Bonobos boys race up 

the beach and dare incoming waves like pipers. Overhead 

skies loosened. 

Lou and Maytree saw their marriage as unique. Of course 

they rarely fought; she rarely spoke. They both knew love it-

self as an epistemological tool. As if mechanical, a halyard, 

love drew up something new that raised an everlasting flap 

and sped. How? Why? 
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On holidays, ancient Greeks reddened the marble face of 

Jupiter with cinnabar. Maytree celebrated Thanksgivings by 

beginning work on a book. He wrote book-length poems. 

Three of his books, at four stressed syllables a line, took three 

years apiece to write. Others split like mica books. 

Maytree hoped to inspire his Boston publishers to tout 

those books widely by showing up unannounced. As if they 

were idle. He was riding the bus back from such a surprise 

visit when he thought of a new book-length poem to start 

this Thanksgiving. Boston or New York embodies our condi-

tion in one aspect: We are strangers among millions living in 

cubes like Anasazi in a world we fashioned. And Province-

town shows, by contrast, that we live on a strand between sea 

and sky. Here are protoplasmic, peeled people in wind against 

crystal skies. Our soft tissues are outside, like unearthed and 

drying worms’. The people in cities are like Mexican jumping 

beans, like larvae in tequila bottles, soft bits in hard boxes.  

And so forth. The length to which we as people go to hide our 

nakedness by blocking sky! 

There was a fatal problem. There always is. Provincetown 

people too, and all people worldwide who could swing it, were 

also bare tissues living under roofs. An honest way through, 

all but changing the whole idea, would be a set of interleaved 

narratives, Boston people and desert villagers. He would stress 

only certain aspects. Dwellers. And! —or, but! If he moved 

adobe dwellings from Arizona to Mexico, he could use holi, 

holi, huqui, huqui, to Mayans the sound of grinding corn on 

a metate. The words would console him for losing Anasazi, a  
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word he had just learned from the Globe. Some year, some-

how, he would work into some poem rini, rini, manju, manju, 

the sound of bullock-cart axle in Hindi. 

So he added his playful bits to the world perceived. How 

much better to heal and prevent disease; feed and inoculate 

and teach kids; provide sturdy breeds of animals and seeds! 

But poetry seemed to be his task, and the long poem his form 

as it had been Edwin Arlington Robinson’s. Quarterlies and 

reviews, like some anthologies, printed his short lyrics. He 

endorsed Edwin Arlington Robinson’s view that anthologies 

preserve poems by pickling their corpses. Always omitting 

Robinson’s real, long work that future readers would never 

know, anthologists forever reprinted “Richard Cory” who 

went out and put a bullet through his head, and no wonder. 

Petie at eleven surfcast the backshore for bluefish crash-

ing bait, and in the fall for stripers. He freed a wing-hooked 

cormorant that slashed his throat. His mother fed his many 

friends ship’s biscuit and honey. They overturned outhouses 

on Halloween. He met the fleet every night. He jigged squid 

by lantern light and leaned on pilings on piers. He had an old 

dory and often kept it running, afloat, or both. 

His fondness for humans did not extend to girls, who were 

less interesting than frogs, and noisier. Girls had no skills but 

clustering and jacks—a ball game they played sitting down. 

Girls had no higher wish than to get old enough to wear 

makeup. He owned rocks he respected more. From afar, very 

far, he studied one high-school girl. 
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Winter in calm air Pilgrim Lake froze. When it froze 

without snowing, everyone skated. One night Lou and May-

tree skated arm-in-arm on black ice in half a gale. The lake 

lay in the expanse between dunes and highway. Others from 

town brought wood for a bonfire from which sparks joined 

stars. The two warmed each other on an iced marsh-grass 

hummock by the fire. They watched Petie dash among his 

friends. Now she saw bigger boys at one end of the lake jump-

ing barrels. She watched Petie join them. Not tall, he was 

sturdy. When he jumped a laid-down barrel and skated away, 

the boys added another barrel. He cleared those two side-by-

side, so they added another. Petie had been a marvel all along. 

By the time the boys quit, each had smashed up gloriously at 

least twice. When they landed, they slid on ice until stopped 

by the foot of a dune. These were the boys she used to watch 

Maytree coach at football. 

Lou turned to Maytree and saw his firelit pupils deepen to 

hers. He was letting her in, as always, and holding her there. 

His skin glowed; she slipped from a mitten to warm his cold 

cheek with her palm. For three days it had blown 30 knots 

from the west. He put his arm around her, and she leaned her 

face near his face so she could hear him in wind. She tilted 

and felt his jaw move before he kissed her forehead. 

. . . If I don’t talk about your hair, your lips, your eyes, 

still your face that I keep inside my soul, 

the sound of your voice that I keep inside my brain, 

the days of September rising in my dreams, 
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give shape and color to my words, my sentences, 

whatever theme I touch, whatever thought I utter. 

He pressed her close to say part of the poem in her ear. She 

touched her forehead to his. How absurd that brains could 

not embrace, although she favored the present arrangement. 

They walked all the way home. She longed for the life 

she already possessed, a life large as clouds’. Mightily, as she 

had these three days, she opposed the wind’s push. Her coat 

pressed her back; cold blew through her wool slacks. All at 

once, as they walked still in the open, the wind died. Someone 

shut a valve? Her stance nearly toppled her; he caught her. Her 

ears pricked. The silence unnerved her. The air’s emptiness felt 

like Maytree beside her had died. They looked at each other. 

—I feel like I’ve lost consciousness, he said, hoarse. He was  

in his early forties. His face was open. He seemed not to have 

noticed that consciousness in him was a wind. 

The next morning, as Maytree’s skull pinched off ar-

terial f low to her arm, she told him—she grew talkative at 

such times—that when her mother left for New York, she 

had asked her how she could leave Provincetown. —What do 

you like better in New York? —You’ll laugh, her mother said. 

—No I won’t. —All right: It’s the light. Lou had laughed. She 

loved the silver light in New York canyons too. 

And where was Lou’s father? No one knew. In Marblehead, 

when she was a tall and bookish twelve her mother asked her 

one night to set the table for two. Her father often missed din-

ner. She and her mother sat to chilled consommé madrilène, 
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roast potatoes, and lamb. Beyond the dining room windows, 

Marblehead harbor grayed. The sea f loated a red oval: a cloud 

reflecting the sun now down. Her lovely mother’s composure 

broke. She covered her face and left. Lou ate in silence and 

eyed the cold water. The next day her father missed breakfast. 

At middle school a day later her friend Phoebe told her, 

You didn’t know?—that her father had left town with her 

eponymous aunt Lou, her mother’s sister. Of her tall father 

she retained several small memories and one big one. He 

loved her; they loved each other. She stood behind his chair 

and smelled his hair. She never saw him again, or heard from 

him. Someone said he married her aunt Lou and was spend-

ing the summer in Rough and Ready, California. Her moth-

er’s face hardened and stuck. She never spoke of the man. Lou 

knew then that her mother was tallying her father’s faults and 

perfidies. She did not know then that polishing this grudge 

would be her mother’s lone project for the balance of her life. 

Lou was in college when her mother moved to the West Vil-

lage and gave her the house on Cape Cod Bay. 

Sometimes now Lou searched old albums to test her prop-

osition that nothing so compels a woman as the boyhood of 

the man she loves. She saw a snapshot of boy Maytree in cap 

and knickers dwarfed by his cross-eyed father on a wharf. In 

the prints, Maytree’s cap’s shadow blacked most of his face. 

Here again he crouched on the beach, as at a starting block, 

between his hairy mother and his visibly half-dead grand-

mother, in a wind harsh with that present’s brine. In those 
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prints she saw unease in the boy, as if he had been scanning 

the offing for the man. 

No, it was she who sought for the man in the child. She 

could not find him, so the boy seemed to her lost in a deafen-

ing wind. The boy seemed—wonderfully—to need her with-

out knowing it. But he did not, not yet. Perhaps, she asked 

later, he never did? 





p a  r t  o  n  e  

That winter the crowd on the frozen 

corner parted for Lou, saying, He’s okay, it’s all right. She 

saw Petie across Maytree’s arms; his legs dangled. She saw 

Maytree’s bent head and his bombardier jacket’s fleece. He 

was passing his chin back and forth across Petie’s forehead. 

—Just a hurt foot, someone said. No one fools a mother. Frac-

tures to both legs, probably pelvis, possibly back: quadriple-

gic. With one hand Petie held his right leg. His eyes lodged 

back just beneath his shed-roof browbone as Maytree’s did. 

Maytree’s pale eyes were lights glimpsed in a cave; Petie’s eyes 

were themselves caves. When he saw her, he smiled and turned 

his head away. —It’s all right, Lou said. Maytree rubbed his 

cheek against Petie’s forehead. 

Lou reached for Petie and saw Maytree secure his knees as 

he started to hand him over. Petie jerked and said, Yipes. No 

use moving him. She felt his cold pea jacket. She saw he was 

not going to cry. 

Lou stroked Petie and sought Maytree’s eyes. He looked up 

the street and said that a Zevar brother had examined Petie, 

guessed a simple fracture, and drove to fetch local Dr. New. 

How could any mother let her child ride a bicycle? Petie 
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lodged in the lobing sheepskin elbow of Maytree’s bombar-

dier jacket. Possibly in shock, he lifted his head and waved at 

friends. 

—Where is the driver? Maytree bit his lips. She knew 

he would not curse in public. —They chased him on bikes. 

Someone had moved Petie’s mashed bike to the road’s edge. 

Petie often, as even now, seemed to be running for governor. 

At this intersection, face square and white, he hollered and 

joked and grabbed hands. 

The narrow town favored bicycles over cars. Presently 

some men appeared far up the silver road, cap flaps down. 

A mainland man walked between two adult cyclists. She did 

not know him, which usually meant nobody did. Taller than 

the others, he wore a brimmed felt hat and a double-breasted 

coat down to his f lat shoes, suggesting the silent-movies  

landlord who says to war widows with children, “You must 

pay the rent!” 

Dr. New drove up in his Ford and nodded at Maytree, who 

lowered Petie—Whoop—to recline on the backseat, and Lou 

climbed in front and cranked the window down. The driver 

of the car who hit Petie neared. He stood against a telephone 

pole and crossed his arms. By then many witnesses had told 

her, told them all, that the car pushed the bike off the road 

by hitting it. The man’s coat’s shoulders lifted and he looked 

up as if sighing. As the Ford pulled out for the hospital, Lou 

saw him look expressionless at Maytree, who had started in 

a low voice, 

—Why in the living hell . . . The crowd closed in to hear. 

Not much happened in winter on land. 
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—It was probably not the stranger’s fault, she said. She 

was waiting at the hospital. How would she feel if they owned 

a car and she hurt a child with it? She saw Petie and other 

children flying over handlebars all around town, everywhere 

she drove her putative car. Low-flying children. They would 

be a danger in themselves. The poor man. Poor everyone. 

Petie had wide bones. Tomorrow, she and Maytree could ma-

neuver their own ironstone bed down two sets of stairs to the 

half-basement by the beach. Petie could recuperate handy to 

bathroom and kitchen, they could see and hear him to help 

him, and he could watch through panes the day change, the 

tides, and the stars. 

That night Lou watched Maytree pour brandy in a glass. 

He still wore a navy blue sweater under his overalls. Petie had 

a broken leg. Did she want brandy? She shook her head. She 

sat at the green kitchen table. 

Brandy he drinks? The tenth-anniversary-present brandy 

from four years ago we’ve sipped on Christmas mornings 

only? 

It was okay if he did not move. The cast was heavy; its edges 

scraped. In his own bed that night under low eaves, whenever 

he drowsed he rolled over his handlebars again and hit the 

street. Odd—his friends usually broke their collarbones. He 

heard raised voices from the kitchen. Once he heard his name. 

His mother came in, stooping under the eave; she soothed 

him and sang him “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”—how 
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touching of her, really, though funny. He used to like the song 

when he was little. His parents had always been swell. After 

another sleepy interval of handlebar-flying, his father entered 

with his hair sticking up, sat lightly on the bed, and handed 

him a flowery teacup of brandy. 

—Brandy all around? his mother said. 

—That ought to help, he said, and pretty soon it did. 

—It might not all be the man’s fault, she had said when 

they came down. 

Gently Maytree knocked over his chair and cursed back 

and forth and in toto implied in rare words that he, by con-

trast and on balance, found the man grievously at fault. The 

series ended “son of a sea-cook.” 

Maytree sat and covered his face with his hands. Lou found 

herself by habit checking whether his sweater’s elbows rested 

on spills. He rubbed his eyes. These last two or three weeks, 

something bad had worsened. Lou did not know what, but it 

was her, something about her. He had been close-shaven or 

unshaven, gone to the dunes, sleepy, jumpy. In her company 

he wrapped himself in misery like a robe. Between them self-

consciousness bulked as a river silts its channel. They sat to 

smoked mackerel and turnips and plied Petie with questions. 

Only these few weeks. They chewed and chewed. She dumped 

her plateful and washed. She sought to avoid him and secure 

privacy. 

Sometimes these past weeks at dawn he started between 

them a deliberate chat. —And what’s your plan for the day? 



65  t h e  m a y t r e e s  

His bad acting was worse than silence. When friends came by, 

both of them roused: they ate, and Maytree told knock-knock 

jokes. 

During all their other years’ short silences—but not this 

one—while they slept, while stars held fast their spots beyond 

the window and seas concussed the beach, they woke together 

as if at a temblor. They turned and rolled. They met and 

sought and hit. Then they talked under the blankets, holding 

each other’s arms or ribs or hands. She searched out his eyes 

in the dark, and regarded him in the long way of longing and 

knowledge, and in the longer way of love. There had not been 

much of that this past year. 

At the green kitchen table Maytree was biting his lips from 

the inside. This meant a speech. He bit his lips from inside 

before he chewed Pete out. It meant a speech he would rather 

skip and she would rather miss. She held her head erect. A 

gust shook the glass and jerked the lamps’ reflections. She 

rose to wash dishes. 

Now he was crying. He rose and held her as if he just 

remembered something. Tears traced his face creases and 

dripped. She held him. Crying—Maytree? He had sniffled a 

bit when his mother died. They disliked drama. 

—I will always love you. Believe me. 

Now what. She removed her arms and stepped back. Fast 

as shock she knew now what, what alone could come next, 

and her blood in every vessel tripped. Not her Maytree. Never 

her Maytree, who loved her, as he just unsaid. 

Maytree and who? She waited for it. She squared her 
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shoulders. If this was not shaping up to be Maytree’s finest 

hour, it might as well be hers. 

He composed his mouth and backed till the old stove 

stopped him. Why could he not have launched this speech 

when they were both looking out at something, or tending to 

Petie with his broken leg? Did she know him or not, this wet-

faced epistomeliac? He put his hands in his overalls’ pockets, 

slid them out at once, crossed his arms, and finally uncrossed 

his arms to stand before her as if before a firing squad. 

—I’m moving to Maine. 

He’s moving to Maine. 

—When? 

—Tomorrow. Petie will be fine with just you. I’m sorry. 

—Where in Maine? 

—An island in Casco Bay. Why? 

—I’m just used to . . . it’s a habit. She thought she might 

take a seat. 

—When will you come back? 

She saw Maytree draw a breath and in his decency let it 

out in silence. 

She would not ask why. An island in Maine was just the 

place for a carpenter poet. When had he seen this island, if he 

had? Last summer, when he crewed on Sooner Roy’s schooner 

Joyce Shatley for three weeks. Who else was gone then? 

—I never did love . . . anyone . . . 

Go, you idiot, she merely thought, and he stopped cold. At 

the kitchen table she held her head still and cocked, as a robin 

listens for worms. 
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He waited standing, as if his being less comfortable at this 

moment would be his just deserts, all of them. 

Everything familiar to her altered, as if she only now re-

marked his red lids, his lips he was still nibbling from within, 

the deep pair of lines by his mouth, the hollow cheeks his 

smiles cracked, his—very fine!—small oval head—enough. 

My. Time expanded. What was keeping him? 

Reappraising Maytree and his every act and word for the 

past few years could wait. She would have the rest of her life 

to pace lost ground. How were she and Petie to live? On ali-

mony, like everyone else. In fact, she bought almost nothing, 

food and fuel. Maytree was evidently ceding their house. She 

would not run to her mother in New York, unless for funds. 

She had no say. She had a son with a broken leg. 

Maytree had not moved. Truly? He stood forlorn as a 

clown. Give him not the hook but the gaff. He rubbed his 

face and felt for his Luckies and went out. Her kitchen: its 

limed walls where they hung their friends’ frenzied paint-

ings, the dry money plants whose ovals clicked in the vase, 

the kindling box, mismatched chairs, the cast-iron gas stove 

whose warming oven took wood, the Bakelite radio, red pie 

chest, blue teapot, iron kettle; applejack on a shelf with po-

etry books, a shell sculpture, a cotton bag of chessmen, the 

stenciled breadbox, and her apron on a china hook. Petie was 

asleep upstairs, or drunk if he drank that whole cup. 

Tomorrow? Just like that? He must have been packing in 

secret. When did he decide, make lists, figure, and pack—so 
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that at this last minute, on the day Petie broke his leg, he was 

set to go? 

How were he and Deary going to live? Both elbows on the 

green table, she rolled her head’s weight from one fist to the 

other. No reason to be surprised. This sort of thing happens 

all the time. 



M aytr ee wa lk ed far on the black beach. 

His hot eyes cooled. Invisible clouds blocked the sky and its 

atmospheres where noises of people dissolve. The sea beside 

him, a monster with a lace hem, drained east. 

What happens to a person! Of all life’s pitches, you notice 

only the curve. Or, late, the beanball. He had not meant to say 

that about his loving her! A brutal, terrible thing to say when 

you leave someone, even someone who made allowances. Low 

tide smelled like green pennies. 

Before Lou, Maytree had traveled here and there around 

the heart, the raucous heart. Byways, dim-lit bars always 

changing hands. Once a great handful of girl out west told 

him—I never did love you, I just thought I did. They were 

watering their horses at an irrigation ditch. How mean of her 

to salve her spitcurled conscience by trying to take away their 

past! In the kitchen he had started to use those very words 

on Lou—they sprang readily to mind, as wounding words 

do—but he stopped himself. 

He heard but could not see water. The beam from Wood 

End Light flicked. Count on me, it said to helmsmen. To him 

it said nothing. 
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Probably not the man’s fault! The car flat-out rear-ended 

the bike. Thank God he was leaving. Past time. He might 

have stuck around not knowing that Lou’s universal solvent 

had unmanned him. How he had admired it in her, that deep 

patch of calm! She seemed to live from it and expand it year 

by year. Now he despised it. An inner self that expands to in-

clude more and more runs to compassion, for which he had 

no belly. A woman’s forgiveness weakened a man’s arms and 

back. So did its sob sister, pity. It would not stand up to fight. 

Who could prevail against it? Conrad called pity a form of 

contempt. 

Probably not the man’s fault. Let’s see her forgive this one, 

his leaving her for Deary. He passed the garbage fire. Reef 

Thayer nodded, —Dark night. 

Holding Petie in his arms that afternoon, seeing his un-

marked skin, Maytree wanted to take him to Maine, to let 

Deary mother him as she longed to. His leaving condemned 

Petie to being spoiled. And stuck with Lou’s pauciloquoys. 

One long-ago summer day, Petie was little, playing in low 

waves. Maytree watched Lou swim out to the bars and stand 

up wet. There were two kinds of stinging jellyfish out there, 

as well as Portuguese men-o’-war and sharks. She looked to 

be standing on the sea’s skin offshore in dazzle. When she 

came in, he asked, How was the water? and salty Lou kissed 

him. Petie, old charmer, reached out his chilled jelly arms to 

be picked up. Not a baby lover, Maytree loved Petie more the 

older he got. Of course he had to cede her everything, includ-

ing Petie. What cost. He must really be in love. 
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Seaweed around beer bottles made another tide line. He 

saw the high tide line—shell bits and turnip parings, paper, 

fish racks, shark cartilage, culch. A line of stranded baitfish. 

Driftwood full of salts that would make blue and green flares 

in flames. For all he knew, those new black clouds bottomed 

just above his head. 

Even the mudflat was matte. Last spring in the mud at 

Drummer Cove, two men oystering the bay at low tide got 

stuck. Their struggles drove their boots and legs deeper. It 

was April in an area of summer cottages; no one heard their 

shouts. Drummer Cove off Blackfish Creek had a ten-foot 

tidal range. When the tide came in, it drowned them. Later 

at a sunny half tide their torsos stuck out again, bent. The 

harbormaster in his boat dragged their bodies out chained 

under the armpits. 

On the black beach he stepped on a jellyfish mesoglea, 

the hard gel that spread the medusa from which the blood-

less colony dripped. He felt the thing give under him like raw 

meat and his foot slid. 

Of course he thought he would love Lou and stick by her 

forever. He believed a lifetime was not long enough. (Why 

did he bother to train his memory if it was only going to tor-

ment him?) Of course, through almost all human history, life 

expectancy was eighteen. His honoring his fourteen years’ 

marriage to Lou would probably have set a world endurance 

record once. He already spent with one person several mo-

nogamous lifetimes. He was forty-four. He never really loved 
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Lou. He saw that now. He loved only himself in her eyes. Her 

silence was paper on which he wrote. She always thought and 

felt precisely what he hoped. She loved making him happy. 

Was he his own or not? 

When he was alone with Deary, he saw that her own desire 

scared and sapped her. He must relieve her. Absurdly, in the 

past week his duty was not to stir her. And today that blue-

spangled jerk broke Petie’s leg. 

If he had known when he was fifteen how completely 

women would color his life, that he would sacrifice project, 

position, and ambition for this woman or that, and drop 

all he gained; if he knew that a woman’s happiness could 

f loat or sink his own, decade after decade—why, he would 

have jumped ship. Jumped ship before he met the girl with 

a spitcurl in Wyoming. Tonight was no time to relay his  

sorry wisdom to Petie, Petie whom he was forfeiting for a 

woman’s stubbornness over a technicality. Some uncharac-

teristic natural mercy prevents boys’ foreseeing what they 

would do for one woman or sacrifice for another. It was just 

as well. 

Would he walk all night? The beach’s debris spread wider. 

He remembered reading that on a beach Ian Patterson en-

countered the sole of a human foot. The writer thought at 

first he was seeing a shoe sole. But it was someone’s plantar 

skin, callused, striated with ridges like isobars. Its toes were 

gone. And the dogs had eaten Jezebel by the wall of Jezreel, 

ate her all but her palms. 

His tongue felt tidal ridges on his palate. A night with-
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out stars restored a person to his place. He offered himself as 

proof to favor his plan: Would a good man like him leave his 

family for no extraordinary reason? He was moving not from 

but toward. 

Forty-two is the most dangerous age, the Japanese say. He 

soldiered on two years past that. Why use strength of mind 

to fight love? Love was stronger. The bout was rigged. Will-

power was an idea that appealed to everyone, especially kids. 

Was it not by using teeth-clenching force of mind that his 

grandfather stopped drinking, that Roger Bannister broke 

the four-minute mile, that boys stanched weeping and men 

marched sleeping? As a force, willpower proved almost null. 

Attraction beat strength of mind every time. Reading and 

writing poetry drew him. He loved it because he knew it.  

As a way out of himself it was a chance, however small, of 

his hand’s catching from nowhere the gift of writing some-

thing good, however small. He could not force himself. Nei-

ther would Roger Bannister have trained unless his hope of 

breaking the four-minute mile inspired him. He, Maytree, 

had no more strength of mind than any other decent man. 

Lou would be asleep now. She would get over it. The soli-

tude of immensity lay round about him. A piece of mono-

filament snagged one shoe. He found and pocketed the hook. 

From nowhere, snow touched his mouth. It must be snowing 

into the water and mud. 

Lou’s being an angel was the damned trouble. Or was it 

Deary’s fixity. No: there was no trouble—he frowned—only 

joy. He never thought to be in love again. Since Lou he sought 
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only Lou. He hated sneaking. It marred his love and respect 

for Lou. This afternoon while they tended Petie in the hos-

pital and at home, Deary had driven a borrowed clunker of a 

car ahead to Maine with their things. They would meet over 

the bridge off-Cape. Best go right away. Goonight Lou. 



E ar lier he could not believe it of Deary. 

Except now he must. It was true: free spirit Deary forbade 

him her bed. She denied him, Deary the biddable, the gener-

ous warm heart. No hanky-panky. Made betrayal sound cute. 

He had never suspected her of this quirk. The much-married 

and much semi-married Deary who slept loose in sand? Who 

enjoyed one boyfriend after another? And he, her true old 

friend, could not be one? 

Deary balked on a fall day. They had rowed and floated 

down the Herring River. They spilled into light. Among  

marshmallows they saw a brown cow. Later he and Deary 

were back at the shack. She sat two steps down and rested her 

head on a box. One dimpled arm looped under his knee. Up 

his trouser leg, she fingered his hamstring. 

—You don’t want Lou to find out? Neither do I. The only 

person apart from Petie she loves more than you is me. 

—No, that’s not it at all. Of course I don’t want Lou to 

find out. 

He waited. A habit he picked up from Lou. A pepper scent 

of winter already, sea dense. How could falling in love, surely 
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a good, drop one like a mantrap into lies? Was love a fruit 

that soiled your hands? My, she was relaxed. They had just 

been kissing on the bed. He felt like a child again, humiliated 

and in thrall, and at his age. Or as if he were courting Lou, 

who had similarly held him off—but he had expected Lou to 

hold him off. 

—I’ve never had a love affair. She pulled his knee toward 

her. He welcomed the strain of misery that thinned her voice. 

—What, never? 

She unhanded his knee. —And my loving you all of a sud-

den has nothing to do with it. I’ll never have a love affair. 

—What, never? 

—It’s a decision every woman makes again and again. 

In the distance blue crescents of cast shade draped from 

dune cornices and blowouts. Deary who loved him and de-

sired him, who played snare drums in a bar careless of her 

ever-looser dresses, was too good for him? When it was 

breaking his heart even to imagine stooping so low and risk-

ing, and losing, Lou? His wife to whom he was forever joined 

in love? 

—What about the flyboy from Otis? Rudy Dupeau? 

Dupeau spent his leaves with her. —You lived with him. 

She stood to face him from the bottom step. —A nice change 

of scene for him. He slept twenty-four hours. Hands on hips. 

—I made him cornbread, boiled kale with fatback, hotted up 

some clams. He griped about the higher-ups, polished his 

shoes, and slept some more. 

He must have looked skeptical. 

—Certainly, we kissed. It settled him down. 
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It did not settle Maytree down. Why else had he brought 

her to the shack? Why did she go along? Why so stubborn 

over a technicality? 

In all the years he had known Deary she did not lie. She 

met his eyes stricken. What did they both fear? Or was it ex-

citement? He drank a gallon of water; nothing wet his mouth. 

Deary licked her cracked lips. They were a mess. From the 

shack steps he saw three clouds long as pickets charge from 

over the sea. A fishing boat set out. Its transom’s tin patch 

flashed. 

Far more onus attached to divorce than to a discreet af-

fair. No wonder she kept marrying. What if everyone married 

every lover? Any number of women he knew held open house. 

His past month’s turmoil whenever he caught himself imag-

ining he might one day betray his Lou and their marriage he 

loved—was in vain? Not even hardly ever? He thought Deary 

promoted divorce and remarriage as Reevadare did, for its 

bracing effect. Those were high ideals, in his own, his brave 

girl. Her warm limbs hooked his heart to the world. 

He lifted her curls. Her head quivered. He cupped his 

palms over her hot ears. Her ears were soft as Petie’s, f lat to 

her head. He held them for dear life. 

To enjoy simple and god-given loving she thought at first 

that she required the folderol of marriage, and even, save 

the sailors, of wedding? Was she so terribly old after all? 

At forty-seven, she had no gray hair. She was born during 

World War I. Could three years’ age difference mean sepa-

rate worlds? A few years after the war, when, historians said, 

European class bounds broke, and others said aristocracy  
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had dropped both its faith and its duties, Deary would have 

been six years old—scarcely an age by which a girl’s sexual 

mores entrench. She got it somewhere, or it got her, this 

business of waiting for marriage. “The littler the maid, the 

bigger the riddle, to my mind.” Damned if Maytree would 

marry again. His parents were dead. She would have to set-

tle for cohabitation. Which was not at all the done thing. 

—Until Lou knew they were serious lovers, and gone, she now 

specified, whether or not they married. Maytree thanked bo-

hemians everywhere. 

That day with Deary at the shack gulls again rose from 

the beach to blow over the dunes like ashes. He had to go. 

He wanted to think, but at home he had to act—here on this 

thrust stage without walls at what someone called the limit of 

the world. Where his tongue died in his mouth. Do I want to 

be this young again? Your sweet life I do. With Deary under 

his shoulder he entered the moving edge of air. 

That was in the fall. It struck him often, even then, that 

a real affair with Deary might last only a month and do less 

harm. 

Now he trod black cordgrass where the beach narrowed. 

Burning trash limned a stick figure ahead. At his feet May-

tree made out a bird’s neck bones. His jacket’s collar, turned 

up, shielded his neck only a bit. How had it come to this? His 

telling Lou sickened him. Best go right away. 



The Nauset tr ibes on Cape Cod had noth-

ing with which to build monuments. They marked big events’ 

sites by digging ceremonial holes. They kept these sand holes 

well dug out, here and there and year by year. Everyone who 

passed, seeing the hole, recalled its occasion. 

The Maytrees and their crowd marked occasions by get-

ting lit, as did, it must be admitted, most peoples on earth. 

The Maytrees’ story was not worth a hole in the ground. 

The Nausets—the Pamets, the Wampanoag—told a story like 

the Maytrees’, or perhaps they did not, wherein their founder, 

now a star, was originally a whale from the deepest waters of 

antiquity. Some winters this divine whale beached himself to 

feed famishing villages. Villagers offered his bones back to the 

sea, where he put on weight. He came again in famines when 

the people needed him. Then She, Corn, appeared from sun-

set lands rattling a pouch. She taught the people to sow, parch, 

and grind corn. The whale surfaced. The two fell in love. 

The whale, knowing his people would never again starve 

after they learned to parch corn, was free to go. He carried 

Her off on his mighty back and never came again. Often he 
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sent to his people stranding whales—blackfish—as remem-

brances. The Maytrees performed no heroic deeds, neither 

Toby or Lou, and both acted within any decent heart’s scope. 

They became not constellations but corpses. 

The last anyone saw Lou alive, thirty-nine years later, she 

was doubled over, walking with two black canes up the steep 

dune to the shack. Her canes’ tips she had fitted into rubber 

plungers to spread them on sand. Her legs like gutterpipes  

extended from corners of her red dress. Her arms worked the 

plunger-canes. From each wrist hung a full straw bag. That 

year she permitted her Pete and Jane Cairo, of the tormented 

hair already gray, to help her hoist two months’ supplies 

straight up loose sand from the jeep track to the door. She 

let them prime and pump the well to fill gallon jugs and lug 

them up the path to get her started. Most years she shook her 

wide, white head and refused aid. —She’s impossible, they 

said, fond and scared. 

The grown son was a solid stump. In profile he resembled 

his father squashed—eyes set deep directly under browbone. 

He and his wife Marie and Jane Cairo tried to imagine Lou’s 

carrying a full water jug up sand, her knees lacking cartilage. 

How did she manage—with two canes, with one cane, or no 

canes, and the jug? At least weekly one of them crossed the 

dunes to learn if Lou was alive, and if so, to refill, if only on 

the sly, buckets and jugs at her well, and carry them up to the 

shack. Old Cornelius still lived in the dunes, and checked on 

her, too. 
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One morning Jane Cairo learned that Lou Maytree was 

not alive at all, but, prone on the bed, was blue on her low 

side—ventrally—like a boat with fresh bottom paint. She was 

white above the waterline. Otherwise she looked quite like 

Ingrid Bergman, as people used to say when Lou and Ingrid 

Bergman were young. 

That day Jane saw Lou had brushed and braided her hair 

and wound it in coils on her head. A neat trick, holding a 

hand mirror. She had dressed in a lace-bodiced nightgown 

and thoughtfully crossed her arms. Jane tried to close Lou’s 

eyes. In the end she covered them with scallop shells from 

the windowsill. Already blowflies walked into Lou’s nostrils. 

Greenbottle f lies slipped under the scallop shells to find her 

eyes; one bluebottle f ly worked a lip’s corner. Where had the 

f lies come from? How did they know? Jane smelled no odor. 

Lou had been eighty—not enough. 

Jane lowered the bedspread. Her glasses fell on Lou’s neck. 

She drank two quarts water. At the pump she filled every jug 

from the house. Where should she do this? For she must wash 

Lou’s body now. Later the gown and bedding. Pete could haul 

the messed mattress to the dump. 

The Cape’s nonconformists, including the Maytrees, had 

consigned their burnt bone knobs, which they imagined as 

fluffy stove ashes, to a biplane pilot, Loopy Devega, who lived 

near the airfield. For a fee he would scatter ashes like a sower, 

over the sea. 

Even Jane Cairo was old, decades hence, when the paper 

reported that Loopy Devega possessed on his bookshelves 
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some 170 crematorium seven-pound cans. The first time he 

tried to scatter ashes (he said), and also the second time, “they 

all blew back at me.” The newspaper never told what became 

of the ashes. The Maytrees liked bookshelves. It would all fall 

into the sea eventually. 



When her husba nd r etur ned from the 

beach walk he took after he told her he was leaving her, he got 

into their marriage bed as usual. Lou felt his chill. He started 

to speak. She felt his elbow dip their mattress. She heard his 

rangy voice turn toward her back in the dark. Was there no-

where else on the planet’s face for him to sleep? On the whole, 

she did not want to hear it. 

What in the name of God could she have done? They had 

had a good run. And if love itself, as well as Petie, was the fruit, 

she could keep loving if she chose, which she at forty-one did 

not. Petie once told them—he acted it out—that when fisher-

men gaffed a hooked shark aboard, to save their legs they slit 

its belly and gave it its own entrails to chew. She would not. 

The next morning when Maytree actually left, Lou and 

Sooner Roy carried the white ironstone bed downstairs for 

Petie. They set it inside the French doors, so Petie could watch 

beach, sea, and sky. She pulled a chair beside him. Petie knew 

his father had left them. She dreaded putting what she saw as 

Petie’s large-heartedness to test. She placed a hand lightly on 

his good leg near the ankle, and saw his dark eyes jump. 
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One of her speech difficulties was starting. The other was 

proceeding. Really, she could talk only to Maytree, Cornelius, 

and the Cairos, dry as they were. They could trace implica-

tions to their ends and respond as if she had said those very 

things aloud. She should say, Your father loves you very much 

and his leaving is not your fault. And she did repeat those 

things in the weeks and years ahead. She never brought up 

Deary at all. 

Their first morning alone she and Petie, red and blue 

sweaters, watched through the doors the fall of the sea. The 

horizon crossed each pane at a fractionally different angle. 

The green sea made the glare in the sky accessible. 

Soon despite cruel medical protocols—Children forget 

pain, the doctor explained—Petie could swing on crutches 

like a parakeet. 

That first June after Petie’s leg healed, his friends called 

him from the rain or frost and he left, and left her arm bones 

hollow. The Maytrees’ crowd closed the gap Maytree and 

Deary left as if the two never were. Only Jane Cairo, sud-

denly twenty-three, registered her entire outrage at moral 

wrong, scandal, evil (etc., etc., etc.), by staying away and 

seething in New York all summer. She told her mother she 

never wanted to see another body on a beach. Jane Cairo was 

eighteen years Lou’s junior. Lou missed having her around. 

Everyone else was so old. Last summer this Jane—with her 

professor parents and Deary and Reevadare—had cooled 

with the Maytrees waist-deep in the bay behind their house. 

Jane complained about The Golden Bowl; Maytree had put 

her on it. —You’ll get used to James, he told her. —Not sure 
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I want to. She wore her glasses into the water; a clothespin 

held back her hair. Off-season she was in Columbia’s gradu-

ate program in comp lit. 

One July morning, cold stirred Lou. The tide had with-

drawn to the Azores. Wind through the windows smelled of 

mullions’ dust. She knew Maytree had loved her. The percep-

tion was correct; only her inference was false. What should 

Maytree have done? Stayed in harness? She just had not 

known she was harness. Nor presumably does baitfish con-

sider itself baitfish. Nor did she know how long she had been 

harness. 

Why surprise? She remembered what the scorpion said to 

the camel: You knew what I was when you agreed to carry 

me. To marry me. What was Maytree? A man in love. Who 

else would a woman marry? Among Maytree’s many early 

loves, both the rancher and the teacher lasted over two years. 

Is all fair? Is love blind? There must be some precept she 

could have heeded. On the beach below, the pram’s red moor-

ing buoy chained to a cement plug lay on mud. All over New 

England, it rained three days out of nine. She hoped Deary 

was worth it. 

Downstairs she cracked kindling on her knee and boiled 

the kettle. Why sadder but wiser? Why not happier and wiser? 

What else could wisdom be? She drank coffee black. She 

would not fall apart. 

She enjoyed benefits. Maytree no longer interrupted her to 

read aloud from his book. He never stopped doing it, though 

he knew it drove her crazy. And he never stopped talking. At 
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last she had time to think. Plus she had his dune shack now, 

that Maytree’s father built near the coast guard station. And 

she could eat crackers in bed. 

She sorted and soaked beans; she would bake cornbread 

at five. What was it she wanted to think about? Here it was, all 

she ever wanted: a free mind. She wanted to figure out. With 

which unknown should she begin? Why are we here, we four 

billion equals who seem significant to ourselves alone? She re-

jected religion. She knew Christianity stressed the Ten Com-

mandments, Jesus Christ as the only son of God who walked 

on water and rose up after dying on the cross, the Good 

Samaritan, and cleanliness is next to godliness. Buddhism 

and Taoism could handle all those galaxies, but Taoism was 

self-evident—although it kept slipping her mind—and Bud-

dhism made you just sit there. Judaism wanted her like a hole 

in the head. And religions all said—early or late—that holi-

ness was within. Either they were crazy or she was. She had 

looked long ago and learned: not within her. It was fearsome 

down there, a crusty cast-iron pot. Within she was empty. She 

would never poke around in those terrors and wastes again, 

so help her God. Provincetown was better. She witnessed the 

autarchy of the skies. 

—I have to blame Deary, Reevadare Weaver confided as  

though it cost her. Reevadare, wearing the first djellaba any-

one had seen, held forth in her garden. Hazy air brightened as 

the sun fell. —But what can you expect? Fourteen years is too 

long to stay married. (Decades later Lou determined that one 

of Reevadare’s ambitions had been to define a marital maxi-

mum, in years. It switched between seven or eight.) 
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—I hate to blame her, she was such a love . . . 

So don’t. Both Deary and Maytree could be material and 

final cause without being at fault. On principle Lou avoided 

blaming. Reevadare’s lipstick smeared her wet corncobs. 

—But she stole Toby Maytree pure and simple. Reevadare 

laid it out with a nod. 

Lou lifted her chin. —He left freely on his own two legs. 

Lou found no comfort in friends’ disparaging either 

Deary or Maytree. What about her own loyalty to both? They 

had a right to live as best they could. Did Reevadare think 

Lou would hate them—once she got her bearings—as if ei-

ther had changed? 

—He wasn’t a paperweight. No one can steal a man. 

—I could, Reevadare said, in my day. 

—Everybody’s sweetheart not so sweet after all, is it? 

Jane’s professor father had named her after his own father, 

Jeremy. Now he was bugging Lou about Deary. Everyone gets 

carried away sometimes, she thought. Hers was a private mat-

ter, weightless in any possible world scheme. She dreaded her 

own friends. She could persuade no one she was not heart-

broken. She had seen her own mother heartbroken, and knew 

she could do better. 

When Marblehead school let out the year her father left, 

Lou’s mother moved them to Provincetown’s West End on the 

water. Child Lou had no inkling at Marblehead breakfast, say, 

if it was indeed at breakfast, that this was her final glimpse of 

her wonderful father. She could not remember what he ate, 

said, or read. She began to suspect that many moments were 
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possibly last ones. She strove to impress what she could on her 

memory, which she imagined as a clay cylinder. Her mother’s 

fingers around a Pink Lady, the Cape’s fish flakes and laun-

dry drying in yards, foghorn, seasmoke, school roll-down 

maps. In bed at night she inventoried that day’s catch: her 

yellow-toothed teacher’s deploring her penmanship, gulls in 

full cry above their dodgeball game, her friends’ high voices, 

and mostly her mother’s smell of talc, her smooth dress, her 

retreating as if kicked. 

Why not drop all this saying hello and good-bye to ev-

erything, this effort both grateful and scared? That was an 

eventful year. Girl Lou liked her easy Provincetown friends— 

hardworking, laughing girls, half of them Portuguese, who  

directly stuck her like spat to their clump. Aware how keenly 

she would miss any who vanished, she never considered lov-

ing less. Presently she forgot about memorizing. New Prov-

incetown and then boarding-school friends caught her up. 

Still, she attended the smallest college she could find. There 

she learned to skate and sing. 

Now Petie went back to school, and streets and air replaced 

crowds. Cairos and Lou’s other summer friends would bear 

her abandonment tale to Boston and New York. She eased her 

guard and got sucker-punched. I am not going to fall apart, 

she had told herself, but this was an edge from which she 

could only slip. 

Do not drive in breakdown lane, said the Route 6 signs. 

Do not break down in driving lane. The sea poured over the 

stone lip at Gibraltar and emptied. 
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In late September, when Lou could stir at all she moved 

like a glacier, the queer sort at which dogs bark. Reading 

Hardy always distracted her in rough patches, as when her 

father vamoosed. Now she might enjoy the company of solid 

Farmer Gabriel Oak. She read, “It may have been observed 

that there is no regular path for getting out of love as there is 

for getting in.” 

Lou (and Maytree, too) shunned drama, inside and out, 

as, at least, bad taste. 

Deep as first love, and wild with all regret; 

O Death in Life, the days that are no more! 

Why ever had she neglected to become a Buddhist? Low 

blood pressure. Anyone could see how fat the Buddha was. 

She had no force to fight what held her as wind pins paper 

to a fence. She was a wood horse, a rock cairn, a jerry can of 

pitch. She found herself holding one end of a love. She reeled 

out love’s long line alone; it did not catch. 

She fell apart. She should have lashed her elbows and 

knees, like Aleuts. 





A bl a ze ,  she scr aped the pot. She boxed 

her paints. She scoured the sink till the sponge reverted to 

spicules. Petie gave her wide berth. 

One cold June morning Cornelius appeared. —Say, Lou, 

I wish you’d stop poisoning yourself. She did not whine or 

voice any grief or anger. Did it show? 

After Cornelius left she climbed the steep street to Pil-

grim Monument. She mounted the monument stairs in her 

camel’s hair coat and red earmuffs. From the top she looked 

at flat sky, flat sea, and f lat land. She was ready to want to stop 

this. Thereby she admitted—barely—that she could choose 

to stop. For one minute by her watch, she imagined liking 

Maytree impartially. For only one minute by her watch she 

saw him for himself. That day, having let go one degree of arc 

only, for one minute, she sighted relief. Here was something 

she could do. She could climb the monument every day and 

work on herself as a task. She had nothing else to do. Their 

years together were good. He was already gone. All she had to 

do for peace was let him go. 

Within a month she figured that if she ceded that the 

world did not center on her, there was no injustice or be-
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trayal. If she believed she was free and out of the tar pit, 

would she not thereby free herself from the tar pit? What was 

this to, say, losing Petie? Why take personal offense if two fall 

in love? She knew they reproached themselves. Maytree was 

party to fits of enthusiasm. Loving was Deary’s nature. What 

would any of this matter two hundred years hence? She had 

many decades more to live. Whether she lived them or not 

was her call. 

To drive her mental cylinders Lou climbed to and up 

Pilgrim Monument daily in every weather. Sometimes she 

entered fog. From the monument’s top she loosed Maytree 

like sand. She saw the sand drop onto roofs and yards. Af-

ter only seven or eight weeks’ relinquishing Maytree, she saw 

the task would take practice, like anything else. She planned 

to work at it for a year, shedding every grain of claim. After 

seven months she had what she called “a grip on letting go.” 

When anything unwise arose in her henceforth, she attended 

to it by climbing the monument, at whose top she opened 

her palm. 

So she pulled her own stakes in the matter, stakes she her-

self pitched. That she could withdraw them was news. She 

could guy out Orion and spread him like a spinnaker, a chute 

to fly beyond her own self-love. If earth’s sky got confining, 

there were plenty more. Why did monks fast? They had to be 

half dead to do this? For if you knew a continent was there, 

you could find it again and again. Could she detach from 

Petie? Of course not, not now when he needed her. But in our 

culture parents released a child’s person like a balloon. Of 

course, they kept the love. 
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It was then Lou began to wonder: If overcoming self-

centeredness was the goal, then why were we born into a self-

ish stew? And who even studied this question? Would the 

Cairos know any books to bring her? For she meant to keep 

this cast of mind and renew it. 

Two decades later, as it happened, while she was washing 

around Deary’s deepest and most noisome bedsore, she asked 

herself: If she, Lou, had known how long her first half-inch 

beginning to let go would take—and how long her noticing 

and renouncing owning and her turning her habits, and be-

ginning the slimmest self-mastery whose end was nowhere in 

sight—would she have begun? Would she have turned herself 

over like a row of salt hay? Tossed herself to loose her own 

chaff ? It took her months to learn that she could get clean 

for more than a minute at a time. Consciously she looked 

out for resentment, self-cherishing, and envy. Over years she 

formed the habit of deflecting them before they dug in. But 

she lived through those years in any case, and now she lived 

from that steady ground she won. More distances opened as 

she opened. Not that town, national, and world life as it was 

going did not give her fits. 

Moreover, as bonus side effect, she got to do this—to dip 

terrycloth in a warm-water basin in sight of the sea, and wash 

Deary’s old skin, and irrigate her bedsores’ holes, and change 

the water and change the cloth and do it again. Plus, she now 

had a houseful. If having a houseful was a desideratum. She 

might have debated it—at this far-future point on Deary’s 

bed’s edge—if she had any time. 





After his bone knit, Petie became Pete, who pon-

dered facts. What did sweet-eyed Deary, his former beach  

playmate, who drew him even when he was eleven and trig-

gered his fancy and remorse, see in his shriveling, peeling 

father—who must be well over forty, with his knuckly hands 

too big for their wrists, his white hairs in his nose and ears, 

the wrinkles in front of his ears, and his notebooks fusty, and 

his jokes embarrassing, and the books he wrote so thin you 

could use them as shims? Surely Deary loved and was loved 

generally; she could take her pick. Why pick a man who kept 

saying a priori? Surely his father had aged beyond any pas-

sion save his old chore of amassing lore to take to his grave. 

Maybe Deary needed a live-in carpenter. That badly? He did 

good work. 

On his mother’s dresser and on the kitchen wall he saw 

his father in photographs she likely left up for his benefit: his 

father raising a striper by a gill; his father and himself in sil-

houette, rowing. He saw in the photographs his father’s tight 

shoulders, loose smile, long limbs, and eyes a stripe of shadow 

hid like the blindfold of a man about to be shot. 

A few winters ago he broke his leg at that frozen inter-
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section. His father, holding him across his arms, had openly 

kissed his head and muttered something. His father, it turned 

out, knew he was running off with Deary the next morning. 

What gave adults the cheer to tolerate their hypocrisy? 

Even his mother praised generosity and hoarded; she preached 

industry and barely worked. Perhaps every generation passes 

to the next, to hand down to yet more children, an untouched 

trunk of virtues. The adults describe the trunk’s contents to 

the young and never open it. 

Pete no longer told his mother much. When he was ten he 

had ensured, kindly enough, that she stop instructing him. If 

she would only quit telling him it was cold when it was cold. 

At fifteen he gave her little time. She was probably strug-

gling. When his father left, she had cut her hair. Outside he 

used to see her by the monument then, or on another of the 

seven hills, hatless and red-nosed from sun or frost. Once 

she abruptly and without antecedent said—He is the most 

noble and considerate man I ever met. Pete nodded, ducked, 

and kept moving, fast. 

Now in summers and falls Pete passed clear nights on 

a sleeping porch. If he woke, he saw Orion’s torso rise be-

yond Truro and climb. At dawn the hunter was all abroad 

and fading, like his memory of his father, like a dead man’s 

arising weak. He rolled on his belly; he bit a fingernail and 

turned west to Bonobos’ house. In classrooms he imagined  

real Orion—the Orion of the dunes’ black night, whose vis-

ible arms held visible weapons—as the hunter was crossing 

behind the hot sky invisible as an Apache. 
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To what goal might a young man’s ambition run? He 

hoped to crew on a fishing boat and finally own a boat and 

catch and sell each fish in season. And privately— 

Walking to school one morning through sleet, he began 

tracking his alewife thoughts as a game. He learned he did not 

think. He witnessed ghost parts and motes on parade disap-

pear. A girl named Marie several grades older; her smile; his 

spinster teacher who for all he knew was once the object of his 

father’s lascivious eyes; his damnable father who didn’t know 

even how to take care of his mother. These bits deployed be-

fore his gaze as football fans after the last kick swarm. Now he 

and others roamed the world feeding or vaccinating people, 

palpating mastitis in zebus. Crowds came, girls in saris, there 

they went. He had no idea this gabble reeled and garbled his 

head ever, let always. 

Quailing, he imagined aiming his mind as a knight aims 

his sword. Could anyone, has anyone ever tried to, master his 

own mind using only that mind as tool? Did his brain con-

tain a pack of selves like Musketeers, each smaller and farther 

back and waving a sword? And what might such a stunt win, 

apart from peace of mind? What man his age wanted peace 

of mind? His agitation fueled his power. Right? But what kind 

of power did a man have when screaming meemies ruled his 

thoughts? 

For the next few years especially, and long after, Pete played 

at maneuvering his own ephemera like toy boats. Surely, he 

thought, it must be easier to drill a troop of baboons. Either 

the task was impossible or impossible for him. 

He failed to still his bilge. He could replace its slosh with 
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only more slosh. Why was this basic control so almighty 

tough? Other people appeared to think. He easily persuaded 

his fingers to write. He could not get his brain to do any-

thing. Was he crazy? In real life he never stole cars or slugged 

guys or raped girls—so how could these stale schools of re-

sentment, these monotonous flappings of weed, how could 

these minnow filmstrips unman him? They were not wishes 

or instincts. They were floating junk the tide rocked. He was 

taking pains to watch his brain take out trash. Indifferently, 

those windrows buried and blinded him. Why attend this 

nonsense? Because his hope of mastering himself attracted 

him. 

How hard could it be? Someday he would appear before 

his awed father as a perfected human. A fisherman who fed 

hungry Africans. So perfect he never felt superior, even to his 

weak and contrite father. A youth’s thought no less idle than 

any windblown straw, it still stuck him like a dart. 

The following summers he grew; he set and pulled fish-

nets all night from a wagging boat; he worked on himself. 

Winters in his solitudes he worked on himself. He had begun 

by remembering his father’s coveralls. One leg’s pocket held a 

wood carpenter’s rule that folded, foot by white foot, to make 

a ten-ply stack. 



p a  r t  t  w o  

Within t wo hours of their crossing the 

Sagamore bridge, on a motel bed, Deary welcomed Maytree 

into her arms with gales of laughter that beaded on her gums. 

Then she slept palms together under her cheek like a charade 

for sleep. 

Maytree prized fidelity like everyone else. He looked at 

the motel’s knotty pine ceiling. Was he evil, and Deary evil? 

Who has not loved twice? More than twice? Who has never 

broken a heart? Should his first high-school sweetheart have 

stayed true to him as she grew on ahead? He saw her often. 

Jolly, she wrangled grandchildren. 

Surely he must have been, at thirty when he courted Lou, 

shallow. Nothing had ever vaulted him to such an elated pitch 

as his slow awareness these past weeks of good old Deary 

Hightoe, during a general glance he saw only peripherally— 

of her high-arched eyes’ across Cairos’ porch scorching the 

skin on the side of his face as a flatiron burns. 

He recognized that when, after two years, his infatuation 

with Lou dwindled, neither love nor happiness withdrew. Of-

ten he fell in love with her clarity or her eyelids afresh, and 

he whistled “Clancy Lowered the Boom.” After eight years 
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or so, had he forgot to marvel at her depth of spirit their in-

timacy revealed? His lasting marriage mightily outweighed 

and banned the puny flirting and responding-to-f lirting that 

topple others. He and Lou trusted; they confided. They made 

love with less urgency and more sustenance. Theirs was not a 

fire they rushed to douse, but one they fed slowly. They loved 

and reared Petie. They maintained the shack as a demented 

project. She listened to him; she always knew what he was  

talking about; she laughed. They loved and read good novels, 

good poetry. Had he stopped loving Lou? Not at all. His abid-

ing heart-to-heart with her merely got outshouted. 

By equating fidelity with neither flirting nor responding to 

flirting, Maytree left a flank open. He never f lirted with Deary. 

She never flirted with him. They fell in love, love unlooked-

for. The same thing took place at least once before. Relieved, 

oblivious then, he read it in a book and copied it. “Try and 

realize”—Levin told Oblonsky—“that this is not love. I have 

been in love but this is not the same thing. It is not my feeling 

but some external power that has seized me . . . such happi-

ness does not exist on earth.” 

Try and realize. Maytree admired Tolstoy’s giving Levin 

the truth to say and his making fun of it fondly. 

They rented on the Maine island they saw with Sooner 

Roy. Maytree repaired five of the twelve wood-framed houses 

on the island. Deary baked gingerbread in square pans and 

steamed for it a translucent lemon sauce. He saw her carry the 

gingerbread on heaped, waxed-paper-wrapped plates. She bil-

lowed through woods and fields all summer barefoot to give it 
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to neighbors. She took turns with Maytree rowing ashore for 

food, gas, lumber, asphalt tile. They bathed in a clawfoot tub. 

Once while he knelt to dry her she asked, How many roofs 

could you do a year? He laughed. Her flesh dipped wherever 

he pressed—pure woman. 

—I’m not a roofer. Now your other side. 

—I’ll give your harness bells a shake, she said when it was 

his turn. He smelled her vapor. He noticed, not for the first 

time, that rowing had callused her palms. 

Increasingly he found her working over ruled books and 

newsprint tablets at their table, wielding a knife-sharpened 

pencil. She told him, surprised daily, that she liked keeping 

his business books. Business? he thought; I charge only mate-

rials and time. She told him that, short of burning cash, there 

was no more expensive way to light a room than burning 

candles. She bought three Aladdin lamps, and prophesied the 

week two years hence when the lamps would finish “paying 

for themselves”—a usage that always amused him. She re-

placed her torn filmy clothes first with shirts and dungarees, 

then with blouses and slacks. 

On the bed she curled under his arm. Of course, she told 

him, she missed Provincetown and its sky. Of course she 

would take Maytree home to die, or he would take her— 

promise? Maytree humored her. He tried not to think of 

Provincetown at all, not to remember Lou and Petie. Who 

would both hate him now. He had chosen his own disgrace. 

He would probably do it again. 

Maytree worked at building both on the island and off. 

Old Mainers had settled rivers and coves. These new people 
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built on bare coasts and hilltops, as if they meant to heat with 

wind. He turned down most jobs, to save his mornings for 

poetry. On a September day Deary looked up from a ledger. 

—You could take up lobstering. Her baby face! She was 

older than him, let alone Lou; she sprang to her impulses like 

a child. 

—Lobstering? For a living? Sun heated his shirt and clav-

icle through the window. 

—For half a living. The other half is working on houses. 

—The other half is poetry, my love. We don’t need more 

money. 

Best not tell her how dramatically, if he got rich enough 

to learn lobstering and to start up, local lobstermen would 

discourage him. 

—How many roofs can this small island need? How many 

summer people’s screened porches? He bent his nose to her 

hair; its smell stirred him. 

—I thought you liked the island. Shall we move to the 

mainland? 

—Could we? To Camden? We can get our licenses. 

What? He kept forgetting she had a degree in architecture. 

By suppertime they were moving to Camden. 

Maine’s beauty was not of sky but of earth. Sunlight hit 

black spruces and died, or sprawled in fields. This cold forest 

stopped his eyes. Brown needles underfoot became his sand. 

He smelled black humus and rock like wet pipe. 

Their new house smelled of mildew and smoke from a 

long-ago house fire. Deary insisted they buy a respectable, 

meaning too-big, house. He heard everyone split and stack 
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wood. Year-round he heard chain saws. They got their li-

censes. 

Maine, he found, had social classes. Educated people sat  

at dinner parties discussing the news and drinking—all of a 

sudden—wine. Only the children knew how to enjoy them-

selves. Enjoyment required, in his view, at the very least, easy 

people, a record player, or a drummer, or a piano player, or a 

deck of cards and chips, jokes or funny stories, or some sort 

of ball. And not before or after dinner, but alongside a big 

buffet. He granted his was a general failure to mature. 

Once Deary whispered from his lap, I miss being poor! And 

could they adopt a baby? He felt her lips and breath. He knew 

she was only keeping him abreast of her flitting thoughts. Yet 

he never knew—connaître, wissen—what she was in essence. 

On the Cape he had fancied her not quite of this world, Ariel 

asleep on sand. Or was she of this earth, earthy? 





Six years after M aytr ee and Deary flew 

the coop, Lou and Cornelius were making a mess eating sea-

clam chowder at her green kitchen table. Lou saw the sun spread 

like a gull for its landing on the sea. Cornelius had wandered 

in from the dunes for food and mail. Lou knew that five or six 

times a year, for these six years, his mail included a letter from 

Maytree. A new one came today. He read it and passed it 

across the table. Lou saw that Maytree had typed the letter 

and Deary appended a note, apparently written against a 

ruler, wishing everyone—everyone twice underlined—all 

best. Did they give architecture degrees to people who bubble-

dotted their i’s? Like the others, this letter of Maytree’s was 

easygoing and reticent. To Lou, Maytree and Deary both had 

changed into old friends whose life together she followed with 

an affectionate interest almost like Cornelius’s. For years she 

had read his letters without turning a hair. 

It shamed him, Maytree wrote, to be a builder filling the 

coast. How many rooms could the new people actually need? 

—As many as they can pay for! Deary wrote in the margin. 

What wives would clean the houses? New people asked for 

many bedrooms because they truly believed their children 
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and spouses and grandchildren and their own friends and 

their friends’ children would pass all their summers, if not all 

their free time, there with them, simultaneously. The empty 

bedrooms amounted to cargo cult, clearing airstrips to at-

tract planes that never came. 

Lou liked reading Maytree’s letter in his familiar voice. 

That they were once, to put it mildly, intimate, belonged to 

the realm of far-fetched facts, like Io and Ganymede’s circling 

Jupiter. Lou pictured his freckled stick figure slap-dancing on 

a shake. Deary managed his business. How? Lou and Corne-

lius had to laugh. 

The next day she ordered Maytree’s new book from Wes-

leyan. When it came, she saw it was a long poem: boy-girl 

twin halves—Plato’s old thought. He set the twins in modern 

Greece. From his usual poetic line he had subtracted a foot. 

Perhaps the cold took his breath away. 

That November Lou began painting again. It was never 

too late to record the faces you love. She thought watercolor 

suited beginners. Pete’s frontal portrait looked like a beady-

eyed fanatic or a police sketch. Next Lou painted Jane Cairo 

in profile, too-small hands holding Victory. Perhaps if she 

could draw. She burned her tries. People praised her humility 

because she so seldom spoke. They did not know her ambi-

tion: a show in town. 

One year she found a scheme and stuck with it the long 

balance of her life: foreground of disturbing beach, middle 

distance disturbing sea, and sky above, disturbing. Iced trash, 

tarnished waves, clouds like glyphs. Graywacke stones, dirty 

sea ice, stubby far plane. Waves of varying length, like words, 
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and in parallel lines, like type, moved left to right on prevail-

ing westerlies. So watching storm waves in the bay made her 

eyes move just as reading did, and seas looked like lines of  

italic type she tried to read. She painted Nekkar in Boötes 

(“ox driver”), and the elusive “loincloth.” She liked nocturnes. 

Vega was a blue dot that taught nothing. Scorpio reared over 

chalkline breakers. Hercules held his club fast over the roof 

gutter. Soon in Provincetown’s expanding glare Hercules 

would not have a club, or even arms. 

In thin oils she depicted clumsy beaches and clouds. Their 

foregrounds and middle grounds showed jetsam and wrack, 

stained waves, brown bottles, steamer shells, broken china, 

waxed paper, church keys, foil, nails sticking through in lum-

ber, clamshells, tires, purses, shoes—only two or three objects 

on each canvas. With a sable brush she graphed each torn 

string of a crab trap against dirt pink sky. Color was local. 

It allowed an ocean like red marcelled hair. Everything was 

littoral. Sandpipers pecked child footprints in mud. Storm 

sea like a ripsaw blade, and clouds in a mumble nearing. She 

would no more scumble a cloud than kill a child. 

One evening of those twenty middle years she was watch-

ing Pete sop gravy from his plate with a biscuit. She had al-

ready handed him that day’s mail: a letter to him from Cam-

den in Deary’s hand. He threw it away and smiled without 

guile. Lou could imagine his fearing that his father was mak-

ing it clear he wanted nothing to do with him. Pete had moved 

to two rooms a few streets over. His friends and their ways 

called his tune. It took years for her and Maytree to grasp that 
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he was not going to college but to sea. When she used to wash 

his face, he screwed his skin so hard it got dark as a tire. 

Just as few men love their wives so much as their daugh-

ters, few, if any, women love anyone so much as their children. 

Parents love adopted babies with the same passion. Often she 

missed infant Petie now gone—his random gapes, his bizarre 

buttocks. How besotted they gazed at each other nose-on-

nose. He fit her arms as if they two had invented how to carry 

a baby. While she walked, he patted her shoulder in time with 

her steps. If he stopped patting, she stopped walking. If his 

pats speeded up, she stepped lively. He was driving her; they 

both died laughing. 

Later she washed his filthy hair and admired his verte-

brae, jiggled his head in toweling that smelled like his steam. 

She needled splinters and sandspur spines from his insteps 

as long as he let her. Every one of those Peties and Petes was 

gone. That is who she missed, those boys now overwritten. 

Their replacement now sat at the green table wiping crumbs 

onto his plate. Pete’s friends came by to get him for a party 

no one wanted to attend without him. He was good-natured; 

could he also be the life of the party? Did she ever know a 

noisy fisherman? 

His friends hauled Pete away. She confronted the sink. 

How she wished she could see all those displaced Petes and 

Peties once more! She imagined joining picnic tables outside 

by the beach and setting them for 22 Peties and Petes, or 122, 

or however greedy she was that day and however divisible 

Pete. Together the sons at every age and size—scented with 
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diaper, formula on rubber nipples, salt-soaked sand, bike 

grease, wax crayon, beer, manila, engine oil, fish—waited for 

dinner. Who else knew what each liked? It was a hell of a long 

table. She gave herself a minute to watch them—Petie after 

Petie barefoot near his future self and past. They pinched or 

teased or shoved one another. All but the babies ignored the 

babies. What mother would not want to see her kids again? 

When this sort of thing got out of hand, Lou called herself 

“Poor Mom.” She dreaded “Poor Mom,” her periodic walk-on 

role as grieving and piteous victim. Lou spied her from a dis-

tance floating long-skirted over the sand, hands on face. Lou 

gave the hag a short hearing to shut her up, and tea in a cup. 

“Poor Mom,” she commiserated: her child grew up. 

A bank wrote her. Her vamoosed father, who left their 

Marblehead house and never came back, had died in Edgar-

town—so near, all these years, and here he was, gone—and 

left her money she split with Pete. She bought telephone ser-

vice because Pete might need to reach her from any port. 

She wrote Maytree and Deary to stop alimony. She de-

scribed Pete’s new boat and detailed his fish hauls. She re-

ported that Jane Cairo had washed ashore for good. Chiefly 

Lou wrote to persuade him and Deary she was content, good-

willed, and long past regrets. She urged them to take a vaca-

tion to the Cape. —Everyone misses you both. Please come 

and stay here. Or move back! Was this a bit thick? Well, they 

both knew her. 

In the next few years she painted two canvases she could 

bear. One showed kapok spilt in clots from ripped red cush-
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ions, a blue kite in a dead man’s float, and gassy sky. Another 

was cirrus cloud high over a rusted-out boiler in a dune. She 

read the Russians again, just about every novel, and Cather, 

Middlemarch, Hardy, Hemingway, Conrad, etc. One night 

Jen and Barrie twisted her arm until she agreed to let them 

hang some of her own paintings in a locals’ show. The night 

before it opened, she used her key to break into the gallery 

and steal her stuff back. 



Thr ee years after he  threw away Deary’s 

letter, Pete was overnighting on his boat offshore. He wore 

red sea boots. Eating hot dogs from a can made him hun-

gry for old-fashioned work. He was manning a square-rigger 

rounding the Horn. When he saw that a given South Sea wave 

would overcome the ship, he jumped to the yardarm and 

hooked one leg over it and water poured from his boot. He 

saw green water scrape the deck and drown the ship. Then 

it moved off, heavy as land. His ship hit and entered one sea 

after another and rose streaming. Like his parents, Pete was a 

reader. He knew more about Cape Horn than about Boston. 

On watch Pete ignored cold hands. Why not ignore every 

other feeling that dropped his way, instead of biting and get-

ting hooked? Long ago when he was a boy he tried to talk 

himself out of hating his father. It worked for a while, until 

the years’ silences piled up. 

Now he was frying in crumbs. Helplessly he imagined 

those two there in Maine doing what. He did not hate them. 

Observing, he saw that hatred is rare. Envy and begrudging 

wreck a man first. Other people lived in peace without knot-

ting their brains. Pete’s boat partner was Sooner Roy’s son. In 
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a bigger boat they could fish Georges Bank in winter and the 

Gulf of Maine. The hauls were heavy offshore, halibut and 

swordfish, as well as those winter waters’ unending cod. Till 

that big boat materialized, they handlined near shore for tur-

bot and witch flounder, for haddock, redfish, whiting, pol-

lock, and striped bass. They used trash bluefish, sliced squid, 

and dogfish to bait bass. 

Pete & Co. also owned a mackerel seine and averaged 

decent hauls. If only decency sufficed. Every few decades, 

on one ocean or another, someone lucked into a bank-buying, 

hundreds-of-thousands-of-dollars’ haul of mackerel or herring 

or something. It could be that Greenlanders made the mighty 

haul off Baffin Island, or purse seiners made it in salmon three 

thousand miles away in Haro Strait. It could be that the sum 

in dollars had swelled to a lie. That haul nevertheless set the 

benchmark for everyone forever. Their neighbor’s son Heaton 

Vorse saw a boat unload 138,000 pounds of halibut. Any great 

haul anywhere, however, in any fishing port’s imagination 

happened recently and nearby. Pete heard of catches that sank 

boats to the gunwales. One guy, somewhere, once, would not 

trim the load that was sinking him, refused to toss out fish at 

fifty cents apiece. He saw he would sink before he could dock. 

He limped to the buyer boat and got himself and his boat 

winched aboard in a net. The buyer boatmen dumped fish 

from his hold to theirs, and lowered him and his empty boat 

away. When they heard about it, others in the fleet considered 

that saving the fisherman’s haul was unfair. 

Pete multiplied possible pounds by possible price per spe-

cies next year. Mackerel could yield $6,000 in one haul. He 
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might then dare speak to Marie Koday. He saw fish scales 

thick on deck like doubloons, gold bullion dragging down the 

hoppers below denting two thousand fathoms of ocean that 

lesser boats could never ply. No one would envy and begrudge 

him, because he did not envy or begrudge anyone else. 

Onshore a headlight pair appeared on High Head, illu-

mined the rain in a cone, and came about. Through his teeth 

he whistled “Nel Blu, Dipinto di Blu.” Could he surmount 

his trash-ditch thoughts and work above them? Could he let 

them come and go without bias, minnows schooling about 

his feet? Simply slosh through them and let the waves wash 

over? He could build on the mainmast a crow’s nest. With his 

life, with his mind, he would build him a crow’s nest, rope by 

rope and plank by plank for as long as it took. Ahead dwelt 

some heart-pure Pete who rode whatever came. So might a 

seeing white statue, aware and at ease, over whose feet and 

plinth wash wild seas, guard a greasy harbor. 





L ate one bl ackfly mor ning Maytree was 

supervising a crane operator smashing with a wrecking ball a 

house across the marsh. He saw Deary driving her new Buick 

to the site. Maytree pulled an eight-penny nail. He felt its hot 

point cool in his fingertips. 

Deary brought forks, linen napkins, and a rhubarb pie. 

She wore a suede jacket and cashmere scarf. She asked, On 

Cape Cod, did I ever tell you why I liked poverty? Because 

she could no longer remember. By then Lord & Taylor knew 

her measurements. She ordered three tailored skirts a year, 

eight or so small-print McMullen blouses, Papageno (as she 

said) low heels, navy cable-knit cardigans grosgrain outside 

. . . she never dreamed she would remember those things, she 

told Maytree, who thought, What things? When at a college 

reunion he saw she resembled and outshone other well-to-

do wives, it gave him pause. What impelled her to revert to a 

lady now? She was sixty-two years old. Years ago she scuttled 

her palm-of-hand pedestal chair and retrieved her overjoyed 

mother’s ancestral carved-cherry furniture, and her flatware, 

linens, and jewelry. 
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Her old mother subsequently yelled into a telephone, I 

knew it was just a phase! By then Maytree understood that 

Deary’s mother adored her in any form or function. She was 

merely rejoicing over the cherry furniture’s staying in the 

family—possibly, Maytree thought, as she herself would like 

to stay in life. 

Deary’s mother dwelt at the peak where old Stockbridge 

families met atop old legacies. She sent Deary to Concord 

Academy and Smith before MIT. A stoneworker could chisel 

on the tomb of everyone she knew: good taste. Only once 

did Maytree himself see Deary’s mother. Erect, wearing a 

slant-brimmed hat, she drove an open car down Commercial 

Street. She commanded the steering wheel from its bottom. 

Shortly after the furniture arrived in Maine, Deary’s moth-

er’s final illness came. Deary lived with her in New York for 

six months to tend her. After she died Deary spent another 

month emptying the apartment. Deary’s absence felt as if it 

would kill Maytree. 

After she got back, he exchanged Blackwell’s shipments 

with his Maine friend, an abstract expressionist painter who 

played Brubeck while he worked. One winter day the men 

skated on a beaver pond and sliced each other’s shadows. 

—We must buy land around those ponds, Deary said that 

night, and you can build on spec. Where did she get these 

terms? She continued, We must buy every waterfront lot 

available. Deary spoke into one of her full-length mirrors. He 

saw her gauge his reaction. 

Keep her happy, Maytree thought. 

—Who can afford a waterfront lot? 
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—We can, if you work full time. 

How happy? Maytree thought. 

Her curls took well to permanent waves. To Maytree they 

looked like Peaked Hill Bars at low tide. One evening, over 

rows of her colored hair’s parallel waves, she was fastening 

a dot-veiled hat, to go out. She was starting to look like the 

Queen Mother. A fine figure of a woman, and one to whom 

he was vowed. 

Maytree knew Lou read his letters. Why not? He loved her 

and had long ago forbidden his deep thoughts to turn back to 

her. He dreaded learning she hated him. Surely by now would 

she not have let it all go? Her letter said she had. She even in-

vited them to stay with her. And would she not think of him 

fondly but not regretfully, as he thought of her fondly and 

stopped himself? Though surely not so often. Year after year 

Cornelius urged him back home. 

Maytree could no longer find red-speckled notebooks. He 

got his first one over twenty years ago. In Camden, he bought 

a batch of black-speckled notebooks. In the black ones he 

kept random notes. He glued red ribbon to the binding of one 

of these. He wrote on the binding the letter L. Damned if he 

would write love. He was studying not love but consciousness. 

Insofar as he still saved time to read. 

On a hot day he and his friend drank on the back steps. 

The friend was a hangdog giant with a crew cut. He had in-

troduced Maytree to Henry Green and Borges. Now he asked 

if he liked Stevenson. Maytree brought out some old note-

books. “Marriage,” he read, “marriage is a step so grave and 
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decisive that it attracts light-headed, variable men by its very 

awfulness.” 

Now in the same notebook Maytree found a passage from 

Under the Greenwood Tree. Someone wonders of a couple, 

How could they be in love? They are distant in manner. 

—“Ay,” says a rustic, popping up. “That’s part of the zick-

ness. Distance belongs to it, slyness belongs to it, the queerest 

things on earth belongs to it!” He read aloud. His friend liked 

Baudelaire’s calling lovemaking “the lyric of the masses.” 

After his friend left that day he found Deary inside man-

ning the telephone like a howitzer. For clients she drew up 

similar plans and elevations. She fooled with rooflines. Deary 

and he convinced each new client that his or her personal 

needs—for bedrooms, kitchen, bath, living room, porch— 

showed unique taste. 

Tonight they expected ten for dinner. On the extended 

cherry table he placed crystal and sterling in phalanxes on 

linen and lace. Maytree foresaw tonight’s distinguished 

crowd repeating information from the newspaper. Some of 

their guests wrote excellent articles and books. Consequently 

Maytree knew them to be—somewhere in there—vastly more 

learned than social life permitted. 

Seeing friends used to be easier. Was it their age? Did any-

one actually like adult social life? Ping-Pong brought laughter 

as respectable entertainment did not. He and Deary wasted 

their many-paned dining room on dinner parties instead 

of ongoing games and music. Portuguese and Azorean old-

timers in Provincetown—calling themselves respectively 
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Lisbons and picos—enjoyed whist, singing fados, and taking 

grandchildren out in boats. Maytree envied them their noisy 

parties. He could not change Maine alone. 

After they cleaned up the party, Maytree helped breathless 

Deary upstairs and into bed. Then down on the back steps 

he paged through another old red-speckled notebook by the 

backdoor light. It intrigued him still, what an art historian 

wrote of Michelangelo’s poetry: “The tensions deepen in the 

twenty or so poems of the middle period as the poet who is 

working deeply to complete the Sistine frescoes of the Last 

Judgment suffers the torture of loving two women and one 

man.” Maytree thought, Torture? 

Decades’ reading had justified his guess that men and 

women perceive love identically save for, say, five percent. 

Reading books by men and women showed only—but it was 

something—that love struck, in exactly the same way, most, 

but not all, of those few men and women, since the invention 

of writing, who wrote something down. An unfair sample. 





—K eep your wom a n fr iends,  Reevadare 

told Lou long ago. But Lou ignored friends when she met 

Maytree. After Maytree ran off, people imposed on her the 

unwelcome dignity they accorded new widows or Nobel Prize 

winners. They blamed her for their own distance, fancy-

ing she caused their feeling by a vaunted opinion of herself. 

It drove Lou bats. At parties she danced silly dances, made 

far-fetched puns, sang camp songs, and all but wore lamp-

shades. She could not imagine a friend more lively, and loyal, 

than Jane Cairo turned out to be. Jane seemed not to resent 

or begrudge anything Lou was by birth or hap, such as tall, or 

made-into-myth. 

Jane often visited Lou or Cornelius or both in the dunes. 

Once she invited Lou to Cornelius’s shack when he was gone. 

Sitting on the shack bed, Lou watched Jane ladle water. She 

hooked the ladle, took three steps to the bed, raised an arm, 

and, whoops, detained a big black snake that was speeding up 

the wall by Lou. Thumbing the back of its head like a tick’s, 

Jane seemed to persuade the snake to be caught. She peeled it 

from the wall. When its front half coiled on her arm, she of-

fered it her other arm, as if for a quadrille. It curled its weight 
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on Jane’s two arms and kept moving balanced between them. 

It was over six feet long, and unduly thick. 

—They relax, she said, when they know you’ve got them. 

She was short and nearsighted like her parents. She freed the 

snake outside, saying, Let them eat mice. Were not people 

who tolerated snakes going against human nature? Did that 

mean they were cultured? 

Jane came back blinking. —Why is it always a big black 

snake? Have you ever seen a small one? Imagine their eggs. 

She looked at Lou, who had not budged. —Oh, you and your 

marble calm! Lou laughed and knocked down her water. 

All Lou’s life after she got her height, only Maytree mocked 

and teased her as an equal, and now Jane. How generous of 

Jane to chaff her. Jane worked at the Art Association. She and 

Lou met often. Her general knowledge surprised even Lou. 

Jane looked roguish through her glasses, tapped her temple, 

and said, Like a steel trap! 

Lou walked through the dunes back to her house. The tide 

was out so far the metal mudflat smelled, Lou thought, like 

the moon. 

Reevadare knew a thing or two when she told Lou to keep 

her women friends. Jane was a teenager then. Come to think 

of it, Reevadare herself could not have been much over fifty at 

that party. Lou was now fifty-eight. Was Lou now old, or had 

Reevadare been young? Lou knew herself to be young. She 

touched her mouth. So Reevadare had been young? Hands 

veiny, her mottled face and arms, lipstick ascending, much-

married, thin-voiced Reevadare?—had been younger then 

than Lou was now? Old people were not incredulous at hav-
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ing once been young, but at being young for so many decades 

running. Then what is old? Old must be . . . out of the ball 

game. 

One windy Thanksgiving Lou joined the Cairos visiting 

Jane behind the Art Association counter whence she sold 

paintings, prints, posters, and magazines. These academic 

parents of Jane’s, in whose summer house she lived above the 

harbor, were waiting for her to finish—that is, to write—her 

dissertation. Their shining prodigy was throwing herself 

away in a backwater so rural that four digits dialed the phone. 

Was her dissertation not finished—except the actual writ-

ing? Jane faced her father. Her glasses lenses miniaturized 

her eyes. —That’s why there’s no need to write it. She could 

easily defend it. She quoted Einstein on abandoned doctor-

ates: “The whole comedy has become boring.” Walking back, 

Elaine Cairo, nonplussed as she put it, appealed to Lou. — 

Help her find some ambitious man who will sweep her into 

the mainstream. 

Summer people loved the Cape and never for a minute 

mistook it for real. By which Lou guessed they meant sky-

scrapers? opera? She realized the older Cairos meant, at bot-

tom, universities. Her parents said that while Jane dallied in 

Provincetown not writing her dissertation, she might as well 

insulate, paint, and reroof their house. So she did. When Lou 

and Jane were alone, Jane told mean stories about her mother. 

She disdained her mother’s academic outlook; she said her 

mother treated her father like dirt. Lou thought Jane was get-

ting too old to regard her bitterness as the natural effect of a 

cause outside herself. 
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Often from her shack Lou saw Jane slog through sand to 

visit either her or Cornelius. She thought nothing of it un-

til one summer, those two, Jane and Cornelius, more than 

twenty years apart in age, married. Only Lou and Edna Ra-

poso, county clerk, witnessed the civil to-do. At Lou’s kitchen 

table afterward, Cornelius popped corks. Lou saw his profile; 

his beard hid a bow tie. He kept a bow tie in his shack? He 

spent that night in town at Cairos’. The next day on the Up-

per West Side, Jane Cairo’s mother Elaine, on the telephone, 

threw a rod. 

Hollyhocks spattered Reevadare’s West End house. Per-

haps so many spattering painters for that reason chose it as  

motif. Jane Cairo arrived at the gate as Lou did. Jane’s hair 

overwhelmed two barrettes and a rubber band. Since her 

mouth was wider than her teeth, whenever she smiled or 

laughed, dark triangles pointed up her lips’ corners. Know-

ing, Lou looked hard and saw Jane was already showing. 

—You look wonderful, Jane told Reevadare. Reevadare’s  

humpback, which she named Surtsey, was now almost higher 

than her head. 

—Honey, I got enough troubles without looking good. 

Reevadare never used to call people honey. She was playing 

old age like a bass. 

—“The tragedy of old age,” Jane said, “is not that one is 

old but that one is young.” Reevadare led them to a red table 

in the garden. Unseen, a catbird sang baroque. The wind was 

clocking east. It cracked the cold sea line. 

Jane and Cornelius would keep living apart. What if they 
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have a baby? Especially if they have a baby, Lou thought. Cor-

nelius claimed to abhor both the form baby and the concept 

baby. Town had a Laundromat. Wait and see. 

Reevadare’s hair’s part sunburned red. She was going hat-

less these days like everyone else. To Lou as a girl, old people’s 

following fashion was just as sickening to watch as old people’s 

not following fashion. Reevadare’s ears looked like Buddha’s. 

Her tea smelled like grass clippings. Over egg-salad sand-

wiches, she asked Jane if they planned to have children. Jane 

said Cornelius always wanted to name a baby girl Tandy, after 

a character in Winesburg, Ohio. A what? A girl. In a book? 

—A drunk man names a seven-year-old girl Tandy, which 

he says means something like, the quality of . . . Jane looked 

off high to her left, revealing her jawline. —Tandy means . . . 

“The quality of being strong to be loved. It is something men 

need from women and that they do not get.” 

Why would anyone saddle a baby with a made-up name 

that means “the quality of being strong to be loved”? Jane 

said she liked the name fine. Tandy Blue? 

Lou asked herself, yet again, What happens to people out 

here on the lower Cape, a mid-ocean sandspit, what happens 

even to intelligent and educated people, that they take to ply-

ing skies like cows in Chagall? From solid citizens they sub-

limed to limbless metaphysicians. Their minds grew lucent 

as gels. Or they slipped from supersaturation to superstition 

without passing through crystal. Lou decided that the lower 

Cape’s ratio of gases and fluids to solids must be out of whack. 

Otherwise, she agreed with many out here who like her (and 

Maytree, Deary, and Jane) found it prudent not to waste life’s 
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few years cultivating and displaying good taste. To whom? 

She could be reading. 

—I wonder what women need from men that they do not 

get. In Reevadare’s garden, Jane looked dreamy. 

—Courage would be nice, Reevadare said. All my hus-

bands were afraid, every last man jack. She laughed and waved 

her spotted hands. She looked to Lou like she had gotten over 

them, every last man jack. 



Dur ing one snow y Satur day morning car-

toon commercial Deary asked Maytree, Did you know that 

back in Provincetown I could see children’s auras? Petie’s was 

blue! He did know that. She repeated herself at ever-closer 

intervals. When did he notice he tuned her out like wind, like 

halyards’ knocking masts? He had vowed himself to their life 

together, not to every word she spoke. 

Maytree stepped into his study and rubbed his face. He 

heard the television playing the Poet and Peasant Overture in 

full orchestra. Things must be working out for Bugs Bunny. 

How had he now loved Deary for—almost—twenty years? 

Or did he. He used to listen on edge, for years and in vain, 

to uncover where, in any anecdote’s avalanche, dropped the 

flake she thought might interest him. 

Early with Lou, then with Deary, and again now, he re-

turned to this: Why can love, love apparently absolute, re-

cur? And recur? Why does love feel it is—know for certain it 

is—eternal and absolute, every time? He opened a notebook 

and found a passage he had copied from Kaf ka’s letters to Fe-

lice. “I have no crazier and greater wish than that we should 

be bound together inseparably by the wrists.” 
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Of course Kafka wrote letters to Felice only when they 

were apart. Love letters do not so much document daily love’s 

long hours as precede them. Now after these many years in 

Maine, Maytree wondered if Kafka ever felt that being bound 

to Felice by the wrists was a wish crazier than he knew. 

He began on a blank page. Three explanations for love’s 

recurrence presented. Perhaps everyone gathers or grows an 

enormous sack of love he hands whole from one beloved to 

another. In this instance, the beloved is love’s hat rack. Or, 

second, perhaps love is delusional. The heart never learns 

and keeps leaping the length of its life, rising to lures made of 

rubber hiding hooks. Or, third, perhaps he never really loved 

Lou, let alone his other girlfriends, and, having learned love 

by loving, had found in Deary his true mate at last. 

All three—even the usually irresistibly tempting true-

mate-at-last hypothesis, for which both Maytree and Deary 

were by now many years too experienced—apostasized. They 

apostasized by saying love between man and woman, or any-

one and anyone, beyond those eighteen months that science 

allows for infatuation, was imaginary or theater, or inertia, 

or convenience. A view looking to Maytree ever more plau-

sible, but he knew he had truly loved Lou for years and still 

did. Since all apostasized, he was missing options, unless the 

premise—that there is such a thing as love, and it recurs— 

was false, so that apostasy was really a lapse into truth, like 

Galileo’s. But then which belief was largest, which afforded 

hope, by which could we live? Was romance hierophany, or 

some fowler’s snare that yanked a culture by the toe? Lucre-
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tius declared that love was only a shudder mammals used to 

procreate. Lucretius drank a love philter, fell in love, and died 

of suicide from a broken heart—doubtless, Maytree thought, 

to the delight of everyone. 

Deary’s legs felt weak, she told him later; she could hardly 

get up the stairs. She was out of breath. She had back trouble. 

She was old. Her neck hurt. Would he rub her back? Was her 

back still beautiful? Could he build them an addition—a big-

ger dining room in which to hang three chandeliers? 

The lasting love he studied, not mere emotion, might be 

willful focus of attention. It might be a custody of reactions. 

He circled this view for years. Love as directed will did not  

sound like love’s first feeling of cliff-jumping. Call that period 

eighteen months or seven years—call it anything but infatu-

ation! It must be acknowledged and accounted for. Recently 

science had nailed down its chemistry: adrenaline. After eigh-

teen months, the body balks at more adrenaline. Then what? 

He had loved Lou for years and years. On and off, mostly very 

much on. Those loving years, and their persistence, must also 

be credited. People used to die so young! Maybe lasting love is 

a rare evolutionary lagniappe. Anthropologists say almost ev-

ery human culture on earth gives lip service, and lip service 

only, to monogamy. He was scrupulously loving in mind and 

body toward Deary in order to make reparations to the moral 

universe. He was grateful for the chance. 

Lasting love makes no scientific sense after the kids can 

hunt and gather. Yet statistics note that if one of a long-

married couple dies, the other often dies soon after. Maybe 

love in that case is a term so wide it includes both infatuation 
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and mutual, habitual dependency. Screw that. Why? Because 

he knew better. That it was outside science’s lens did not mean 

it did not exist. As Maytree aged, lasting love was starting to 

seem more central to a man’s life even than work. Even than 

building a career and even writing poetry! Anthropology had 

proved against its expectations that the ideal of lasting love 

and also its undeniable (if minority) presence was well-nigh 

universal, in culture after culture from the Stone Age on. 

Say that evolution came up with the eighteen months’ in-

fatuation. That might be long enough to get Baby on his feet 

and arranged for, if only by Grandpa or siblings. Then the 

man can go off and impregnate someone else. Why then do 

old people fall in love? Why stay loving? The feeling of love is 

so crucial to our species it is excessive, like labor pain. Lasting 

love is an act of will. It is a gentleman’s game. 

To Lou’s raised light Maytree had once set his face. “Time 

was,” said a Wessex rustic, “long and merry ago now!” He 

loved her, whatever that was, merry ago or not. He skipped 

over his undeniable knowledge that he had also loved Deary 

deeply for a while at first, a while he had been prolonging. 

He was obliged to love Deary. Now with and for Deary, he 

had wrapped his hands around oars, iced them fast, and kept 

rowing. 



L ou hoped sca nda lously to live her own 

life. A subnormal calling, since civilization means cities and 

cities mean social norms. She wanted only to hear herself  

think. She admired Diogenes who shaved half his head so 

he would stay home to think. How else might she hear any 

original note, any stray subject-and-verb in the head, how-

ever faint, should one come? 

She pushed the tiller hard over, came about, and set a 

slashing course upwind. The one-room ever-sparer dune 

shack was her chief dwelling from which only hurricane or 

frost exiled her. Over decades, she had reclaimed what she 

had forfeited of her own mind, if any. She took pains to keep 

outside the world’s acceleration. An Athens marketplace 

amazed Diogenes with “How many things there are in the 

world of which Diogenes hath no need!” Lou had long since 

cut out fashion and all radio but the Red Sox. In the past few 

years she had let go her ties to people she did not like, to iron-

ing, to dining out in town, and to buying things not neces-

sary and that themselves needed care. She ignored whatever 

did not interest her. With those blows she opened her days 

like a piñata. A hundred freedoms fell on her. She hitched free 
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years to her lifespan like a kite tail. Everyone envied her the 

time she had, not noticing that they had equal time. 

The bay and ocean and daytime sky did not change. Lou 

lived in color fields. By habit, she ignored the Cape’s man-

made changes. In town it was tough to break the habit of 

checking skies every hour or so. These new people kept imag-

inary beasties away using streetlights and spotlights. Not one 

of them asked about burglary rates. They thought they knew. 

They unknowingly brought their big-city obsession with 

crime and appearance and status as rats bring etc. 

When winter forced her back to town she braced to enter 

the same low-ceilinged cave most Americans lived in un-

knowingly. Always in May the Milky Way returned to belly 

overhead, as if equinoctial storms made of the galaxy a spin-

naker that opened to north winds. Any fuss reached her any-

way, even though she ducked just as, swimming, she took a 

breaking wave by diving under it. 

Three days a week she helped at the Manor Nursing 

Home, where people proved their keenness by reciting re-

ceived analyses of current events. All the Manor residents 

watched television day and night, informed to the eyeballs 

like everyone else and rushed for time, toward what end no 

one asked. Their cupidity and self-love were no worse than 

anyone else’s, but their many experiences’ having taught 

them so little irked Lou. One hated tourists, another south-

erners; another despised immigrants. Even dying, they still 

held themselves in highest regard. Lou would have to watch 

herself. For this way of thinking began to look like human 
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nature—as if each person of two or three billion would 

spend his last vital drop to sustain his self-importance. 

In September and October, Lou stayed in the dunes to 

surf-cast. After sunset, the sky drew out its dying. The sea 

climbing her legs was suddenly warm, a wonder. Until a wave 

knocked her down, she was herself sea and skies in equipoise. 

A hitting bass jump-started her. She caught the shrieking reel 

as the fish ran the line; she set the hook. 

The next day Jane Cairo visited Lou’s shack on the way to 

Cornelius’s. And she brought swaddled Tandy! who was the 

size and shape of a one-quart thermos. Tandy’s yellow face 

(previously purple) was peaceful. When Lou held the light 

baby, she said, You forget. Jane said everybody without ex-

ception studied the baby’s face at length and eventually said, 

You forget. Cornelius called her You Forget. Later that night 

Lou felt a friendly greeting from Maytree in Maine. She felt 

his surprise jig several times a year. Did it rebound from that 

old backboard the moon? Hallo, she said back like Toad, 

amused. 

Maybe someday a thought or two would come. In the 

meantime she cleared the landing strip. 





Newly ashor e in Ca mden,  Maine, Pete wore 

his sweater belted into his pants. A Greek cap, canvas land 

shoes. He liked this time of evening, yellow pier lights, indoor 

rooms glowing blue as the sky’s last edge, and Cassiopeia 

asprawl. When his vessel Marie’s motor cracked in the Gulf of 

Maine, he hauled out the two-stroke, the old eggbeater, and 

they limped to the nearest boatyard. In Camden, if this tiny 

outboard could make Camden within their lifetimes, they 

would seek a cheap boatyard, wait for a new engine, and fix 

or replace the pump. How would he and his estranged father 

act? Pete at thirty-two was ready to meet him man-to-man 

and father-to-father. 

Once on the wharf as Pete dropped his duffel from dock 

to deck, his father’s face appeared behind the water—narrow 

skull, laugh creases, alert eyes under brows like shakes—and 

Pete felt the barometer needle swing over like a helm. set fair. 

He had hopped aboard. The needle stayed over ever since. 

He remembered playing catch, rowing. His father let him 

open and shut his folding ruler. They dug clams. Sometimes 

his parents danced to Louis Armstrong on the radio and sent 

him aghast out the door. When his father looked up from the 
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flats, or looked beyond the downstairs French doors to the  

bay, he tended to say, 

Where is there an end of them, the fishermen sailing 

Into the wind’s tail, where the fog cowers? 

These memories were thin tokens. Long ago Pete had for-

given Deary’s betrayal. She was the one adult in town who 

had a good time. 

And what would his own firstborn, little Manny, remem-

ber of him? Everything! His son was extra conscious. 

Pete climbed the steep Main Street sidewalk. He found the 

couple’s side street named at its top. He knew the house num-

ber. He could always join the rest of the crew at the boatyard. 

He saw her dark slacks on a porch, a green couch, knees 

up, white ladylike bun showing over a pillow; she was read-

ing the New York Times. He saw lamps, a sideboard, a heater, 

and a Persian rug. He opened the screen door and walked in. 

What if his face rang no bell? She gave a cry, and he helped 

her rise. She held him fast. She was short. She tilted her face 

up and said, Petie! Your room’s ready. 

My room? 

—What is it? That voice came from inside. His father en-

tered the porch, thin as a pipefish, tall, orange-and-white 

eyebrows, loose limbs, full head of white hair, nice-guy face. 

He wore his belt high. Their eyes met over Deary’s head. 

Here was the look he used to dread. The sticking point  

for Pete had been his father’s twenty-year silence. Often 

Pete’s partner Sooner reported that his own father had seen 
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Maytree at their college reunion. So he even came to Massa-

chusetts every five years, and still never even called. 

Pete saw his old father’s smile kindle and tremble. So many 

easy lines crossed his skin that his eyes looked like pokeholes 

in screens. Pete held out his hand. Maytree surrounded him 

as if for keeps, and, in the process, Deary. At his collar Pete 

smelled the man’s neck like warm copper. His hair smelled 

like him alone. I must hold back, Pete thought; he knew his 

enthusiasm could scare people. Then he saw his wet-faced 

father, not holding back. Oh—he used to read him books, 

that’s what he did. Pete felt his father’s tensile arms, felt his  

knobbed shoulders’ heat and tone. He remembered the round 

faraway voice in which his father read him stories aloud day 

and night long after Pete himself could read. Blue carpenter’s 

chalk smudged the pages. 

Why had he waited? Why had he not—as his mother 

urged him to—invited him, both of them, to his and Marie’s 

wedding? 

—Hell’s bells, his mother had said back at home. You poi-

soned yourself after all. —It’s not that, he said. He did not 

say that meeting his father would embarrass them both. He 

knew his mother would ridicule his using embarrassment as 

an excuse not to do what was right. Yet surely she understood 

embarrassment? 

Now in Camden father stepped back, possibly lest Deary 

suffocate. —Whiskey? he said. Vodka? Gin? Here was the 

same long face blushing, the same shambling friendliness. His 

wild brows arced down and his wide mouth arced up, giving 
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him a hopeful look. Pete had seen this expression squinting in 

deckel-edge snapshots. Now the rays pleating his father’s tem-

ples were deep. He was sixty-four, Pete knew—much younger 

than Deary, younger than Cornelius, three years older than 

Lou Maytree. He had the zip of a tern. 

—Gin, thanks. His father carried his head a bit forward. 

What should he call him? His short orange-and-white beard 

angled like a train’s cowcatcher. Deary, hanging like a toddler, 

still had Pete hooked with both arms. 

What sort of love was twenty years’ silence? It made no  

sense. A father’s shame, fearing his son’s censure? Pete had no 

idea. He knew how a parent falls wild for a child. Nothing could 

breach his intimacy with their own amazing baby, gleeful, pas-

sionate Manny. No one who adored you like that could ever 

hate you. Pete’s once wanting to stone his father with beach  

cobbles had dropped from his mind, and so had the memory 

of all his internal work just to bear the thought of him. 

Later that night he climbed Camden’s Main Street again 

with his kit. The sidewalk under trees was like a cave. In twenty 

years he had never once imagined—in the little time imagin-

ing takes—that his father loved him all along. His father had 

waited for him to figure out it was his, Pete’s, move. But Pete’s 

movement was all internal. He never let his father know. 

When had scruples not hobbled or wrecked love or affec-

tion? He could have won Marie Koday several years earlier, 

years in which he so cautiously refrained even from saying 

hello that she finally had to kiss him. She met the boat and 

kissed him. His blood bolted and his town cap dropped. Their 
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life began. Scrupulously not rattling his father’s presumed  

privacy or indifference, he had wasted more stupid years. 

Deary tried to show him down their polished hall. She 

looked like summer people—gold bracelet, earrings, tailored 

skirt, lipstick. He remembered her tatterdemalion. Still strik-

ing, she was newly a limping matron. A bit far between, the curls 

at her crown. Her eyebrows barely traced their ruts. Deary’s eye 

area, he guessed, opened a vertical third of her face. Good looks 

at any age required only big eyes under high brows. 

She was sixty-seven. Maytree helped her show Pete down 

the hall. —Remember, Deary said. She winked across his fa-

ther’s potbelly no bigger than a chowder bowl. Promise me. 

When I die I want to go out like a gypsy queen. Big smile, 

great false teeth. Burn my carriage with me inside it, she said. 

In Provincetown. 

—You bet, Pete said. Consider it remembered. Burn in 

carriage, Provincetown. 

—Where are you keeping your carriage these days? 

—He’s humoring me! 

—Actually, Maytree said, I am. At the kitchen sink later he 

told Pete that two years ago he had tricked Deary into letting 

the town’s tall white-haired physician, whom Maytree now 

referred to as Dr. Eminent, check her. Speaking to Maytree, 

Dr. Eminent implied that everything was all in Deary’s dim-

ply head, likely because she never had a baby. —Find another 

doctor, Pete had said. 

—They’re all quacks! Deary squeaked from the porch. 

The cure is lost in a jungle! Her hearing was excellent. 
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Pete stayed four days in Camden, shoulders on walls  

(his friends called him Eileen), while the boatyard waited 

for parts. During breakfast daily, a broad-hipped, plaid-clad 

young woman named Sarah Smither let herself in. Maytree 

had already told Pete that Sarah’s Irish-immigrant parents 

had so many children that he and Deary privately called the 

offspring, collectively, Smithereens. Sarah joined them in the 

dining room. His father said Sarah looked after things. Later 

Sarah filled a thermos jug with coffee, helped Deary to her 

office, and put away dishes within earshot of Deary’s bronze 

handbell. 

The first full day, he saw his father and Deary were part-

ners. —I’ve come up in the world, Deary said. —Isn’t that the 

point? Recently she sited a house on a once-wooded lakeshore. 

She drew plans and elevations to the last spec. Her architec-

tural weeks on this project were ending if clients approved. 

Maytree and men would stick-build the house, roof it, and 

dry it in. Deary got permits. Before her vitality waned, she 

had risen early to chase forestry crews, haulers, suppliers, the 

furnace installer, plumbers, electricians, the insulation people, 

the plasterer, and the stonemason. She had accounted, billed, 

and paid. 

Near Deary at the oak kitchen table, Pete peeled the po-

tatoes she washed. She told him old Provincetown stories in 

her familiar, if aerated, high voice. He picked up potatoes  

she dropped. He wished she knew his childhood less and his 

manhood more. But how? He could have let them know him, 

any time. 



141  t h e  m a y t r e e s  

—Marie Koday? She spent all one summer upside down 

with her head in the water, walking on her hands. Adorable 

child. Was she not considerably older than you? 

—Not now. 

Deary wanted to play spit, double Canfield, and slapjack. 

She insisted he grab hard and slap fast. She lost her breath. 

Her hands whirred and her rings clobbered. She laughed. 

Evenings after coffee, Maytree rubbed her shoulders. She 

kept her chin raised, as Pete had noticed in Boston that only 

beautiful women do. His father cleaned up. 

—Are you writing poetry? 

—Maybe over next winter. They say Georges Bank is over-

fished—that right? 

—They have never been there. 

—So you fish the Gulf of Maine? 

—Sometimes. We keep an eye on both cod stocks. 

Deary double-shuffled. Ventrally, her hands were yellow 

except between the bones, where they were blue. He never 

imagined coming here to slap her around. 

Here in his father’s Camden house, Pete had his own 

head. Its window looked into what his father told him was a 

maple. Thinly in the maple he saw his own mirrored face that 

boughs scratched. He missed Marie. 

“What we have together,” Pete and Marie called it to them-

selves, for want of a single noun. While both sets of parents, 

when very young, had coupled for certain once, or in Marie’s 

parents’ unthinkable case thrice, those parents’ matter-of-

fact ways, like everyone else’s, showed they never suspected, 
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and must be shielded from, the secret and unearthly proper-

ties of what we have together. A good man like his father—he 

always heard his father was once a good man—could go bad 

and run off  ? 

Obviously his father and mother never had anything to-

gether. But what about his father and Deary, twenty years 

ago? His father would have been forty-four then: twelve years 

older than Pete now, but of course much older inside, as be-

fits a parent. At that age, couples patted the remains of each 

other’s hands on porches. Deary was even older now than 

Marie’s coal-tar-dyed mother who still plunked herself on the 

old man’s knees after ice cream. Grotesque, all of it. 

The maple outside and his own face showed equally in 

the window. As a boy, Pete noticed that old people like Re-

evadare Weaver and Cornelius Blue could horrifyingly per-

sist in oldness for decade after decade, no end in sight, with-

out shame. Old people were those who lacked will to leave, 

or tact to know, when their party was over. At thirty-two he 

had begun the rocketry recalibration of what constitutes old 

people—whose merry ranks he did not plan, in any case, to 

join. Drowning at sea was a likely option. Better, when the 

time came, was shooting himself. This was America. 

Once a day either Pete or his father wondered why they 

waited so long. —Men! Deary said, but she had not contacted 

him, either. Still, no use wasting time regretting time they’d 

already lost. That now he made his father happy with a few 

words—come see your grandson—shamed Pete for once be-

grudging them. 
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On their final morning when Marie would launch again, 

Pete watched fog pool up the street. A sprucey scarf of fog en-

tered with Sarah Smither. Her eyeglasses’ frames were plaid. 

—I like the fog, Deary said, except when it catches in trees. 

—You like the fog, Sarah replied, except when it catches 

in trees. 

Sarah was studying clinical psychology. Maytree told Pete 

he wondered whether to strangle her or give her a cracker. He 

gave her a raise. What would they do when her school started? 

On the stone steps the men pounded each other’s shoulders. 

Deary tried to squeeze Pete, wept brightly, and said, Don’t be 

a stranger. Again his gaze met his father’s over her head. 





Dr. Cobo,  car diologist,  k ept offices in 

his house’s basement. As a young man board-certified in both 

cardiology and internal medicine, Dr. Cobo had immigrated 

from Cuba and had to undergo recertification as though Cu-

ba’s were the lesser health-care system. 

Granite steps delved from a Main Street sidewalk to Dr. 

Cobo’s door. Maytree carried Deary down the steps’ pitch. 

—A heart murmur, Dr. Cobo said. Tests. Her leaking mi-

tral valve lost to backwash more than it pumped. —Congestive 

heart failure, Dr. Cobo said, addressing Deary. 

—We can try to get you into Texas transplant trials, he 

said. In the meantime, we’ll monitor you in the hospital. A 

ventilator will help you breathe easily. Deary half closed her 

eyes and bestowed her lipsticky smile. —I’d rather die. 

Maytree settled her in the car. She would refuse any treat-

ment, let alone any physician or hospital. —I could get roller 

skates, Deary said as he carried her in their front door. —I 

love old ladies who roller-skate. 

An hour later: —They even admit they don’t know every-

thing! Look on their licenses, O ye mighty, and drop dead! 

Almost everyone they knew who went to a hospital, or con-
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sulted physicians, or submitted to surgery, died in pain. Post 

hoc non ergo propter hoc, Maytree thought. 

In the kitchen he cupped a pinna against her sternum. 

Murmur! The backwash of her heart’s pump sloshed. The 

mitral valve was no seal but a rubber pet door that f lapped 

both ways. 

Maytree set up a bed in their living room by the wheel-

chair. He moved tables. Deary called for her hairdresser to 

come once a week. She gave Maytree instructions for gar-

dener, cleaner, and f lorist. Happily in bed she named another 

dozen people who had surgery and died in pain. They filled 

the cemetery. 

Dr. Cobo had asked Maytree to stop by later. Then he 

told him that cardiology could only palliate. Deary’s heart 

muscle had swelled and thinned past saving. In any case she 

would not suffer. He made sure Maytree understood he was 

no prophet. —Soon, he said. Pressed, he said, Maybe many 

months, maybe fewer. Maytree hoped Deary would not get 

pious on him, and she did not. 

—You took her to Dr. Eminent before? his painter friend 

asked from the porch. He tells women it’s all in their heads. 

Maytree quit work and handed others both his projects to 

finish. He bought robes. He learned “Black Watch plaid” and 

“chenille.” Their friends the painter and his wife visited self-

consciously. Maytree loved this guy but knew their friendship 

was not intimate. When they came, he turned off the televi-

sion. As its screen darkened, it contracted to a dot of light that 

snapped out. 

Deary let only Sarah Smither visit what she called her 
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crypt. Sarah Smither read orange-bound children’s biogra-

phies aloud. Wrapped in blossom-print silk, Deary smiled 

when Abe Lincoln played a trick: he lifted and flipped a local 

boy who tracked muddy footprints on a friend’s ceiling. 

When the wheelchair or bed tired her, Maytree carried 

her like a doll. She raised her palm before his eyes while he 

bore her to the bathroom. 

—Look at my lifeline. What does it tell you? 

—That I can’t see where we’re going. 

For dying, she was ready as for any other party. —Mes-

sages for anyone dead? she asked Sarah Smither and the 

scared mailman. Her eyes half closed. She could no longer 

belt her exhilarating favorite, “Antonio Spangonio (the Bum 

Toreador).” Maytree joined her. —When I catch that blighter 

I’ll kill him, I will . . . I’ll cut out his heart with a dagger, I will. 

One morning Maytree heard the song’s finale, —He shall die! 

he shall die! when I plant an onion on his Spanish bunion, when 

I catch Antonio—tonight! Pause. 

—You forgot the boom boom! Maytree said. —No, you. 

Meaning, you sing the boom boom! because I can’t. –Boom 

boom! 

One morning after a December snowstorm he slipped on 

ice and dropped her. Rather, he threw her—just a lob. 

He was carrying her down to Dr. Cobo, the sight of whose 

Castilian face soothed them. It was voodoo after all. 

The day he dropped her, he was bearing forward like a 

tray. She weighed ninety pounds. He felt his foot slip on iced 

stone. In that instant he tossed her in the fresh snowbank 
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by the steps. At the toss he recoiled, and his slip became a 

wreck. 

—Honey? she whispered. She usually called him Maytree. 

—Are you all right? 

—Are you? 

She told him later she, too, heard his bones snap like car-

rots. Nothing hurt for almost an hour. 

In the strictly-for-profit hospital, professionals did their 

best shorthanded. They let him wait behind curtains on a  

bed. Deary, unhurt, waited, too. Someone glanced at Deary 

and ran out. Someone else listened to Deary’s heart. 

—I’m just taking her vitals, the emergency-room nurse 

told Maytree. 

—No, he said. You emphatically are not. 

Deary refused admission, stonewalling ever-higher-ups, 

and signed a hundred release forms. She held the pen among 

blue fingernails. She sat on a wheeled steel stool until she 

slipped and the stool bowled into the nurses’ station. Then 

Sarah Smither’s mother appeared carrying Deary’s oxygen-

tube stand—she refused it—and her pillow. This worthy, 

who made squash doughnuts, held Deary on her lap to bal-

ance and warm her. Maytree watched her slip a fingerful of 

petroleum inside Deary’s nostrils. He wished she would shoot 

them both. 

Much later he learned that he had broken his left humerus 

just above the elbow. He broke his left clavicle. He broke 

his right radius twice. He broke his right wrist and thumb; 

he snapped his right ulna in two at the elbow. One lumbar 

vertebra cracked—the crucial one, he felt, that every twitch 
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cracked anew. Without puncturing his lungs, his fourth and 

fifth ribs sustained greenstick fractures dorsally. Far from 

“sustaining” anything, he thought, his bones broke. The or-

thopedist reduced Maytree’s four arm fractures in memora-

ble jerks, and unrolled wet plaster casts over both his arms, 

one high, one low. 

He pictured his fall down those six stone steps as so spec-

tacular he chose not to picture it again. His X-rays looked like 

the Tunguska event, the Siberian forest after a meteorite hit. 

An old woman entered and taped his broken ribs as if they 

might flee. She tucked his right cast under her arm, eyeballed 

his thumb to align it with his invisible wrist, and splinted it. 

On doctor’s orders she gave him only acetaminophen—as he 

learned later from the itemized bill. We Americans possibly 

enjoyed a right to suffer needlessly that lesser peoples miss. 

Mrs. Smither, driving them home, wore a green felt hat. 

He addressed her hat from the backseat as loudly as he could. 

—Mrs. Smither. I know you both work hard. I wonder. His 

ribs broke again every time he breathed. His vertebra halves 

ground like floes. His two broken arms. His head lay on his 

coat folded on Deary’s lap. All day since he fell, or since he 

pitched her on the snow, she seemed dumbstruck. No choices 

for them or even chances presented, if he could not carry her 

and wait on her. She knew it, too. 

He had no one to turn to. Under tires dry snow yelped. 

His bones jolted as if the car had triangular wheels. Moving 

to Provincetown for now would content Deary and keep his 

word. Since he botched life with Lou twenty years ago, he 

honored his every word sometimes to absurdity, like skating 
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with friends after his viral pneumonia had turned to lobar 

pneumonia. 

—If you, or if Sarah . . . If we offer you twice whatever 

you earn . . . Could you help us out for a few months while 

I mend? In Provincetown on Cape Cod, some nice house?  

Or (this in a rush) do you think Sarah would help us now 

and postpone graduation? Has she ever seen Cape Cod? She 

would have her own room and no other duties. Whether he 

could use his arms or not, Deary was still dying. Why had 

they not moved to Provincetown yesterday? 

Sarah, Mrs. Smither said, was starting in June as a coun-

selor for the county. Nor could Mrs. Smither herself leave her 

squash doughnut supervisor post. 

Could Pete take care of them? Good Pete would never 

spring this family of strangers for weeks on his wife. They 

had their baby boy and only two rooms. 

That night Maytree drank vodka from its bottle as Deary 

gasped beside him in their bed. Their walkway lamps below 

the window yellowed the iced maple’s glaze. Deary’s breath-

ing stopped sometimes, as always, and resumed with a snort. 

What had they injected him with, hummingbird feed? 

Had none of them ever broken a bone? How about half a le-

thal injection? At least in capital cases they treated the whole 

person. 

He could buy Pete and Marie a house of any size—but Pete 

would not accept. He still had his young pride. How could 

they move when she had just had a baby? He and Sooner could 

hoist Pete’s house to a wide flatbed . . . No, Sooner had gone 
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back to Missouri for the winter, and he could hoist nothing. 

That was the point. 

He reminded himself that perhaps a billion people like 

him worldwide were lying awake in pain now and at their 

wits’ end. In Provincetown he could rent a place off-season, 

for Deary and him and a live-in helper or two, if Deary could 

stand strangers whose accents and clothes betrayed sloppy 

families. For what purpose had he amassed so much money 

if it was useless? Well, for three private nurses in eight-hour 

shifts, if there were any nurses. And again, if Deary would 

permit as witnesses strangers who would misplace everything 

in a twinkling, and pat her head. Reportedly Cornelius Blue 

and Jane lived in separate dune shacks and separate places in 

town; they visited. With Jane lived a bundled baby, Tandy. 

Cornelius’s town room! It was one room. If the old bachelor 

would not tend one sack of helplessness in the form of Tandy, 

he would not tend three. 

Reevadare took in strays, of which Deary had been many. 

Reevadare also loved throwing parties, loved being waited on 

herself, and talked too much. He rejected the Manor—the 

nursing home. Now what to hope? For he had known all day 

he would appeal to Lou. He knew it as he fell. 

If he could flex his elbows, he would hide his face. 

Practiced—he was at least practiced—he faced his embar-

rassment down. The iced maple trunk near the windows had 

a translucent double. He would slither back so his real wife 

could carry Deary from bed to bath till she died. Lou had 

kept his name. And she would take them. He would welcome 
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them in her place, and he knew her spirit to be generous. Not 

because troubles whipped him and he had no one else to ap-

peal to, though troubles certainly whipped him and he had 

no one else to appeal to, but because Lou might actually help 

them, pronto. 

And forgiveness had nothing to do with it. They were both 

whole people, he and Lou. Whole old people. At their age 

forgiveness could be child’s play if you knew the ropes, and 

so could be the nod that accepted forgiveness of course and 

moved on. Young, he would have thought any end, even dy-

ing, beat being forgiven, let alone by a woman, and beat ask-

ing for help, too, let alone asking the wife he left for help. Now 

he and Lou—if Lou was like Pete, whom he more wronged— 

could meet as equals. His asking would honor her goodness. 

His willingness to ask was part of what he now knew best: to 

think well of those you have wronged, let alone those who 

have wronged you. He hoped Lou’s thinking had brought her 

there, too. He really hoped. Just till Deary died. 

Mrs. Smither would drive Deary and him to Provincetown 

tomorrow in her car. If Lou refused them, she would at least 

help him think what else to try. Would he and Lou even rec-

ognize each other? She kept inviting them to visit—but she 

was kidding herself. No, no possible course could be worse. 

They would leave early. He sprang to life. He fell asleep. 



It  was after t wo o’clock the next day that 

they hazarded the Orleans rotary. He sat by Mrs. Smither 

while Deary dozed and jerked in back. The Cape land was 

f limsy; it lacked stones. If Nausets discovered a glacial erratic, 

they wore paths to it to grind corn; later surveyors reckoned 

by it. Maytree saw gaudy roadside shops clear to Eastham. 

A gas-station map showed that the green-tinted National 

Seashore takings, which they had all fought, had saved the 

lower Cape. They passed dead Pilgrim Lake. Ahead a mov-

ing dune was crossing the road footfirst like a snail. He saw 

half a dozen highway employees (convicts?) trying to sweep 

the dune back with brooms. Left toward the bay. Pulling up 

to his own old house, Mrs. Smither found no parking space. 

Town had shrunk and multiplied walls as crystals form fac-

ets in vials. They parked back on Bradford. He asked Mrs.  

Smither to leave the ignition on so the heater worked. His hip 

hit the car door shut. He would walk. His jacket hung open 

over his casts and slings. 

How would he start? He had outgrown eloquence. He 

started the first time by introducing himself. Lou might well 
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not be amused. He needed more air. He would be able to tell 

from her face. 

On the top step he knew she was gone. He rang the bell, 

waited, walked into the house that smelled like sea and her 

skin, and called. The empty house where they had lived still 

seemed hospitable. Back in the car he told Mrs. Smither how 

to find Pete’s. 

Pete’s Marie opened the door where the outside stairs 

ended. Maytree identified himself. She held the door for him. 

Marie stood taller than Pete, slim-faced and exuberant. Her 

laughing chatter was either her habit, or, more likely, extra 

happiness. She displayed for him, in her thrust arms, black-

eyed baby Manuel who stared at air. The baby had more 

eyebrows than Cary Grant. Braced to confront Lou, May-

tree found himself undone by this in-the-translucent-flesh 

grandson who set him blinking. Pete’s boat was due in after 

sunset, Marie said as if she had known Maytree all her life. He 

sat and knocked back a beer. His bones’ pain was a siren in 

his ears. It wore him out all over every instant, and he could 

barely strain to take in the world behind the blare. Marie said 

Pete’s mother was out closing the shack. In December? Bow-

ing, Maytree left. He had to walk to her there before dark. 

There was a new motel off-street on Bradford. —Where 

are we? Deary whispered when the car stopped. Oh, look, it’s 

Provincetown. The lives we live! She reached in her bag for a 

mirror. Last week she almost stopped eating. She was shutting 

down one tube at a time. In the motel lobby Maytree checked 

them in. From the bed Deary could watch sky stir over the 

bay. Maytree’s broken bones registered each wave’s break as 
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a bomb. Mrs. Smither handed him water to drink. She but-

toned his jacket over his casts and pulled his watch cap over 

his ears. He set out north for the dunes. 

When Maytree was young, men, women, and children 

found their way in starlight alone. When clouds covered the 

night sky, as now, the whole Cape knew it: Dark night! they 

said, in a greeting then as common, and almost as frequent, 

as—Fine day! The answer was, Sure is, or Real dark night. 

Night was their familiar parlor, a scented time all its own. 

Now that electric lights wrecked the night sky, he mourned 

as if the great universe had died within his own lifetime. Peo-

ple forgot to look up. Maytree knew his remembering starry 

nights dated him as the war did. Except that the war, unlike 

humans’ sight of stars, had lasted fewer than ten years. 

Dark would catch him somewhere in the dunes. At this 

thought he turned back and kicked his motel door politely. 

Mrs. Smither obliged him by removing his shoes so he could 

feel his way. Deary smiled. He wondered if she remembered 

the dunes. 





That mor ning at the shack, Lou unhooked 

the long-handled tinsnips. She cut a coiled copper scouring 

pad into strips, and knelt with a palette knife to force the 

strips to caulk holes and cracks in the walls and floor. The 

task required her moving everything in the room, including 

the bed. Scouring pad and steel wool worked as razor-wire 

for mice. If she failed to jam it, it blew out. A few mice and 

snakes always got inside anyway, perhaps through the gaps 

between nuclei and electrons. The mice, from scrapings of 

pillow, made nests the size of basketballs. 

A f lying wedge of cirrus was coming in high. She watched 

the sky fill, crowd, and close. By noon low cloud shut it. The 

foghorn started. That evening from her shack Lou saw blurred 

lights white and red in dark. The lights meant that most of 

the fleet, alerted by forecasts, had drawn inshore to dunes’ 

lee. Always ominous, the sight scared her for years, until she 

learned that in hurricanes she would see no boats at all. Was 

Pete there? If the storm were going to be worse, those boats 

would have made for the breakwater and the harbor behind 

Provincetown’s seven hills, or at very worst gone offshore for 

searoom. 
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Maytree crossed the cold highway. His feet had softened 

in shoes for twenty years. He entered the woods and felt pine 

needles give way to sand as he climbed. All he had to do on 

this part was climb straight up sliding sand. It was like walk-

ing up a down escalator. 

The first high clearing with its 360-degree prospect com-

prised all the dim dunes left and right. Here forest backed ho-

rizon’s arc. Behind him a strand of lights, now blurring, dot-

ted both Provincetown and its reflection. The lights burned 

no holes to relieve the black but instead seemed glued to its 

cloth. No matter how dark the night, sand’s albedo was barely 

lighter than bushes’ and trees’. Foundering behind a blowout, 

he rehearsed his bearings. The dunes and the people’s path 

through them might have moved. The southwest wind at 

his neck could not serve as direction finder because it might 

shift. 

Maytree was—as their old friend Mary Heaton Vorse 

said—“night-footed.” Up and down and veer up and veer 

down and veer left and with luck find the swale’s hard sand. 

Farther along in the night’s burrow, he must strike the wavy 

jeep trail south behind the big rise to the foredune. He must 

stay in the jeep trail’s ruts through each curve without bump-

ing a scrub tree or the old coast guard station’s broken wall. 

Then if he could balance atilt on the tracks’ left edge in order 

to feel with his feet any sand dip wider than a toad track in 

the foredune’s lee, and if he could by chance count these foot-

paths, then he might even find the thready shortcut left to 
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the foredune’s ridge and the last hard right to the shack. If, as 

likely, that failed, he could climb the foredune anywhere— 

unless he unknowingly passed the shack—and keep just at its 

grassy edge till he hit a shack or trail he knew. If he walked 

into the sea he had gone too far. 

He started balancing across these steeps with his sore 

arms tied across him. He knew only the old route, and where 

he was now, where the shack was, and which way the sea. Not 

enough. Surely if the foredune and shack had fallen in the sea, 

Cornelius or Pete would have told him. 

In the dark he could not walk fast enough to keep 

warm. Why during that eight-hour drive had he never 

once stopped to buy, say, soy sauce for Lou? He could have 

brought her anything. Asking, yes or no, for a month or two’s 

room and board and twenty-four-hour nursing for two— 

especially for these two—called for one superb hostess gift. 

After two decades the A&P he saw on Conwell must carry 

soy sauce. He remembered Lou’s translucent beauty of twenty 

years ago, her still carriage, and her friendly note above all. 

He was shaking from cold. The worst she could do was say 

no and mock him and kick him out. This worst was looking 

worse by the minute. 

His head hit a dead branch and it broke. Last night awake 

in Camden he had fabricated some convoluted formula  

proving one minus one plus two equals just fine, downright 

dandy, in the presence of vodka and yelling pain and the ab-

sence of alternatives. How did it, impossibly, go? Something 

like . . . He, Maytree, would return home in courage—he 

had of course grown in courage—and part of courage is 
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thinking well of people, even people you have wronged. He 

climbed the sand. Of course: never mind Lou, never mind 

Pete, never mind Deary, he was the bloody glorious hero. 

Fortunately a favorite aphorism from Howards End came to 

mind; he and Cornelius repeated it for years: “Unworthiness 

stimulates woman.” 

A tall pale dog joined him from nowhere. It was going to 

be the dog of this particular walk. An unknown dog ex nihilo 

often found him and joined him for one walk, a dog he never 

saw before or since. A strange dog might appear in Camden to 

escort him around his own block. This dog waited. Its muzzle 

seemed white. Such dogs never wore collars. They came up 

beside his leg and took him as charge. Maytree never patted 

or spoke to any of this otherworldly breed. 

Presently his clothes were wet, from ground fog or sweat. 

He should have worn another watch cap or two. He fancied 

some tea. His cracked vertebra, people said, like his ribs, 

would knit in time. That was just yesterday. Near the great 

second dune’s foot he felt with every plantar nerve for the 

slim berm of clay, or the hard sand beside it, that would lead 

him ’round the swale. He found it and hazarded the swale’s 

bog. Cranberry patches felt good underfoot but meant he was 

off course. Dried grass stalks bloodied his insteps. The dan-

ger was a fall or a tree limb in the eye. The wind had clocked 

clear around to northwest, at him now, and soon at his back. 

The new wind was wildly cold, but it might beat back a line 

squall or two. He shook through atmospheres of blackness 

and blank. 



161  t h e  m a y t r e e s  

Actually, he would rather turn back and find the lee of 

a beach plum in the swale, discover some brandy, and sleep 

abutting the strange dog. And not ask Lou what he had to. 

Still, he held the rigging. To be safe he nixed the shortcut and 

climbed the foredune on a known steep path. Of every step 

he gained, he lost half as his foot slid down sand. At the top 

he turned east. Thornbushes were colonizing this final ridge. 

From pre-eternity the ocean ahead lashed and threw salts. 

There far on the right was her light. 





To L ou he appear ed in the doorway as a 

watch cap and orange-white eyebrows. It was in-the-flesh 

Maytree. Lord love a duck. Empty sleeves hung from his 

bulged jacket, as if behind his buttons he held a new baby he 

happened across. The kerosene lamp blinded him and paled 

his irises. 

—Well, come on in. He nodded without moving. You’ll let 

the heat out. 

Tall thin fellow, neck a bit forward. His skin had shrunk 

over his temples, nose, and cheekbones, revealing a round 

skull. —Take off your hat, she said, and plucked it up for him, 

handless as he was. His hair was thin, but there. He stood at a 

loss in the one room. She started tea. 

Then she saw Maytree could not shed his jacket. She un-

buttoned it and bared two plaster casts from which his blue 

fingers dangled like squid arms. She found herself amused 

for no reason. She drew for him his usual chair. She stuck 

a quarter-round and another in the stove. You would think 

plucking a man’s hat from his personal head and so naturally 

unbuttoning his jacket would relax him, and it seemed to. He 

sat and shrugged the jacket halfway off, and sat in his damp 
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socks. He had a short red beard. Pete had mentioned a beard, 

she recalled. She herself was easy as ever. She could see his 

creased face had a smiling habit it cost him to sober. He rose, 

opened the door, and looked around. 

—What? 

—There was a dog. He stepped outside. Without bumping 

him, she too looked into the living night for a moment. 

From where they sat, the windowpane made of one lan-

tern two. The weaker one trembled like a moth outside. He 

turned. What big ears you have! Aging had thinned his mouth 

as it thinned hers; they were drying up. Only stubby rows of 

white lashes propped his eyelids. The lines at his eyes’ edges 

splayed like the comet’s tail in the Bayeux tapestry. 

—Pray, what brings you out here? She stopped herself. 

There was no reason to kid him. She was pretty sure she 

knew: If he had hurt his arms he could not take care of Deary 

whose heart was failing. 

—Maytree, she started again, and smiled. Good to see 

you. He was the one who used to overdo things. 

He bent to his tea mug and looked worried into it. 

—You used to do the talking, she said. How are you both? 

Had they no close friends after twenty years in Maine? Had 

Deary no mother? She used to possess quite a well-tailored, 

competent-looking mother who fled Provincetown eons ago 

when she saw a topless sunbather on the beach, then two men 

holding hands. Had Deary a brother or sister? No. No hos-

pitals in Maine? Nursing homes? Visiting nurses? She knew 

Deary thought medical science killed its victims. Lou’s only 

sincere question was this: Should she break into Maytree’s 
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travails now, and put him out of his misery, or let him dangle 

a bit for the sake of the long-lost jilted Lou? Of course she 

would take them in. Anyone would. 

—Deary’s dying real soon. He looked up at her like the gen-

tleman he was. Maybe you’ve heard. She nodded. —Actually, 

she doesn’t know she is dying. I always promised to bring her 

to Provincetown to die and here we are. I can’t take care of her 

anymore. I broke my arms. I can’t take care of myself for now. 

—I will take care of her, of course, she said, as he went on 

without seeming to hear—Pete and Marie live in two rooms. 

He would think of imposing on betrayed Pete and Marie 

and their baby Manny? He and Pete were all patched up—but 

did he fear her, Lou, that badly? And with her no patching  

was needed, never mind what he or anyone else might think. 

Maytree and Deary were her old friends. 

What would ease Deary? Lou would have to learn. She 

bade her solitude good-bye. Good-bye no schedule but whim; 

good-bye her life among no things but her own and each al-

ways in place; good-bye no real meals, good-bye free thought. 

The whole fat flock of them flapped away. But what was sol-

itude for if not to foster decency? Her solitude always held 

open house. When was the last time anyone needed her? She 

was eager to do it, whatever it was. 

—Come, of course. Not really hearing herself, she went 

on, We’ll move Pete’s old bed downstairs by the beach, so 

Deary can look out, and you can use the couch. Or instead of 

the couch I could bring in this shack’s cot mattress, and find 

it a frame. Surely it would be more comfortable than that old 

couch. 
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—Or we could take apart our big bed and carry the frame 

down in pieces, then the mattress. That would be best. It has 

a good mattress—and I’ll take Pete’s old bed. 

Across the table he was regarding her wide-eyed as if she 

were deranged. She recalled this only later. Possibly she had 

never spoken so long. Possibly he found crucial household 

mechanics peripheral. He looked as though he had never 

given mattresses even a thought. Lamplight made the night 

shack look like one cell in a beehive. 

He stood; their heights matched. Why not name the shack 

Shrunken Heights? He looked away, not uncomfortably. He 

asked her to button his jacket. He expected to walk back that 

night. 

—Don’t be silly. He resisted and relented, though cloud 

cover was breaking up. When he stepped out for a minute 

Lou remembered that in the last decade or so invading Japa-

nese wild roses crowded the shack. She wondered if a rose-

bush would trap him. How could he unstick himself ? Well, 

he would just have to call out. She would be helping both of 

them, her arms serving as everyone’s. How soon do broken 

bones mend? 

He slept as shack guests always slept, in a sleeping bag 

on the cot mattress on the floor. When he settled, she blew 

out the last lamp. After some time she heard him speak from 

the floor in the dark, now sounding tight-throated, making 

light. 

—Not going to slug me? 
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—I considered it, when Petie was a baby and you wore 

earplugs. 

—Earplugs? I don’t remember any earplugs. Actually, I 

ran off with Deary. 

—I did notice that. You brute. Get some sleep. 

—You’re wonderfully . . . 

She growled and he stopped. He was treating her like a 

stranger who was helping him change a tire. 

She could not sleep. Should she pretend to find it all diffi-

cult, and not so much a matter of course, to ease his chagrin, 

or at least to make it seem apt? She declined this ploy as tire-

some. Or did he think so poorly of her, and so well of himself, 

that he fancied his chucking her and Pete for Deary had left 

her ruined and angry for twenty years? Surely he knew her 

better than that. Surely!—or else he really would insult her. 

She opened her eyes in the dark to make lists. In town 

Deary and Maytree would draw their old friends to visit. 

She needed tumblers, cups, plates, bowls, forks, and spoons. 

She would drive to Snow’s in Orleans, in Mrs. Smither’s car. 

She needed sheets, many, and towels, also many. Chairs. The 

laundromat was across town; she could borrow Jane’s car. 

Thinking up meals above all, and shopping for them, cook-

ing, serving, and cleaning up, cleaning up and organizing 

everybody’s everything: That was the hell of it. 

Would a wheelchair fit through the bathroom door? How 

did Deary move from wheelchair to bed? Maybe that was an-

other place she came in. 
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At breakfast on the hoof by the woodstove he told her that 

in the motel lobby yesterday he heard a tourist tell his son 

that the Milky Way was a star formation over Arizona. Later 

he stepped from the shack and then called, Where did the 

outhouse run off to? She laughed and told him; it must have 

been in its new location at least fifteen years. 

—Where’s the mirror? 

—I took it down. There’s a hand mirror in the drawer. 

—Took it down? Why? 

—It wanted products. 

—Products? He was smiling as she supposed she was, to 

see how readily they slipped back. He was starting to yield 

to her stubborn view that they had indeed previously met.  

When he smiled and also when he did not, she saw parallel 

lines in his cheeks like presliced bacon. 

He was leaving for town. Outside where they paused, 

white mist obliterated the lowlands. —I’d forgotten how un-

earthly this place can be. From a white lake of fog opaque 

as paint, the tips of dunes, and only the tips of dunes, arose 

everywhere like sand peaks that began halfway up the sky. 

Dune tops protruded from a flat fog line evenly as atolls. She 

could see every stick and pock on their tan tops against dark 

blue sky. These sand peaks lacked nothing but connection to 

earth and a cause for being loose. They looked like a rendez-

vous of floating tents. She looked down and could see only a 

white fog wall under which her own feet showed. 

Mrs. Smither would drive back to Camden soon, he told 
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her, and fetch Maytree back to Maine after Deary died. When 

was she going back to town? He still avoided her gaze. 

—It’ll take a day or two to close the shack. You two go 

right into the house. Pete and Marie can help you set up. 

Lou watched him take off jagged, arms inside his jacket, 

across the dunes. He walked as if his legs and feet were pros-

thetics. He entered the fog as into a wall of fresh plaster. It 

enfolded his foot. She watched him contract and vanish as 

he moved on, leg hip shoulders head, as if he were walking 

into solvent. She had never imagined seeing him again. They 

could all be in town as soon as tomorrow night. She should 

get busy. 

How would she stock the house? She changed her mind 

and decided to leave the shack now; it had no part to play. 

Pete could close it. Now she wanted to clean the glass on 

those beachside doors and beg, borrow, or buy bedding, food, 

bowls, and plates. She regularly visited friends and helped the 

staff at the Manor. Her friends there would lend her a wheeled 

overbed table. What sort of bright painting might Deary like 

by her bed? What did heart patients eat? She hoped it was 

potatoes, cabbage, turnips, winter squash and greens, clams, 

short ribs, and fish. 

She drank water, hooked the outhouse door, and stuffed 

laundry and the brown garbage bag in her knapsack. She had 

to hurry—so much to do in two days. Why not keep daylight 

savings time forever? Weren’t farmers about one percent of 

the population? 

The fog was burning off. She angled down the foredune 

crest to the jeep ruts. A pale dog joined her out of nowhere 
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and zigzagged over the dunes with her. She never heard May-

tree mention a dog. The sight of Maytree lamplit and filling 

the door, night over his shoulder, had taken her breath. 

Dew wetted the sand and made it brown. Maytree’s foot-

prints, and now hers, broke through the brown film to the 

dry sand below. Dry sand in footprints looked blue. The  

swale drained the dunes like a vein. She stopped to drink 

from the almost-permanent pond. There grew archaic 

plants from the world’s first wags: club mosses, lichens in 

mounds, puff balls, sea stars, and bug-eating sundews. She 

stepped over this saurine landscape, and over heather, and 

started climbing. The pale dog raced ahead and looked back 

over its shoulder as if chiding her for not running. 

Deary must be very helpless, more desperate than he, for 

him to come to her, not quite crawling, but crawling must 

have crossed his mind. She could better imagine a cloud in 

pain than Deary, the sapling eternal. Can disease kill pain-

lessly? Any hope of getting a doctor in the picture? Maytree, 

had he but arms and hands, would make an ideal house-

guest. He would lure Pete and Marie to visit often while 

Maytree and Deary stayed in town till he healed or she died, 

whichever came last. And Pete and Marie would bring little 

Manny. 

Did Maytree, before he fell, still climb ladders? His knees 

were obviously shot. There was a roof leak she wanted him to 

look at. She needed a new hot-water heater. Windows stuck, 

and their frames parted. A live-in carpenter: Here comes 

Santa Claus. With dying and beloved old Deary in his sack. 
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She was throwing a deathwatch house party. Had she ever 

been so astounded? 

Suddenly she descended the last leg to the oak-pine woods 

by the road. Where was the dog? From the trees overhead she 

heard a red-eyed vireo’s call: —Do you see it? Do you hear it? 

Do you believe it? 
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L ou watched Pete car ry Deary into the 

house. Deary rolled her head over his arm and smiled loopily. 

—Hello, Lou. Lou saw Deary’s twenty years’ change. Her skin 

grayed, her eyelids tripled. But why would she wear a Harris 

tweed suit and earrings? Deary must see this incursion, Lou 

guessed, as a particularly tricky social call. 

—I can barely move my arms and legs, she confided as 

Lou turned down the bed. I should have been a belly dancer! 

Lou privately agreed. 

Pete and Sooner Roy’s son had angled the big bed’s sec-

tions downstairs by the French doors so Deary could watch 

the sea, and moving sky, or any beach walkers. When Pete 

carried her around the house and spread her bones on the 

bed, she remained exactly so till Lou raised her shoulders to 

put a pillow under her head and straightened her skirt. 

—These things happen, Deary said. 

Whatever things Deary meant, Lou thought—dying, or 

running off with your friend’s husband—she said, They sure 

do. Her amusement appeared to put it to rest. —Did you 

bring a bathrobe? 

—A freight car full. 
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Helping Deary into a gown, Lou saw she was mostly dead 

already. But a miss at that line is, for a while, as good as a mile. 

Deary removed her emerald ring, then rested. She took off her 

other rings, rested, and her bracelets, rested, tried to unclasp 

her heavy necklace, and at last, wincing, her gold earrings. 

Lou guessed how good it would feel to throw in the towel. The 

gown was silk. The backs of Deary’s hands were darker blue 

than they were a few months ago, Pete said later. Yellow bones 

straight as meteorites crossed pools of dark blue. 

Lou gazed through the glass doors and remembered see-

ing Deary cut bait. Bait was horseshoe crabs from Cape Cod 

Bay. Deary baited her own eel traps. She was living on an alley 

that May. Lou came across her cleaving horseshoe crabs with 

an axe. Beside her, horseshoe crabs scratched in a garbage 

can. One such she placed on its back on a beaverboard square 

in the alley. Raising the axe, she split it. Then, as its halves 

crawled apart and away, she gathered them back as one would 

join the halves of an onion, gave them a half turn, and split 

them again. Lou remembered that the animal’s four quarters 

also tried to crawl away. Deary threw their kicking pieces in a 

basin, drew out another crab by its telson (Nausets used these 

for awls), and lifted the axe again. Lou looked on. Deary gave 

her many eels for bait. 

At first she talked. The third full day, rasping, Deary told 

both Lou and Pete about rocks. She was passing on a last-

minute legacy. It took about two hours on and off, and it 

was this: Frames of film comprise every rock in the world. 

(—Have you got that?) If you slice a rock thin enough, and 
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splice the slices serially as frames, you have a documentary 

film. The film displays the long history of the world from that 

rock’s views. Together the world’s rocks hold a visual record 

of all time. You splice the frames and store them in reels by 

continents and by some rough stabs at their more or less in-

finite subdivisions of regions and times. It all badly needed 

film editors. 

—It’s not my idea, she said. I just heard it. Lou begged her 

to name whatever she would like to eat or drink. She licked 

her lips. 

— At any stage after the splicing, one need only run the 

films through projectors to see it, any of it, eventually all of it, 

the world from everywhere and all angles in all its times. At 

least up to a random cutoff point when someone—wild with 

curiosity—called a halt and began slicing again. During and 

after the big work, ever-new rock would record films of the 

ongoing life of their sites: people showing up on the planet, 

and moving over it. 

Was she off her head? Lou let her face ask Maytree. He 

stood beside the bed stiff in slings. —She has always had the-

ories. Lou was glad Deary had not worn through his chivalry. 

How did he stand it for twenty years? She wondered again 

what Deary learned in school. Oh, but—how does anyone 

stand anything? 

—How do the cormorants stand it? Deary piped up. 

—Stand what? They looked. —Stand the cold water. It was 

that chrome winter day’s last light; the smoke of sea-frost 

blurred the horizon. Did Deary eat? Barely; applesauce. 

Pete Maytree and Charlie Bonobos widened door frames 
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for Deary’s wheelchair. In the event, Deary never left her bed. 

Maytree slept on the couch, and Lou moved Pete’s old bed to 

her room. 

Deary shrank, and her face thinned. There did not seem 

to be much to her head but lobes and draped skin, ears long 

and yellow, lipless mouth, and eyes emerging from ziggurat 

levels like their turtle Yankee’s. What would she like? Pete 

and Marie let their Manny climb on her. She never winced. 

Manny at that time was fat as a Macy’s float. Manny climbed 

the bed, and crawled knee by knee across the covers over her 

body. He leaned against the wall, knelt back over Deary, who 

fingered his calf, and descended sock by sock to the f loor, 

whence he launched repeats. Then he tried to engage Yankee 

the turtle in play. 

Pete’s Marie demanded that they all try to make Deary 

drink hourly around the clock. Or at night she could suck 

a wet towel. Marie said her grandfather had survived lobar 

pneumonia in his twenties solely because his whole family 

heard old Dr. Gaspar shout, Your life depends on how much 

water you can drink! 

Everyone saw Deary’s eyes follow the people and dogs who 

used the winter beach as road. Some were friends stopping 

by. Everyone strained at wind. Children played on. Every few 

minutes a gannet fired itself aslant and raised a white foam 

wedge. Black ducks, buffleheads, and loons glided around the 

bay for their southern winter. They looked like decoys. 

Lou and Maytree and Pete took turns going out. Each 

got out once a day. Dumping garbage was an outing; they 

breathed the wind. Maytree mailed bill payments; Lou drove 
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Deary to Dr. Gaspar, Jr., who, while Deary forced their exit, 

was trying to get the emergency room in Hyannis to take 

her if she would go. Jane and Reevadare, the Roy boy, Irene 

Bonobos, the Kodays, Cornelius, Pete’s friends, and many 

fishermen and painters called daily with chowders, maca-

roni, Skully Joes, clam pies, kale soup. Most days, one of the 

Macaras brought haddock or scallops straight from the water. 

Twice a week someone left eggs in a bowl inside the door. Jane 

offered to trade places with Lou for a week to relieve her. Lou 

declined; it would take the week to teach her when to do what 

and how. 

Pete replaced his watches on the boat and kept ashore for 

the duration. He took charge of dump runs and provisions 

for both houses. When his friends asked how they could help, 

he said, Walk by our beach. He and his mother dug a deep 

hole in sand near the glass doors. They mixed cement in a  

paper paint bucket, poured it, and mounted a bird feeder Lou 

loaded with leftovers and lard. Pete thought a woodpecker 

that hammered lard would get stuck. Cornelius came in from 

the frozen dunes; he stayed with Jane in town. Jane clothed 

Tandy to a fare-thee-well, and Cornelius walked her mitten-

to-mitten back and forth in boots on the beach beyond the 

French doors—her first long walks. Inside, it was Lou who 

peeled Tandy down a few layers and sat her red-cheeked in 

bed by Deary. Deary’s eyebrows were circumflex furrows.  

The mighty sight of a baby’s face by a crone’s lasted only a 

second before Tandy escaped. 

Reevadare had absconded to Brewster, where she married 

an old Brewster man who hailed her with, Thar she blows! or 
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Thar she breaches!—a habit that Lou found literary. It swept 

Reevadare off her feet. Pete had met him once and asked, 

You got your sou’wester for the nor’easter? Pete of course said 

no’theaster. Lou would not admit Reevadare as a caller un-

til she sounded her out about Deary’s perceived moral sta-

tus. Maytree told Lou he knew from her green-inked letters 

over the years that Reevadare bore Deary no malice. —A long 

time ago, they said. 

When Reevadare arrived in the sickroom, in sable coat and 

lined boots, she ordered Pete to go home, and tried to shoo 

Maytree and Lou: —Go take naps. Baths. A powder. Every 

day from Brewster Reevadare brought something needless. 

One day from a chair by the bedside Lou asked Reevadare 

why, since she had all her horsepower, she sold her house and 

moved away. Deary liked to listen to talk. —Because of the 

garden, of course. She was heating cocoa at the basement 

stove. —My knees staged a strike and refused to work on the 

garden, even to maintain it. I hated to leave home. 

—Why not just let the garden go? 

Lou could not remember anything’s so scandalizing Re-

evadare. —Oh, no! she said, You can’t let a garden go!—as 

if Lou proposed infanticide. Now Reevadare spent her days 

driving Route 6 and 6A, her hat barely clearing the steering 

wheel. 

She had expensive new teeth and looked like Burt Lan-

caster. People said she was so sociable she would appear for 

the opening of an envelope. To Provincetown’s galleries Re-

evadare drove her rich Brewster friends. Lou heard her telling 

one trapped painter that intellectuals lacked common sense. 
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She could prove it in two words—natural childbirth. Or how 

about open marriage? 

Nights after Lou changed Deary’s nightgown and turned 

in, she heard Cornelius and Maytree downstairs, often with 

Pete, drinking and telling stories at her green kitchen table 

late—good. She and Deary would sleep. But would Deary 

breathe better if they sat her up? 

Propped behind the headboard, slings akimbo, Maytree 

lifted Deary’s stuck curls. He let them slip. He blew across her 

scalp. Her head felt swampy. Pete had gone out and Lou was 

asleep. Lou never had the grip to hold a grudge. Here Maytree 

was at home—with Deary, Pete, and Lou. Lou and he worked 

the days as smoothly as fishing partners drew nets. Their old 

ease together calmed and slowed him. He had not noticed his 

speeding up. He put his wristwatch aside. He reset himself to 

the tides. 

He stayed at his post those twenty years in Maine. Deary 

seemed to regard their stockpiling stuff and money as a natu-

ral part of aging. Had Deary been happy with him? She was 

born happy. He remembered Reevadare’s leaving parties say-

ing, I’m going on to the Whites’. The whites were her sheets. 

She wanted her hosts to think she was going to another party 

(possibly a party to which no one invited them). Now Deary 

was staying with the obliging Whites indefinitely. She bit at 

the air and lunged at it. She twisted from the oxygen mask he 

tried. It dried her out. 

One of the last things Deary said was about the war, danc-

ing stateside with sailors in Dixie cup hats or GIs, dancing 
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to—what were all those numbers? (Maytree’s mother’s ver-

sion of the war, to which she gave much war-bond money 

and years of volunteer work, was that grinning sailors and 

grinning GIs somehow defeated cartoon Hitler and cartoon 

Hirohito with nylon stockings, chocolate bars, Luckies, and 

lard.) Deary whispered a song: Go in and out the window, Go 

in and out the window, Go in and out the window, As we have 

done before. Lou recognized it and sang along. Once Deary 

tried to sing “Happy Birthday,” always a tough one. On the 

sill outside Maytree saw a chickadee whose breath was con-

densing just beyond its beak into a white pellet. It looked like 

a cartoon balloon that should inscribe chickadee wit inside. 

One pellet vanished and another appeared, and behind that 

another. The chickadee was shooting a cannonade of pearls. 

A few days before she died, Deary whispered for the record 

that she had felt worse with Hong Kong flu. Maytree recalled 

that winter; they skipped Christmas. Now he laid sleeping 

Manny beside her bent arm. Both bodies perspired. 

The next day she stopped using the chamber pot. Her 

feet and ankles bulged to the size of four-by-fours, then lo-

cust logs, then melons. Her slit attention opened seldom. In 

those waking moments her cross-eyed courtesy suggested to 

all that their small talk was boring her to death. —Head, she 

said once. She stopped following motion with her eyes. 

Deary was charring and buckling like a leaf. Maytree 

watched Lou change wet cloths on Deary’s forehead. No 

one wanted to leave the bedside where Deary slept noisily 

so long as they talked. She still turned from every wet fruit 
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they thought might tempt her, and from water, ice cream, and 

chipped ice. He thought people died in three days without 

water, but no. 

It took eight days for unconscious Deary to die her death. 

It was eight weeks since they had come. She lowered without 

fuss like a pilot light. A process within her, far behind her 

eyelids, evidently piqued her full attention. What could it be 

but the big blank’s advance? She weighed maybe sixty-five 

pounds. She turned blue and rattled away. Once she spooked 

them by lifting an arm in the air, as long ago she had hailed 

seals or first sun. In her last few days, dying made her face 

young. Her skin smoothed on her forehead, eyes, cheeks, and 

the corners of her mouth, and reflected light. Pete lifted her 

wrist, turned it to rest on his thumb, and felt it with three  

fingertips. The radiator banged. Stars sang in their sockets 

through the night. 

Yankee the turtle crawled out from under the couch and 

stretched his snake neck. He stood square as a pack mule 

waiting its load, like the lowest totem-pole animal resigned 

to shouldering all the rest, or resigned to lifting the seas that 

f loated the lands, if this was that kind of world. He regarded 

dead Deary with the obsidian calm of a god. 





When Deary died,  M aytr ee got Pete to 

help him shave his beard off. He got Mrs. Smither to help wrap 

Deary’s washed body in sailcloth as she used to sleep in the 

dunes. Then Mrs. Smither drove back to Camden. That night 

was dark and drizzly. Time to sneak Deary out to the Prov-

incetown dune wilds. Maytree walked holding a burlap bag 

of bayside stones. Lou and Pete and Jane took turns carrying 

Deary like duffel. Cornelius carried Tandy, and Pete carried 

Manny on his shoulders. Jane made faces at Tandy. She and 

Marie trailed carrying spade and box. They buried Deary in 

a stretch of forest where dunes encroached. Despite her fixed 

hope to set every boat in the harbor on fire posthumously, 

they curled her body in the mainsail and tucked it, pastrylike, 

in a box, and buried the box too, piled with stones. 

Mettle fatigue, Maytree called it. Lou and he slept most of 

a week. Maytree slept in Pete’s old room, now again a spare 

room with its single bed. Pete was back at sea. From the area 

by the many-paned doors in the basement all Deary’s tables 

and pillows and chairs were gone. With Cornelius and Jane, 
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Maytree and Lou shifted Lou’s pipe-frame bed in sections 

back up two stories. 

Maytree’s casts—most—were off. At the kitchen window 

he hefted mason jars—first jars empty, then full of water,  

then full of sand—to regain his strength. He thought reha-

bilitation might take a few days, as it had when he was young. 

He and Lou returned everything they borrowed. 

The baldness of Deary’s death—and where did she go? 

was individuation a waste?—was an insulting reminder, 

a blow from reason to reason. The belief that we were all  

pieces of a cosmic whole he found less wishful than pointless. 

His mother, for instance. And the frozen fishing crew they 

watched drown one day at Peaked Hill Bars thirty yards off 

the beach where the townspeople stood helpless, for instance. 



When he was a boy, his mother took him along 

the night she went to see a fishing boat aground on Peaked 

Hill Bars in a storm. Frisch Fragonelle was the first to go. In 

the blackness Toby Maytree knew him by his narrow shape, 

as everyone on the beach knew every man clinging in the rig-

ging by shape. He squinted into spray and happened to see 

Frisch Fragonelle let go. Seas ruptured on bars in rows behind 

the vessel and before it, so streaming foam silhouetted Frisch 

Fragonelle’s drop an instant before it covered it. He fell up-

right and straight as a plumb bob. 

—Hell, young Toby’s mother said close by, the very hell. 

The whole frozen town on the beach groaned. 

His father and the other coast guards at the Peaked 

Hills Bars station had already tried everything: firing the 

breeches buoy; launching their boat into the breakers; and 

even launching an old whaleboat that Captain Mayo’s tractor 

hauled down the beach from town. At first the men hooked 

in cordage and spars were waving to the people on the beach, 

as if hallooing them in midnight high spirits, or as if pointing 

out their situation, or as if warming their blood by saying até 

a volta, adeus, good-bye. Seas, spray, and sleet froze on them. 
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Toby and the others onshore waved and jumped and all use-

less else, as if their encouragement would lighten the men’s 

hearts, and maybe it did. 

The stranded crewmen dropped all night like acorns. 

More groans low under the high wind. Toby saw something 

like laundry roll in a breaker. The next wave presented it as 

Frisch Fragonelle’s body. Maytree’s father and another coast 

guard brought it in and laid it at his wife’s boots without a 

word. Mothers were turning their children and heading back 

toward town. 

—Do I have to go home now? Toby was eight. He hoped 

she would say, Yes, darn tootin’ go home. You must shun the 

sight of the men of our own fleet, your friends’ fathers, dying 

almost an arm’s length from shore, and us helpless to save  

them. 

His mother bent to his face and looked at him. Her face 

was chapped. Two wool shawls covered her head; she had 

wrapped her fingers in their fringes. 

—No, she said. You don’t have to go home. This is part of 

life. 

Damn, he thought—not that he would watch his neigh-

bors drown, but that it was part of life. 

If Maytree’s mother and that drowned crew, and Deary, 

were now sticks or star-gas, cui bono? It was all brittle. That 

dying was at least nothing personal had comforted Marcus 

Aurelius. But what could be more personal than a person? 

Of course everyone had tended Deary. Was that tending 

love genetically or socially determined convention? The idea 
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of love as irresistible passion died hard in Maytree long after 

he knew better. Was he “in love” with Deary all those years? 

No, but he never dreamed of shipping his iced-over oars. 

What, carry off the Maine poet’s fetching wife or—for that 

matter—their stunner of a daughter? 

Still less was Lou in love with Deary. Nor was noble Pete. 

Then what guides will—reason? The darling of dead Greeks, 

that guarantor of the science he loved? Surely reason never 

trafficked in a man’s love life. Science rinsed love’s every 

scent from its hands. Maytree had been sensible of no par-

ticular sentiment except the natural wish to help Deary find 

comfort. That steady wish for her comfort on which he had 

acted for years and Lou and Pete had acted for eight weeks— 

was love? 

Wishing and doing, within the realm of the possible, was 

willing; love was an act of will. Not forced obeisance, but— 

what? The obvious course of decency? Innate knowledge of 

goodness? Was it reasonable to love the good and good to love 

the reasonable? What a crashing bore. The painter’s wife was 

such a peach. 

At the garage he bought three new tires and rotated the 

old. He replaced windshield wipers in front of the gallery  

across from the house. Inside he washed and hung Deary’s 

nightgowns and later rolled them and her tweed suit around 

her jewelry. He wrapped newspaper over the bundle, tied it 

with string, and set it in the trunk beside her newly anach-

ronistic purse. How they used to search when she lost her 

purse. 
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Now behind Lou’s house he leaned cross-armed on a 

neighbor’s handrail by three stairs to the beach. The reel-

ing sea rose before a silence as if the neighbors’ houses were 

prehistoric children asleep and drying from the primordial 

mudflat that formed them. Cold seemed to be chipping his 

ears to flakes of chert. 

He missed Camden’s big trees. Ahead of him in Maine 

was time to read and write. He would commandeer the din-

ing room table and sideboard as study, click up a card table 

or two, and leave their three television sets at the curb. In his 

former study he would build stacks for books. Moor a Ho-

bie cat and get a mutt and let it run. The Camden building 

market would pick up in May. Or he could retire. He already 

had much more money than he could use even if he died in a 

hospital. The process of retiring itself would swallow two or 

three years. He would have to find and train new people so 

his and Deary’s business could thrive without them. Then he 

wondered: Exactly why did his business matter? It took them 

years and years to build it up. Why would he devote more 

years to keep it going—to keep his memory alive when he was 

dead? Like a pyramid? What nonsense. He could plain walk 

away. That was a revolution. 

He watched a gull pace the iced-over tide line before him. 

Actually, he had an idea, a structure, for a long poem all these 

last many years. But not so much as a phrase for it. 

At rare intervals he granted that he would die like every-

one else, only, of course, worse. He read that four in five of us 

die slowly, attended by family or strangers or generic Smith-
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ereens. Waves bounded up the beach. He pinched his nose’s 

bridge. Behind him dead grasses changed directions together 

like a horse’s hair whirling from its loin. 

Had he redeemed himself with Lou? By any chance? Just 

by doing the chores he caused? He would welcome her gen-

eral knowledge and intelligence. She was in his view too old 

to live alone. Arthritis in her spine, knees, elbows. At the  

Bronx Zoo years ago a lion and a tiger were milk brothers. 

Lions and tigers hail from Africa and Asia respectively, and 

would fight if they met. In the zoo these two were close. Nei-

ther had ever seen himself, only the other. Each had looked 

at the other for as long as he could remember. So the lion 

thought he was a tiger, as it were, and he feared adult lions. 

The tiger feared adult tigers. Only in the face of the other did 

each find home. Maytree watched sky’s turmoil and a scallop 

dredge heading out. 

He stayed on the first of three steps to the beach. Had not 

Lou herself once been a peach? Monument of unaging intel-

lect and all that? He and Lou used to have a way about them 

he recalled vividly. One man loved the pilgrim soul in you. 

Would she be thinking such a thing? Anyway, how ever could 

he start when now was far too soon, and later was impos-

sible? A movie, a chocolate soda, and two straws if they could 

stay awake? On the other hand, nothing was more common 

than courting your wife. How meek you had to be varied with 

the depth of the particular creek you were up. He and Lou 

knew the same past. Their fourteen years’ marriage vastly 

outweighed their twenty years apart. Of course she might dis-
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agree. It never struck him that she had anything to do. What 

did she ever do? 

This was how Lou found him at the neighbors’ beach rail, 

pants over potbelly. He was rotating one wool ankle after the 

other in a circle whose hub was his heel. She recognized that 

gesture. She had forgotten it. She smiled and pulled in her 

jacket. Would he stay in Maine or—save the sailors!—ask to 

move back? 

She stilled there by the back door so he would not hear 

her. Sky ran its candid lengths round the hoop of horizon. 

Weak swells spent themselves in muddy sea ice. A tide line of 

frozen froth like lees stranded in dead rye. 

This winter before Maytree came with Deary, Lou had 

been orbiting one galaxy of ideas as close as she dared. Could 

a person hold all people past and present in awareness? She 

further wondered if doing so was, by some errant chance,  

the point—toward what end she had no clue. Not that life re-

quired a point. But she found herself starting to sway toward 

eventually considering that there might be one. A point. Any 

point. 

Books must know something. She dug from every direc-

tion. The bravest foray would be to try it, to hold all human 

consciousnesses, past or present, etc., in awareness. . . . Or just 

stay aware that . . . or just stay aware. She was wary. Conced-

ing that there could be a point—merely granting it as a long 

shot—might lead to a mess. Both time’s back wall and front 

wall fell open. As a mire in which to wallow, it had housework 

beat all hollow. 
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She kept her eye on Maytree by the beach. His ears looked 

cold. She felt she had gained, oh, half a millimeter on these 

questions over her lifetime. That is, her sense of the vast-

ness of each aspect multiplied, and the more it expanded, the 

denser with questions it grew. 

The draining tide was leaving a ring of debris. Terns made 

hullabaloo over a crinkled patch of sea—must be a herring 

ball. Had she by hap made of her solitude a moral stance? 

Talking lately on and off, she and Maytree touched on their 

recent lives, mostly his. Was there any poet left in him? She 

did not say how she liked the recklessness of her own venture 

into simplicity. How many decades had she spent listing, like 

Diogenes, all she did not need? Her thoughts’ motion ac-

celerated in giant paces down the steep unending dune that 

revealed more dunes, each comprising all time and every 

place—a real rabbit hole. Taking those flying steps and not 

crashing! It reminded her of an old parody of Ripley’s Believe 

It or Not: DUCKS CANNOT FLY! They are merely GREAT 

LEAPERS! 

Maytree would resume his life in Maine, and she could 

pick up her subjects’ edges anywhere—in other cultures, in 

any mind’s track, in paleontology, old peckings and runes on 

stones, in Asian philosophy— . . . and poke up at the bottom 

of things with a stick, or however she used to work. She kept 

an eye on the rifling, fletching, skeg, or keel that trued her 

aim. What was it, that hum? Did generations make it or hear 

it? She forgot herself like a cloud. This was the out-of-earshot 

life she cobbled from her freedom. Maytree fit in like a couple 

of aircraft carriers. 
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The sea’s line was sharp. Beyond Maytree’s form, waves 

were crashing in spaced convulsions—a big storm out at 

sea, and the clouds blowing two or three ways. What was 

in her awareness after Maytree brought Deary? Why, noth-

ing; she was busy. When she bumped into something that 

needed to be done, she did it. Then she wet a cloth and went 

to Deary. 

What in her bare awareness might Maytree expand? And 

his car, and Deary’s car and their boat. Their business and tax 

records. And the new stuff he mentioned—stereos and speak-

ers, tape player, radio, televisions, 35mm film camera, VCR, 

skis. Let alone the old things, the tools, notebooks, and lordy 

the books! Anyone rich could move to Provincetown and buy 

a big house. She needed him and his junk like a hole in the 

head—except for the shack. He would take back his shack 

and fix it up. That she loved him and his depth had nothing 

practical to do with anything. 

He still stood tall on the beach rotating his ankles. Maybe 

it helped ease arthritis as well as yearning. Wind covered her 

approaching him from behind. He was leaning on the two-

by-four as if he needed it. What kept Maytree far from her 

these twenty years? She doubted it was Deary, who trilled 

over bumps as they came. She hoped it was not shame. On the 

other hand, she knew it was shame. 

She crept up and put her arms around his waist from 

behind. Instantly, one of his hands—the one with the good 

thumb—covered hers. How did he do that? His touch was 

light. He was exactly with her but not holding, not pressing. 

Neither he nor she crossed the line beyond fond. 
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How she had enjoyed having him around, his easy com-

petence and camaraderie. How grand of him to help her take 

care of Deary! (Oh, they don’t make them like that anymore; 

it’s just as well.) 

The creases behind his neck made him look like the sur-

vivor of several beheadings. She knew that any note at all, 

of even so much as inquiry, was up to her. Her inquiry was: 

What did she hope? 





A few days now before he returned to Maine, 

he crossed the dunes with Lou to check the shack. For twenty 

years he had sacrificed his shack as well as everything else. 

Where a footpath forked, Lou made straight for the ocean to 

swim. It amazed him, that the custom of some people here 

was to swim the ocean—the Labrador Current!—every 

summer day through October or until they dropped dead. 

They seemed never to drop dead. Jellyfish stung them, and 

Portuguese men-o’-war. They saw sharks. He remembered 

young Lou in a red suit waving at him from far out in the 

ocean at a spring ebb. Half her torso was out of water; she 

was standing on a bar as a stunt. When she came in, he asked, 

How is the water? Still in her twenties, she spoke three lan-

guages and held her tongue in all of them. Now up the shack 

steps. Through his socks he felt two of four planks dip. He 

was carrying Pete’s Manny. 

Storm sands had blasted shutters silver. An hour later 

between mattress and wall Lou found a shed snakeskin. She 

held the translucent husk by Maytree’s crown; the tail skin 

trailed on the f loor. They found mouse poops like jimmies 

and nests of shredded newspaper. (Why had she left pillows 



196 Annie Dillard 

and paper out? Was she losing her wits?) They found a crack 

in the floor between planks. 

You could leave the woman, but not, it turned out, the 

shack. He seemed to have toiled on it all his life. When he  

was a boy his father, whacking it up, used him as clamp. Now 

he walked outside and under the shack to study the floor 

timbers’ crack. His father had buried chainsawed driftwood 

logs—trunk bottoms—to prop the floor. The heavy crawl of 

the dune pushed these logs half over. For fourteen years May-

tree had buttressed and shimmed them. Now he found the 

cornerposts askew and deeper in the same crisis. On the floor 

timbers he saw his old flat-pencil marks. 

—Who did this work? he yelled pleasantly up at Lou, like 

a new dentist. —A mess under here! You should sue! She was 

up there feeding Manny. Easy as it was to make Lou laugh, he 

never wearied of it. 

He reckoned he had not seen the shack in twenty-one 

years. No, by crikey, no—only six months ago he slept on this 

very shack’s floor. Six months ago. He had not noticed the 

propane tank and hose. He had not noticed much that night. 

He remembered himself bone-cold and old and furious with 

pain laid out on the floor as if gut-shot. 

When Lou opened the shack door that night he almost 

fell forward through the frame on his broken arms. Heat and 

light seemed to blast him up. Behind her head in the door-

way yellow light shone and wreathed her hair. He saw the 

dark red-bowled lamp smoking on its wall shelf behind her 

head. She was using cheap kerosene. He felt his blood pulse in 
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his eyeballs. And that night she had said, Sure, of course she 

would house and help Deary and him, in town for the winter 

and for the duration. She wore a red shirt open at the neck. 

Familiar she was, and unsurprised. 

Exactly what might surprise the old witch? Come in, his 

ex-own Lou said, and he saw her oval face and her wide eyes 

still affectionate, or affectionate again, or affectionate by 

habit. Or she didn’t recognize him. 

As soon as he saw her easy-eyed look that night he started 

falling asleep. Yet he had to crank himself up and speak more 

carefully than ever. Then he would drink water and cross the 

dunes to the motel. She had unbuttoned his jacket for him. He 

drank from a hot and too-heavy cup. That night, he thought 

now, they would have sat at this table. His feet’s thawing under 

the table had turned out to be his chief woe. That and decid-

ing if he was crazy or she was. 

Now kerosene lamps made the room hot. She said, Cer-

tainly, of course, as if they two had already hashed this out for 

months on end, Deary’s dying and his broken bones—and she 

had already told him yes long ago. Or as if, after his bad fall 

on Dr. Cobo’s steps, she had naturally bade him and Deary to 

come live with her in Provincetown so she could tend Deary, 

and he had agreed, and it had all slipped his mind. So he 

had crawled the wild dunes in the dark and stood late in her 

doorway half-dead just to secure what they already decided? 

It gave him the royal creeps. He broke his bones the very day 

before Mrs. Smither drove them to the Cape. Was Lou ex-

pecting him in the doorway any minute? After breaking his 

bones he had no intention of bothering her, not for hours. 
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Oh, yes, his knees and thighs had unstrung that recent 

sneaky day when Lou wrapped her arms about him from be-

hind. He could only barely remember why he had dreaded 

seeking refuge for Deary with Lou. Of course she was too 

wise to blame them for long. That cold night in this shack she 

was matter-of-fact and he was drained. Keeping this everlast-

ing smash of a shack upright and dry might again, if he failed 

to watch his step, become his job. Maybe she foresaw that. 

Later Manny fell asleep on the four-plank deck against 

a knapsack. Dozens of mosquitoes were feeding through 

his skin when Lou fetched him in. When he woke, Maytree 

picked him up and thumped him like a cask. —He couldn’t 

be hungry again, Lou told Maytree. He just ate! 



e p i l o g u e  

Nothing restores the sense of being alive less 
ambiguously than the birth of the unexpected, 
the finding of a person who one did not know one 
loved so much. 

—Ralph Harper, On Presence 

Sometimes in the middle of their sleep, in the black of the 

night with the metal wind and stars forcing the room through 

the window, they woke together as if at a quake. If passion re-

turned they burst out laughing. 

Sometimes by day or night he heard them breathe old as 

oceans—experienced. They enfolded each other and looked 

over each other’s shoulders at the world’s wreck where all 

shattered, at bareness they held at bay. Or they cradled the  

world between them like a mortally sick child, loving it and 

not telling it all they knew. 

Now in compassion they bore, between them, their soli-

tudes each the size of the raveled globe. Everything looked 

better since they were old. 



200 Annie Dillard 

By day a smell of her lingered in sweet sheets. Intimacy 

with Lou had no bounds. Half his life he had sounded her 

and never struck bottom. Perimeters edged Deary, and the 

girls of his youth, and for that matter himself and every-

one he knew. Lou held nothing back, but he knew he never 

reached it all. 

—Let’s pretend we’re old, Lou remembered saying back 

when they were young. They had been watching hurricane 

waves rip the outer beach. To walk back they aligned adjacent 

legs like a pair in a three-legged race. 

—Those days will come soon enough, Maytree said. His 

gravity had startled her. Now those days were here. Lou re-

membered when his forehead’s skin stuck tight as an apple’s. 

She pressed a finger to her own forehead and drew a circle. 

She was loose in her skin as a rabbit. She felt French knots 

on her shins. Now she wanted a book not to knock her out 

but only to move her. And when will the days of wisdom  

come? 

The first week after he showed up again, he built book-

shelves. He asked, Should I grow back a beard? She liked his 

beard, but gave no answer. The last opinion she voiced had 

concerned Deary’s cherry furniture. —Why not sell it or give 

it away? She was sorry she had spoken. Afterward, she ac-

corded his Maine life with Deary a sanctity never to broach. 

Tonight Maytree wanted to help her chop one onion. Now 

after supper he planned to walk the beach with her in moon-

light. A fine activity, but she wanted to draw inside with vine 

charcoal. He seemed to like her within earshot. She guessed 
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he saw for the very first time his lifelong exposure to enemy 

fire, probably because he had watched Deary die. For her the 

shelling never ceased, and beauty ditto—nothing hostile, 

nothing won. He possibly needed her as bulwark, foxhole, at 

best a trenchmate who could cook. Maybe a big dog would 

suit him, a very big dog. 

From the green kitchen table she could see him moving 

up the beach, head bobbing like a marionette’s. She was get-

ting charcoal on her shirt. She had once tinted or dyed her  

one life the hue of his, this one man’s out of billions mostly 

unknown. She no longer leaned her life on anyone. 

Well, one time she fell in love; the next minute—in an 

apparently unrelated event—an unprecedented short person 

played with a roller skate on the floor. Without this new one 

(and presumably his ilk) she had absurdly considered her life 

full. When Petie was young, she assumed Petie would make 

his life around her—were they not miraculously, deliriously 

as one? Then the next minute this same one propped his own 

boggling-new, hitherto-nowhere child in his arms to display 

to her as if she had never seen such a thing. Who had? It was 

as if the tide came in under the door. 

In her last years Lou puzzled over beauty, over the tide 

slacked holding its breath at the flood. She never knew what 

to make of it. Certainly nothing in Darwin, in chemical evolu-

tion, in optics or psychology or even cognitive anthropology 

gave it a shot. Having limited philosophy’s objects to certain-

ties, Wittgenstein later realized he broke, in however true a 

cause, his favorite toy, metaphysics, by forbidding it to enter 

anywhere interesting. For the balance of Wittgenstein’s life he 



202  Annie Dillard 

studied, of all things, religions. Philosophy, Lou thought and 

so did Cornelius, had trivialized itself right out of the ball-

park. Nothing rose to plug the gap, to address what some 

called “ultimate concerns,” unless you count the arts, the arts 

that lacked both epistemological methods and accountability, 

and that drew nutty people, or drove them nuts. 

June 24 was the first—and as it turned out, the last—warm 

day in June. They cut each other’s hair on the front steps. She 

asked him to cut for her short bangs. Her braid was so thick it 

popped hairpins, as if surprised. 

In early July before they moved to the shack they drove out 

to what they called the New Beach. Others called it Herring 

Cove. They brought their respective books. Lou ran into the 

waves. Maytree took a walk. There was a lot to see. Locals had 

divided the beach informally. Half a mile left of the parking 

lot, that is, counterclockwise, he saw many talking women 

on towels. These women, as he had heard, wore nothing any-

where except bright plastic eye shields. Most were over forty, 

some probably in their seventies. “God and the neighbors,” 

his mother used to call that plein air jury that, so long as you 

were outside, was everywhere in session. He had never seen so 

many naked women, let alone naked women who could not 

see him. God and the neighbors had seen a lot worse—given 

earth’s thirty million years of hominid behavior—but not 

much weirder. The close-set eye shields—two hollowed ovals 

a nosepiece joined, like glasses—made all the women look 

cross-eyed. 

Beyond the women was a stretch of naked men sunbath-
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ing their every detail. What the Sam Hill? He hurried scan-

dalized back to Lou, to their folding chairs and their two 

books. 

Lou asked him, Didn’t he remember Ross and Milo? Of 

course Maytree knew their parents’ openhanded friends, who 

had nothing to do with the situation at hand. These people 

on the beach ignored God and the neighbors, even little chil-

dren! Ross Wye and Milo Matheson lived together on Pearl 

Street almost fifty years. Ross was an educated impressionist 

painter. Milo bred dachsunds. 

—At least they kept quiet about it. 

That night Lou dragged him to a drag show. Afterward, 

they walked home upstream in the crowd. 

—What are we supposed to think? 

—That it’s all a big joke, all pretence, and certainly “what 

people think,” and you can drop dead laughing. You’re going 

to drop dead anyway. He thought, She talks more in her old 

age. He thought, You wouldn’t catch any man in Camden go-

ing around as Carol Channing! He almost said it. He stopped 

himself just in time. 

Maytree would write one last book-length poem: There 

Will Be a Sea Battle Tomorrow, Aristotle’s conundrum. Can 

we establish the statement’s truth or falsehood? He had by no 

means finished with the sea, embattled or bare. Truth and 

falsehood were a barrel of laughs. He would for starters read 

Willard Quine, and The Odyssey again, and Aristotle and the 

history of the 1812 blockade. Why the 1812 blockade? Readers 

would see. 
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They stayed in the dunes till mid-October that first of 

many new years. Cranberries came on. Dune people met at 

cranberry patches. Among them were the Maytrees’ favorite 

young friends, smart and funny, whose work over years had 

convinced the National Seashore not to demolish the shacks. 

One night an early frost capped ice on the pump jug. Clouds 

began to withdraw to their winter heights and thinned. 

They boarded up the shack. This fall as every fall, they 

guyed the outhouse ever more strongly against storm winds. 

Maybe this winter the outhouse would stay upright. They 

knew it would not. 

When they returned to their equally windy house by the 

bay, leaves had gone. In the neighbors’ wisteria they saw a 

nest. Maytree extricated it and showed Lou. Flown birds had 

lined it with her blond-white hair in threads and his red-and-

white hair in threads. Their hair made a smooth cup inside 

twigs. Perfecting the circle, he knew, were the nestlings’ wars. 

Ants ate the ones that got pushed out. 

As they aged they grew more avid of beauty, the royal  

sea in their eyes in town, the dunes’ scimitar shadows, the 

ever-perishing skies. The two were storing all this—for what? 

Blind death’s long years. Bay tides amazed them again. Bay 

tides re-created the world, stink and all. Twice a month spring 

tides multiplied seas without diminishing sky. For three 

nights and days after full and new moons, the bay drowned 

the beach and climbed steps. It bore flat clouds upon it. From 

her kitchen window Lou looked down to the beach and saw 

clouds. People vanished. The sea swelled over ground with-
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out a sound and invisibly, as stars cross sky. Lou felt her eyes 

brimming with tears, but it was illusion. Dying fish stranded, 

as did party balloons that strangled sea turtles who mistook 

them for their chief food, jellyfish. 

Six hours later the same seas had withdrawn to Europe. 

Acres and acres of mud showed brown. People walked this 

absorbent surface, or sucking muck, cooling their eyes. They 

strayed among listing boats tied to dry moorings. Beyond, 

and back of beyond, Lou saw human forms wavering in dis-

tance wandering stretches at whim. Out there on the mud-

flats Lou wanted to wave her arms exhilarated, as did many 

dizzy children, children she had never seen. There were no 

paths or bounds, only the planet’s bare skin. Children could 

run anywhere and did. Only adults got stuck. 

Lou memorized the faces of her friends, of children, 

Maytree’s face and knees, clouds, the paintings she loved. She 

played Pete Fountain. They drove hours to see fireworks. She 

asked Maytree, Are these new people afraid of the dark? Why 

light everything? (Etc.) And, Would they look up more often 

if they had to pay? 

He once hoped to acquire what Pico della Mirandola had: 

Keats called it “knowledge enormous.” Maytree had settled 

for knowledge slim. Manny was pretending to be a truck. 

What was it, exactly—or even roughly—that we people are  

meant to do here? Or, how best use one’s short time? For a 

decade or so in Maine he read ethnographies and prehistory 

to ask people of every culture past and present, How did you 
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divide your time? The Toltecs, Olmecs, et al. usually gave him 

the willies, till he read an old Mayan book, the book of the 

dawn of life: 

The first beings gave thanks to the gods: 

—Truly now, double thanks, triple thanks  

that we’ve been formed. We’ve been given  

our mouths, our faces. 

We speak, we listen, we wonder,  

we move . . . under the sky.  

Thanks a million? They sounded like good sports. Plus 

the Mayans saw in the Pleiades four hundred boys. Could 

skies ever have been so clear? For the Greeks, counting seven 

sisters was ordinary, and counting nine was perfect. Maybe 

Mediterranean mists dispersed another 391 sisters or boys? 

On a good northwester now he saw five or six Pleiades, not 

even the seven of his youth. 

All these peoples voted on what we are supposed to do here 

by portioning their time. Our forebears’ chief acts were rais-

ing children and gambling. Not even getting food. Getting 

food never took long before storing grain showed up. The few 

people tended to starve instead. Also popular: getting high,  

eating the salty, oily, and sweet, whittling, weaving, invad-

ing, and placating gods. Were people missing something? If 

we are missing something, why the big secret? 

Soon, but not soon enough, a Modern Library anthology 

of modern American poetry would appear containing sliv-

ers—as he poked a few pine needles between pages—from two 
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of his book-length poems, likely alongside Aiken’s “Morning 

Song of Senlin.” With the book-length poem, the long-range 

cannon full-bore, Maytree had had a blast. Whether his work 

lasted was less crucial now than whether Manny would strad-

dle his shins a little while longer. 





Tomor row is  a nother day only up to a  

point. One summer five years later Maytree began to die all 

over the place. Pete used to tease him about reading as if there 

were no tomorrow. There never were a hell of a lot of tomor-

rows, as Pete would see. Why should he live upstairs, he asked 

Lou, or even inside? The terms of the peace he had forged in 

these past five years with social convention had made con-

vention surrender its tangle of keys. Lou reminded son Pete 

that Maytree always liked a change of scene. Those two broke 

down the ironstone bed once more and tilted its mattress and 

frame down one f light of stairs to the kitchen, then down an-

other flight to the basement floor by the doors to their yard’s 

strand of cordgrass and sand and sea. On fair nights, they 

carried Maytree himself, long and light, through the doors 

and spread him in bed open-eyed. 

They were Arabic: Enif, Markab, Achernar, Hamal, Alfirk, 

Scheat, Rasalhague. They moved evenly over the black des-

ert. They spread and kept their places as searchers sweep a 

field. Algenib and Denebola had gone before. Fomalhaut kept 

alone. Alpheratz and Saiph trailed out of sight. 
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Long-necked Cygnus from afar pointed to the water like a 

spear and spent all night falling southwest unflinching. The 

breast of Cygnus was Sadir. Deneb, Altair, and Vega cornered 

a triangle overhead. The Milky Way smeared through it. The 

galaxy shed lights from far shores. It seemed to split in two 

streams that plied side by side over the top, north to south. 

Meteorites fell, six an ordinary hour. Ursa Major swung on its 

mooring as if tide loosed it. “But my eighties are passionate,” 

someone said in a book. 

Pete strung a tarp like a Baker tent to catch dew without 

closing sky. Lou slept like a mummy outside at the edge of 

their mattress. All Maytree’s adult visitors read to him in the 

dew. He wanted the stories of his childhood, “The Apple Tree, 

the Singing, and the Gold,” and “The Country of the Blind.” 

He wanted the lasting feelings only books could provide. If 

anyone asked, he would probably admit that he was unlikely 

to be up and around, really, again. 

Nights he rose to take companionable leaks with Jupi-

ter. Comically, when he took his last outdoor shower a week 

ago, he did not know it would be his last. Nothing marked 

or would mark his last piece of pie, swim, tune—as pres-

ently he would see his last everything, kid, dawn, spoon, 

and familiar face—if he had not already. When he knew he 

would die, he found it first impossible, then sad, to near the 

falls’ lip, to yield to the ripping loss of the colored world and 

himself in it. Where would—say—literature be, if every-

one mattered less than a speck? In all his work he avoided 
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sentimental topics, say love and grief. But they came along, 

didn’t they. 

One morning Lou told him that their sleeping outdoors 

on fair nights was scandalizing neighbors—always invigorat-

ing. Sunny days she shielded him with a Red Sox cap—not 

that such shielded the Red Sox. She had a book of Trask Pro-

vençal lyrical poems and an anthology of old lyrical poems 

from East and West. She read to him in a murmur. Every-

thing amazed these ancient poets as if they had just awakened 

to a world already moving and full of astounding stuff like 

hills, or a round of white cheese. Tandy often sat by the bed 

listening and gnawing her knees. Maytree refused the tapioca 

she kept sticking at him. 

When Lou woke beside him one rainy morning on their 

bed moved inside the doors, she watched his blue hand feel 

for a nautical chart. His hands’ backs looked glued over 

with blueberry skins. That his face was gray as a kneaded  

eraser she ignored. Now a month had passed since he could 

hold a book, a week since he asked her to read. After he took 

to bed he hoped, he told her, to learn more constellations. 

Cartoons of suns that look adjacent only from here, Lou  

thought, attracted her too. But learning why, now? Would 

he dead reckon among stars? And now learning a nautical 

chart? Lou watched his hand find it curled on the f loor. He 

tried to fold it into submission. How little time—less than 

the verblasteder turtle’s. Today he would surely not try to 

memorize what muck anchors brought up whence. She 
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creased the blue chart to display local waters north to Stell-

wagen Bank. For the next few days when he was alert she 

gave his hand the chart, right side up. His thumb pressed it 

to his fingers and he lapsed away. Any section she gave him 

was fine. 

Here came sneaking the tide. Its raised rims caught star-

light that streaked along the beach like lighted eels. The son 

picked up a fish rack spangled in blood and threw it on the 

mudflats, where its stink would meld in the brine they rarely 

noticed but loved. Then the son sprawled on sand by the old 

ones and looked up. He and his mother watched the night 

with Maytree while they could. 

I scarcely knew how pleasantly the moments were falling, un-

til now, when looking them over through the telescope of years. 

Last month he had read this to the woman from a book. He 

interrupted her reading. Had his moments fallen pleasantly? 

As a boy he sold cod cheeks door-to-door from pails. 

Diomede exulans exulans, the wandering albatross. He 

heard girls laughing down the beach. Orange and black specks 

rose from distant bonfires. Breeze lifted a blanket corner. 

The woman rose and tucked something over his feet. Which 

feet—he had seen and forgot—were turning black. The sea’s 

curve neared. The lighthouse turned; everything extended. 

His arms cooled. His eyes roved. Carina, the keel. Overhead 

Hercules ran like a turpentined horse. Cepheus, that crazy 

little house. 
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Your face I keep inside my soul, . . . the days of September 

rising in my dreams . . . , whatever theme I touch, whatever 

thought I utter. These Cavafy lines recurred as he went in and 

out of sleep on the beach. Maytree’s adoring grandmother, al-

ways good in a crisis, showed up fitfully to encourage him. A 

radio said, Here’s the pitch! Mornings a bird repeated, You hit 

me and I’ll tell Mom! You hit me and I’ll tell Mom! He realized 

he had been hearing this bird’s whine all his life, and it would 

be his death song. 

He knew a crew had buried his grandfather at sea. The men 

sewed shut the canvas they shrouded him in. The mate used a 

leather palm to ram a curved sewing needle again and again 

through all the layers of canvas on either side of the corpse’s 

nostrils, and, in the middle, through the nostrils’ gristle. 

By day, dimming people circled. Cornelius brought Tandy. 

One day he faced Maytree. Wide whiskers wagging, Corne-

lius began, 

—Doc says, You have three minutes to live. 

—Anything you can do for me, doc? 

—Well, I could boil you an egg. 

When he woke at night, he saw Altair in Aquila, Corona 

Borealis, and the wild swan sluicing down the Milky Way. 

The Little Dipper looked like a shopping cart. They should 

rename it. 

Lou lay beside him, silent as bandages, her immense soli-

tude so gloriously—he might say, for who will fault a dy-

ing man’s diction?—broached. I wither slowly in thine arms, 

here at the quiet limit of the world. She got up to stretch in 
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her long dress, and his body drooped to the low and midgey 

spot she left warm. What was he trying to remember? Was 

Alterf “the glance?” He thought he witnessed, and was now 

witnessing, the cutting edge of things. Had he helped cut? I 

scarcely knew how pleasantly the moments were falling. He had 

enjoyed what Brits call good innings. He had seen downy 

feathers on eggs. He saw auroras from the dunes. Once he 

saw a fireball. 

Now the rising sea drowned the flats with no struggle. 

The heavens slid down. Was dragging the bed outside Lou’s 

idea? He would trail off into skies like a cloud or sonic boom. 

Addio terra, addio cielo. Maybe like Lou he was more ironist 

than he knew. Around him her body, sawgrass, trash, seas, 

and skies altered, reeled, and gave way to dark. The gods in 

the night jumbled with beasts there, and moved through 

tools, thrones, machines. Their legs tangled in one anoth-

er’s chariots. Their wings disrupted lovers. Horns’ tips ran 

through eyes. A mess up there. 

Only now did he reckon beauty itself was the great 

thing. As a deathbed revelation this required—like most, he 

suspected—more thought. 

Lou changed their sheets without getting him up, as she 

did in the rest home. Shifting him, she guessed he weighed 

about what his skeleton and teeth did. His rib cage through 

his shirt reminded her of a newsreel of the Hindenburg. Two 

days later he rarely opened his eyes. Still they moved him in 

and out; now he was out. Even in fog he wanted the bed on the 

beach. A gliding gull dropped its head, swiveled its neck, and 

peered under its tail to keep him in sight like a car crash. 
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Frowning, he looked as if he were trying to scry the back 

of his skull like a cave wall. She and Pete hated to interrupt, to 

chivvy him forth and try to make him drink. He was tied up 

elsewhere. He was lowering away. Davits started to swing. 

Lou wondered where his information would go when he 

died. Would filaments of learning plant patterns on earth? 

Would his brain train the sinking plankton to know their 

way around the seafloor from here to Stellwagen Bank? Her 

brain would deliquesce too, and with it all she had learned 

topside. Which was not much, she considered, nor anywhere 

near worked out. Bacteria would unhook her painstakingly 

linked neurons and fling them over their shoulders and carry 

them home to chew up for their horrific babies. 

She watched a wave strand a white skate inverted. It scraped 

back and forth in the waves for an hour, openmouthed. 

Clams squirted in the bucket by the door. Pete dug them 

at low tide. Now the ocean ponderously tilted in its basin to 

f lood North America a grain at a time. She and Pete sat by 

the bed where Maytree had lain indoors and unconscious, or 

bored stiff, for two days. He neither ate, drank, eliminated, 

opened his eyes, or turned. She watched his clavicle. A piece 

of brilliance found his face through the French doors; it 

wrapped his features in shape-shifting trapezoids as clouds 

passed. The room and all its glass faced south. Yankee the box 

turtle stretched like a blindworm to warm its neck. 

She told Pete that Maytree would live till the next ebb. 

—Since when are you superstitious? Pete said. The clams had 

soaked his blue jersey. It’s even odds. She did not answer. 
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Maytree made a fist. The woman wore a long red shift. 

She stroked him—Algreba, the brow. The little she retained; 

all she had yet to think through in her time left. Replaceable 

gulls. For all she knew she had seen the same gulls over and 

over. 

She lifted thin slips of his hair between spread fingers and 

let them slide. He used to fall asleep when she cut his hair. She 

dripped water between his lips from a clean cloth’s corner. 

With her finger, she painted his mouth in bacon grease. 

Would he remember, at least at first, to watch for its own 

blue seas’ palming the earth? 
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