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ONE

THE PHONE rang at seven o’clock in the morning. Maya put down her pencil and took off her reading glasses.

“Hello?”

“Collect call for Maya Woodruff from Jean Jacques Rousseau,” said the operator, her voice made tinny from the distance.

“I accept the charges.”

“Thank you. Go ahead.”

“Maya.”

“Snooky, you beast.”

“Did you know that Rousseau was born in Switzerland? Here I always thought he was French.”

“Did you call me at this hour to tell me that?”

“This hour? What time is it there?”

“It’s early in the morning.”

“Well, it’s early in the morning here too.”

“Where are you? What part of the planet?”

“I’m in St. Martin,” her younger brother said. He sounded cheerful. Of course, Snooky always did sound cheerful. “French Antilles. It’s beautiful here, Maya. You would love it. Sun, sand and surf. I’m visiting friends.”

“Well, of course you are. When’s the last time you ever paid for a hotel room?”

“You sound grumpy, Maya. It’s not like you. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything is fine.”

“Where’s Bernard?”

“Snooky, I can’t believe I’m paying for this conversation. Think for a moment. It’s seven o’clock in the morning. Bernard is asleep.”

“Oh.”

There was silence, broken only by the crackle of the telephone line.

“You don’t sound like yourself, Maya. You sound extremely grumpy. Usually you’re delighted when I call, no matter what time of day. I had a psychic intuition I should call you, so I did. Something is wrong, isn’t it? Is it you and Bernard? Are you getting divorced? I always thought you were such a solid couple.”

“Bernard and I are not getting divorced.”

“Are you ill? Is one of you sick? Should I come immediately?”

“Neither of us is sick.”

There was a brief silence.

“You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

“Snooky, you are amazing. You can tell whether or not I’m pregnant over a telephone line long-distance from the Caribbean?”

“You are pregnant.”

“Yes.”

There was a pause. “I’ll be there later today. Don’t bother to pick me up. I’ll rent a car in New York.”

“Snooky—”

Maya was left talking to a vacuum. The telephone crackled and hummed ethereally, the sound of the electronic muses. She sighed and placed it back on its hook.

“Snooky diagnosed my pregnancy in a two-minute telephone call from St. Martin,” Maya told her husband later that day.

Bernard, a large man with dark hair and a bristling beard, took a sip of coffee from the oversized coffee cup which he favored. He looked grumpy. “I assume we paid for that call?”

“He knew right away, Bernard. Don’t you think that’s … well … unusual?”

“Everything about Snooky is unusual. Unusual, you understand, in the sense of not quite normal.”

“He really is psychic. Mother always said he was.”

Bernard folded his newspaper. “How are you feeling today?”

“Really awful.”

“I’m sorry. Can I get anything for you? How about some decaf?”

“I don’t want to look at coffee.” Maya scribbled irritably on a large legal pad she was holding on her lap. “I don’t want to look at tea. I don’t want to look at anything except maybe some celery. And in about two minutes I’m going back to bed for the rest of the day.”

“I think we’re running out of celery.” Bernard cocked a worried eye toward the kitchen.

“Go get some more.”

“I never knew celery was a miracle drug for pregnant women.”

“It’s not a miracle drug. It happens to be the only thing that settles my stomach and keeps away that awful fainty feeling. That blackout low-blood-sugar thing. Now leave me alone for a little while, Bernard. I’m struggling to get this article done, and it’s not easy.” Maya worked for a small magazine called The Animal World. “I don’t see how I can possibly write anything decent while I’m feeling like this. I’d like to see you work under these conditions.”

“I haven’t gotten anything done for the last two months either, you know, sweetheart.”

“Well, at least you don’t feel like this.” Maya leaned her head wearily against her hand. “I have no joy of living. I’ve lost my esprit. I have no good cheer. I am no longer a happy camper.”

“You’re in your first trimester. You’re not supposed to be a happy camper.”

“I don’t see how something that’s only a few thousand cells big can make a person feel this way.”

“Can I do anything? Can I give you a back rub? Can I bring you some herbal tea?” Bernard hovered lovingly over her.

“You can call all my so-called friends and tell them that when they told me the first few months weren’t so bad, they were wrong. Oh, by the way.” Maya lifted her head. “Snooky is coming. He’ll be here later on today. He didn’t say when.”

“He never does say when. He just crawls up to the front door, like a cockroach.”

“We’ll need stuff for dinner. I can’t think about it. Do you mind doing the shopping?”

“No. I’ll make up a list.”

“Get celery. And salad stuff. Oh, and Bernard—?”

“Yes?”

“Get about a million shrimp. I think I could go for some shrimp tonight.”
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Bernard was standing in the kitchen later that afternoon, watching the shrimp, cleaned, shelled and deveined, doing a macabre and ghostly dance in the pot of boiling water, when there was a hollow banging sound from the vicinity of the front door. He glanced at his watch, which read 5:00 P.M., and made his way slowly down the hall to the foyer. There were more loud banging sounds. Bernard did not hurry. When they had bought the old blue-and-white Victorian in a state of ill repair, worn down by the centuries and by the casual abuse of previous owners, there had been an elderly doorbell which chimed loudly when a button was pushed. Bernard had disconnected it shortly after he and Maya moved in. He loathed doorbells—agents of the devil, he called them. He hated jumping every time the bell sounded, he hated those particular chimes and he hated the artificial cheeriness of it. To Bernard, someone at the front door was not a cause for celebration. For a long time he had left the button there untouched, and many visitors and deliverymen had spent hours pushing it before going away unanswered, but finally Maya had persuaded him to put up a brass lion’s-head knocker of impressive weight and stature, which leered into a visitor’s face and (Bernard felt) made them think twice before knocking. It produced a very satisfactory brass clanging sound which, unlike the doorbell, he could ignore with equanimity. He had spent many happy hours ignoring it, closeted away in his study upstairs.

Now as he came into the foyer, it became apparent that the banging sound was not coming from the lion’s-head knocker, but from an area several inches above the floor. Bernard grimaced and slowly unlocked the door. It opened to reveal a giant brown teddy bear.

Bernard contemplated the teddy bear for a moment.

“Snooky.”

His brother-in-law’s head appeared next to the bear’s, an unlikely Medusa. “Bernard. So good to see you.”

“Did you have to kick the door?”

“I couldn’t reach that very impressive brass knocker you have there with my feet. I’m sure you understand.”

“Come on in.”

“Thanks so much.”

Snooky put the bear down carefully on an antique hat stand with a wooden seat in a corner of the foyer, placed his suitcase on the floor, and turned to embrace Bernard in a tearful hug.

“Bernard, I … I can’t express how I feel.”

Bernard stood woodenly, in pained amazement.

“I’m so happy for the two of you, I could cry.”

“Please take your hands off me.”

Snooky wiped his eyes and stood back. “I brought you a bear.”

“So I see.” The bear was hard to miss, lolling drunkenly on the hat stand.

“I know I’ve been an uncle before”—Snooky and Maya’s older brother, William, a corporate lawyer who lived in California, had two small children—“but as I guess you know, I can’t stand Anna and Buster. They drive me crazy. I’m hoping to have a better relationship with your child. I know I could be a good uncle if I tried. I’m starting now. I don’t want Maya to do anything. I’m going to take over running the house. She’ll sit for nine months with her feet up. You’ll see, I’m going to do everything.”

Bernard stared at him gloomily. “Seven months.”

“Seven months. I would have been here the first two months if you had told me. Did she tell you I knew over the phone? Do we have a connection, Maya and I, or what? Did she tell you I was coming?”

“She warned me.”

“Where is she now? I want to show her the bear.”

“Snooky, she’s pregnant. Don’t show her the bear. It might scare her, and that would disturb the child.” Bernard stared at the plain brown suitcase Snooky had brought with him. “Since when do you have luggage? I’ve never seen that before.”

Snooky, on his wanderings across the country and to various foreign lands, visited them often in the little town of Ridgewood, Connecticut. He had graduated from college several years before and had never yet held a job, so it made visiting very easy. He had inherited enough money from his parents’ untimely death to get by in the style to which he had always been accustomed—as his older brother William said, “He spent his life in training to do nothing”—and part of that lifestyle was to wander from place to place, never staying anywhere too long, renting instead of buying, visiting instead of settling down. The one place he returned to year after year was his older sister’s rickety old Victorian house in the idyllic suburb which was Ridgewood, a town of winding lanes, crystalline lakes surrounded by woods, and houses of every shape and color, from thatched cottages to modern steel-and-glass geodesic domes, tucked away into the scenic landscape. Snooky usually traveled light, which in his case meant weightless, i.e. no luggage at all, showing up at Maya and Bernard’s front door with grand plans to borrow a toothbrush and wear his brother-in-law’s clothes—not that they fit him, but he would wear them anyway, Bernard’s oversized outfits draped luxuriously on Snooky’s gangly frame.

“Don’t tell me you brought your own clothes,” Bernard said.

“No, no, don’t be ridiculous. It’s presents, Bernard—gifts. Small bits of this and that for Maya. My sister. My pregnant sister.”

“Where’d you get the suitcase?”

“I bought it at the airport. Nice, isn’t it? I’ll leave it here when I go. No point in traveling with luggage, it just means more waiting in line when you get off the plane.”

Bernard led the way into the kitchen. “Maya’s asleep right now. At least she’s lying down. I don’t want you disturbing her, Snooky. She hasn’t been feeling well for weeks.”

“So I gathered on the phone.” Snooky flopped down at the big oak table in the middle of the room. He glanced around in satisfaction at the big country kitchen, with gleaming pots hanging from the ceiling, ceramic tiles on the walls and vining plants tumbling in graceful green loops from the shelves. “This kitchen never changes. Nothing ever changes here. You fixed this place up nicely when you moved in, and now nothing is ever different. I love it here.”

“I hope you don’t love it too much.” Bernard stirred the shrimp gloomily. “Maya said she wanted shrimp tonight. I’ve never made shrimp before. Is an hour too long to cook it?”

“An hour?”

“Too long, isn’t it?”

“It depends. Is it the four-foot-long, twenty-pound jumbo shrimp of the Frisian Islands?” Snooky got up and leaned over the stove, to be greeted by a gust of steam from the pot. “No. Well, in that case, an hour is too long. By a factor of twelve.”

“I don’t trust shrimp. You can get sick from it. I wish Maya wouldn’t eat it, but when she wants to eat, I want her to have whatever she wants, as long as it’s not obviously poisonous. Do you think it’s safe by now?”

“Yes. I think it’s safe. It’s not edible, but it’s certainly safe. What else do you have in the fridge?” Snooky opened the door. “What is this, Bernard? A festival of celery?”

Bernard shrugged.

“Do you have any rice?”

“I think there’s some in the cupboard.”

Snooky rummaged around. “This is the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen. This pantry looks like … well, like you’ve been doing all the shopping for two months. Never mind, I’ll find something for dinner. But for now, let’s talk, Bernard. We so rarely get a chance to talk, just the two of us. Tell me, how does it feel? How does it feel, knowing you’re about to become a father? I know how excited I am about being a new uncle. How do you feel?”

Bernard stared at him in glum silence. This was what he hated most about Snooky’s visits—this, and the trail of misfortune and sudden death which always seemed to accompany his appearances. Bernard shared his soul with few people, and his brother-in-law was not one of them.

“I feel pretty,” he said at last.

“No, really.”

“I feel frightened.”

Snooky was interested in this. “Frightened? Is that so? Increased responsibility? The care and feeding of a helpless newborn on your hands?”

“The prospect of you and William coming to stay permanently.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about William.” Snooky took out a dog-eared package of brown rice and inspected it from all sides. “This should be okay. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about him. You’ll be lucky if he flies in from the West Coast to inspect the newest member of the family, see if the baby is up to his high standards. Has Maya told him yet?”

“No.”

Snooky was gratified. He flashed Bernard a pleased smile. “I was first, then,” he said dreamily. “The first one she told. William doesn’t even know. That’s wonderful.”

“She didn’t exactly tell you.”

“No. I guessed. It’s a little gift I have. Psychic, you know. I can foretell the outcome of horse races, too. That’s why I don’t gamble. It wouldn’t be fair.”

Bernard was not impressed. “Can you foretell when you’ll be terminating this visit?”

Snooky turned back to the cupboard. “The future is hazy, Bernard. Hazy, and unexpected. Certain things are difficult to predict. It depends a lot on my sister. If she’s really not feeling well, I may be here for a long time. A very long time.”

“Everyone says she should feel better in the second trimester. That’s in a few weeks.”

“Could you tell me when she wakes up?” Snooky lifted the cover again and peered doubtfully into the pot. “I have a few little things I brought for her. I don’t think you have to worry about these shrimp, Bernard, they’re definitely dead.”

When Maya opened her eyes an hour later, she was confronted by the sight of an enormous brown bear leaning over her, its flat button eyes gazing at her sympathetically. She smiled.

“Thank you, Snooky. I love it.”

“Well,” said her brother, putting it down on her bed and sprawling beside it, “it’s big, at least. It’s the biggest one they had.”

“I love it. Have you named it yet?”

“No. I left that up to you. I was too busy planning the games I’m going to play with my new niece or nephew. Do you know which it is?”

“No, and if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” Maya caressed the soft fur. “How about … hmmmm. How about Mabel?”

“Mabel? Maya, this is a boy bear.”

“How do you know?”

“Of course I don’t know, but—well, aren’t they all?”

Maya looked stubborn. A faint crease appeared between her eyebrows. “I want to call her Mabel.”

“Mabel it is. And a good name, too. A fine name. Mabel. Yes. I hope the baby likes her.”

“I’m sure Mabel will be a big hit.”

“How are you feeling, Missy?” Missy was his pet name for her, from his childhood. Maya was five years older and had practically raised him after their parents died. He patted her shoulder and took her hand in both of his own. “You don’t look any different.”

Maya’s gaze softened as she looked at her reprobate younger brother, the black sheep of the family. “I feel different, Snooks. I feel really terrible most of the time. I have my good moments and my bad moments. I’m just so tired that sometimes I feel like crying. I lie on my side and look out the window at the weeping willow on the lawn, and I think things like, ‘Someday winter will come and the snow will cover the ground,’ stuff like that. My brain doesn’t seem to be working. I feel much stupider than I used to.”

“Hormones,” her brother said sagely. “Hormones. Hormones make you stupid.”

“I suppose so.” Maya stuffed two pillows behind her and leaned back. “It’s just that Bernard and I were so excited about this whole thing, having a baby and everything, and now that it’s happened I sometimes wish we had never started. I feel like I’m trudging uphill on a long road leading nowhere. I lie on my bed and I feel like saying, wait a minute, I didn’t know it would be like this, but I know the universe doesn’t care. Nobody cares. Everybody thinks it’s so cute when I feel bad, because I’m not really sick. I’m just pregnant. Just pregnant!” She scowled. “You and Bernard wouldn’t last a day, feeling like this.”

Snooky looked at her thoughtfully. “You have it bad, Maya.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve allowed yourself to become bitter. I blame it on Bernard.”

Maya bristled. “Bernard? Why Bernard? He’s been terrific, slaving away downstairs for me, doing all the shopping and running the house.”

“I blame Bernard. Bernard, as you apparently have not noticed, is not a good slave. He has too independent a spirit. He is not a good cook and, even though he loves you, he has his own work and cannot wait on your every need. What he did to the shrimp tonight, Maya, no poor helpless invertebrate should have suffered.”

Maya smiled at her brother. Looking at his face was like looking into a mirror, a younger, male reflection of her own. They had the same thin crooked nose, hazel eyes and pale skin. They had the same golden-brown hair, which Snooky wore brushed back casually and Maya wore sweeping her shoulders in a pageboy. They even shared the same aristocratic bone structure. “And you feel you can correct this situation?” she said.

“I, Maya, am the perfect slave. If this were an eighteenth-century English mansion, I would be the butler. You will do nothing; I will do everything. I am used to that from my previous visits.”

“You are a good cook, I’ll give you that. Not that I feel like eating anything.”

“That will change. I have noticed that most pregnant women, after the first few months, seem to have no trouble eating.”

“I suppose so.”

“Come on downstairs. I have a few things to give you.”

In the living room, a large open area with a high ceiling, exposed wooden beams and a picture window overlooking the willow tree in the backyard, Maya sank into an overstuffed chair while Snooky opened the suitcase. It was filled to overflowing with stuffed toys, rattles and mobiles.

“A stuffed platypus,” Snooky said, lifting it up for inspection. “You don’t get to see this every day, do you? Pink and blue matching stuffed bears. A dinosaur.” The dinosaur was an attractive forest green. “The trendiest kind of mobile. They say these black-and-white designs are good for the baby’s ocular system. I think they’re a little hallucinogenic, myself.” There was also a very charming little rattle shaped like a star, a mobile with stuffed animals that played “Send in the Clowns,” a newborn outfit covered with smiling cows, a tiny pair of socks (“the baby will be born in the fall”), three receiving blankets in pale blue, green and yellow, and a jack-in-the-box.

“Very nice,” said Maya, when Snooky was finished. “Thank you very much. How in the world did you manage to buy all this stuff today?”

“I rented a car at JFK Airport and stopped off in a baby store on the way up here. I told them I was expecting to become an uncle soon and I wanted the best of everything.”

“We don’t even have a nursery yet to put this stuff in,” Maya said fretfully. She picked up the tiny pair of socks and gazed at it. A cold fear gripped her heart. “I don’t think I can handle this, Snooks. All this responsibility. Look at these socks. They frighten me. They frighten me, Snooky.”

“Don’t worry, Maya, I’m here now. I’ll take care of everything. I’m wonderful with babies.”

“Since when are you wonderful with babies?”

“Since you decided to have one. Hello, Bernard.”

Bernard had wandered into the room, sweating slightly from the heat in the kitchen. It was the middle of March, an unseasonably warm day. He was followed by a small red mop whose tail beat furiously when it spied Snooky.

“Misty!” cried Snooky, picking up the dog and dangling it in front of his face. “It’s little Misty! How are you? Ready for a little brother or sister? Give me a kiss, Misty.”

The dog licked his face luxuriously.

“I don’t see how you can let her do that,” said Bernard. He went to the picture window and cranked open one of the glass panels.

“Misty loves me,” said Snooky. “I have a way with women. They come under my spell, and all is lost for them.”

“Sweetheart,” said Maya, “look at what Snooky brought for the baby. It’s really too much.”

Bernard looked over the pile of pastel animals, clothing and blankets scattered over the floor. “You’re right. It really is too much.”

“It frightens me, Bernard. It makes the whole thing seem so … so real.”

“It is real,” said Bernard, in his pragmatic way. He stood next to the window, hoping for a breeze. “You can take over in the kitchen now, Snooky. I’m done in there. What’s this?”

“It’s a jack-in-the-box, Bernard. Didn’t you ever have one?”

“Of course I had one,” Bernard said irritably. He sat down on the floor and tentatively wound it up. The box played a manic “Here we go round the mulberry bush” several times in succession, then the top sprang open and out popped a little clown in Scaramouche attire, all gaudy tatters and purple velvet scraps. It bobbled there in front of Bernard’s face, giving him a poignant lopsided grin.

Bernard, for the first time that day, smiled. It was a slow smile that seeped over his face like sewer water.

“I like this,” he said. “It’s the first thing you’ve ever brought us that I’ve liked, Snooky.”

“There’s no telling what it is you’ll like, Bernard. There’s simply no telling. I try my best.”

Bernard put his hand on top of the little clown’s head, pushed it gently back into the box, and cranked the handle again. Once again the tune played, the top sprang open, the Scaramouche popped out.

Bernard smiled. He pushed the clown back in, closed the top, and happily cranked the handle.

On the fifteenth repetition, Maya motioned to Snooky and the two of them left the room. Behind them they could hear “Here we go round the mulberry bush” played in an uneven, clanging tone, then a clatter as the doll sprang out. Maya could imagine Bernard’s smile.

“No waste,” said Snooky, clearing the table in the kitchen and getting down to work.

“No waste?”

“Yes. Whatever the baby doesn’t like, Bernard will play with.”

Dinner, when Snooky finally served it an hour later, consisted of a Creole shrimp and rice dish (“I had this in a tiny little restaurant up in a tree house in the middle of a palm tree grove—good, isn’t it?”), a French bread which he had dug out of the freezer and drizzled with garlic, and a large eggplant which he had cooked, split down the middle and sprinkled with herbs. Maya ate one small portion of the shrimp dish, a few bites of the eggplant, and turned slightly green when offered the garlic bread.

“No garlic, thanks, Snooks. I’m not up to it. I have morning sickness all day long if I eat the wrong stuff.”

Snooky was penitent. “I didn’t think, Maya. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again. Garlic, how stupid of me.”

Bernard happily consumed three large helpings of the shrimp casserole, most of the garlic bread and at least two-thirds of the eggplant. He said little. Bernard never did say much, particularly at meals. Snooky passed him what remained of the bread.

“Finish it off, Bernard. Finish what you’ve begun. God, watch him eat, Maya.”

“I don’t like to watch anyone eat these days.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about putting on a lot of excess weight with your pregnancy, Missy. I don’t think you’ll get the chance. Who’s been cooking for you the last couple of months? Not Bernard?”

“Yes, Bernard,” said Bernard.

“Pitiful. What’s it been, Maya? Canned beans every night?”

“You underrate him, Snooky. You’ve always underrated him. Bernard can be quite a good cook, when called upon. He’s made me some delicious meals.”

“Oh, please. What does that mean? Scrambled eggs?”

“I make very good scrambled eggs.”

“Anyone can make very good scrambled eggs, Bernard. It doesn’t require any talent. What else have you served? TV dinners?”

Bernard bristled. “I wouldn’t serve Maya TV dinners. There are a number of things I make that are good. Things I learned how to make when I was living on my own.”

“Name one.”

“Beef Stroganoff.”

Snooky was surprised. “Really? Beef Stroganoff? Is it edible, Maya? Yes? I owe you an apology, Bernard. I didn’t realize you had such hidden talents. I’ve never seen you make beef Stroganoff.”

“I’ve never made it for you,” said Bernard pointedly.

“And—correct me if I’m wrong here, Bernard—I bet you never will. Coffee, Maya?”

“No, Snooks.”

“Bernard?”

“Yes.”

Bernard grunted in satisfaction when Snooky served him coffee and dessert, bananas fried with brown sugar and honey. He settled down to eat, bearlike, a large dark bearded man hunched over the table, humming softly to himself.

Maya picked dispiritedly at her dessert. “I can’t do it, Snooks. It looks delicious, but I can’t eat it. My appetite isn’t what it used to be.”

“You never ate much, Missy. Don’t worry. I know somebody whose appetite appears to be unaffected by the recent turn of events.”

Bernard hummed happily to himself.

Snooky, who also never ate much, pushed his serving and Maya’s across the table at his brother-in-law. “No waste,” he said, and sat back to drink his coffee, watching Bernard with amusement over the edge of his cup.

After dinner Maya took Snooky upstairs to see the nursery.

“It’s not in very good shape yet,” she said on the way up the tortuous flight of stairs. “It’s the extra bedroom on the second floor.”

“The one that always had all the junk in it?”

“That’s right. Bernard cleaned it out. Now we’re trying to decide what color to paint it.”

They passed Bernard’s study, Maya’s study, and the master bedroom. Maya went to a door at the end of the hallway and flung it open. “Here it is. What do you think? Use your imagination.”

Snooky stood in the doorway for a long time, looking around the room. “Well … it’s clean, at least.”

The room was immaculately clean, all the boxes removed, the dust swept away. It was a small room with a slanting ceiling and a pretty view of the fir trees and sloping lawn at the side of the house.

“It’s not so bad, is it?”

“The wallpaper will have to go.”

“I know that.”

The wallpaper, inherited from the previous tenant, was a loud splashy floral design in metallic hues of silver, orange and green.

“I’ve never understood what people will put on their walls,” said Snooky. “I wouldn’t wrap a gift in that paper. And what about the floor, Missy?”

The floor was covered with peeling silver-toned linoleum tiles.

“Bernard’s going to pry up the tiles and refinish the floor. There’s a nice hardwood floor underneath that, if you can believe it. Oak, like the rest of the house.”

“And the curtains?”

“Well, of course we’re going to replace the curtains,” Maya said crossly. The curtains in question were a faded chintz which managed to clash with both the wallpaper and the floor. “You’re not being very appreciative, Snooks.”

“I’m sorry, My. It’s a beautiful room. Look at that view. It’s just that it’s going to need a lot of work.”

“We know that. Bernard’s going to do it himself.”

“Bernard?”

“That’s right.”

“Bernard, in his spare time, when he’s not waiting on you or writing his books, is going to strip the wallpaper, paint the room, take up the tiles, refinish the hardwood floor, buy fabric and make nice new curtains?”

“That’s right.”

Snooky crossed his arms. “It’s too bad that the human gestational period is only nine months, Missy. You’re going to need a lot more time than that before this baby arrives.”
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Snooky moved his stuff, what little of it there was, into the third-floor bedroom under the eaves which was always his when he came to visit. The bedroom was hot in the summer and freezing in the winter, poorly insulated and completely primitive, but it had a beautiful view of the surrounding countryside, a wooden four-poster bed and a dormer window with a comfortable window seat, all of which helped (in Snooky’s mind) to make up for the inconvenience. True to his word, he danced attendance on his sister, cooking her meals, making her little snacks to tempt her appetite, doing the shopping for the household and running errands. Maya relaxed gratefully into this pattern. Bernard, as Snooky had pointed out, was, despite the best will in the world, not a good servant; he did not enjoy doing the shopping and was not a gifted cook. After a few days of pro forma protests, Bernard also relaxed into letting Snooky run the household. He steamed off the wallpaper in the nursery—a long and laborious task—and then began to spend more time in his study, wrestling with his latest book, the story of a wayward lobster who gets lost during the annual migration.

“A tragedy, really,” said Snooky when he heard the plot line. “A tragic tale. Not unlike Hamlet.”

Bernard glanced at him sullenly.

“What made you decide to switch to arthropods?”

“Nothing.”

Bernard’s books were for children ages three to seven, and were mostly concerned with kindly sheep and dashing, daredevil rats.

“There must have been something,” Snooky pointed out reasonably. “Some precipitating cause.”

“I read about the lobster migration. It sounded interesting.”

“We went out for seafood one night,” Maya told her brother later. “Bernard saw the lobsters in the tank and felt sorry for them.”

“He’s a good man, Maya. Strange, but good. What’s the lobster’s name?”

“I don’t know if it has a name. Bernard hasn’t been able to concentrate on his work, because of the baby and everything. And I haven’t been in the best of moods. It affects his work when I’m not feeling well.”

“Oh, come on. As far as I can tell, the tides affect Bernard’s work. I’ve never seen him work well. He’s always complaining about something or other.”

Maya was complacent about this. “That’s true. That’s the way he is. It’s not easy, what he does, you know, Snooks.”

“It’s easier than working for a living.”

“How would you know?”

“I wouldn’t. The observer’s point of view, that’s all. And how about your work, Maya? What are you doing these days?”

Maya looked grumpy. “I’m supposed to be doing an article on Exocoetidae.”

“On what?”

“Exocoetidae. Flying fish, you moron. You took science in college, didn’t you? You did go to college, right? Didn’t William and I pay for that?”

“In more ways than one.” Snooky’s college career had been less than illustrious. His older brother William, who had graduated summa cum laude, president of the senior class and valedictorian, had watched in disbelief as Snooky edged his way nervously through his college years, doing poorly in some classes and brilliantly in others, a seemingly random pattern of success and failure. He had graduated with no fanfare, no awards, no speeches to give and a set determination never to attend an institution of higher learning again.

Maya smiled. “You were awful. You used to skip classes and come to visit me instead. William would call your room at school and you were never there. Remember the answering machine you rigged up for him?”

“With the message that said, ‘I’m not here, William, I’m out cutting classes and sleeping around’?”

“You are an awful brother to him. You both know exactly how to drive each other over the edge.”

“That’s a fraternal privilege, Maya. Something you wouldn’t know about, would you? We’ve both spared you over the years.”

“Bernard doesn’t think I’ve been spared. He thinks both of you are good for nothing, and I’m caught in the middle.”

“Well, maybe he’s right. You were born in the middle, and you’re sort of stuck there now.”

“I guess so.”

“So you’re doing an article on flying fish? How fascinating.”

“It would be if I could finish it. So far I’ve written, ‘The flying fish, family Exocoetidae, live chiefly in tropical waters and possess long pectoral fins which resemble wings.’ That’s it.”

“A short article, but a good article.”

“I’m going to lose my job,” Maya said fretfully. “Lose my job, lose my health, lose my sanity. Lose my mind.”

“I think,” said Snooky wisely, “that it’s time for some celery.”

They went downstairs to the kitchen, which was filled with shifting diamonds of sunlight from the old-fashioned leaded glass windows which lined the walls. Snooky made his sister a cup of herbal tea and gave her a plate of celery stuffed with cream cheese and sprinkled with paprika. “Here you go.”

“Before you arrived, Snooks, I used to eat my celery plain.”

“Unbelievable. And you, pregnant. This is my point about Bernard not taking care of you properly.”

“Poor Bernard.” Maya stirred her tea. “I told him to go out to the paint store and choose a color for the nursery on his own. I couldn’t handle it, I told him. It’s his responsibility.”

“It’s not exactly what I’d call a crushing one. Since you don’t know whether it’s a boy or a girl, avoid the obvious. White, for instance, is always good. Yellow. Peach. Violet.”

“I think he’s been looking in the fuchsia family.”

“Has Bernard ever been noted for his color sense?”

Maya shrugged. Snooky, gazing at her, was filled with wonder and pity. There were dark smudges under her eyes, and her fine white skin looked sallow, creased with exhaustion. “For somebody who’s creating life, Missy, you look pretty awful.”

“I know. What time is it? Ten A.M.? Is it late enough for me to go back to bed yet?”

“It’s always late enough to go back to bed, no matter how early it is.”

“Thank God.”

Bernard came into the kitchen, a gallon of paint clanking against his legs. He looked grim.

“Sweetheart,” Maya greeted him. “Any luck at the paint store?”

Bernard hefted the paint can onto the table. “Number four thirty-one,” he said. “Otherwise known as Balboa Mist.”

“Balboa Mist?”

“A very pale green.”

Maya tapped her teacup doubtfully. “Oh, I don’t know, Bernard. Pale green? That’s not at all what I saw for that room.”

Bernard sat down at the table. “Perhaps those of us who saw something could share that knowledge with me before I go to the store.”

“Pale green? Well, I guess you can try it. Will they take it back?”

“I doubt it very much.”

“Well …”

“I’m going upstairs to paint the room.” Bernard heaved himself to his feet. “If anyone calls for me, I’m busy.”

“All right, sweetheart. We’ll be up in a little while to see how it’s going.”

Bernard looked over at his brother-in-law. “I don’t suppose you’d like to help me out with the painting?”

“Of course I would, Bernard. I’d be delighted to run the house for you and paint the nursery for you and buy all the baby clothes for you. Can it wait until after my mid-morning nap?”

Bernard took the paint can and left the room. They could hear him treading heavily up the stairs, the paint can clanging by his side.

Maya put her head in her hand. “Balboa Mist. It’s going to look awful.”

“Don’t worry yourself, Missy. It’s not your concern. Bernard will take it back to the store if it’s no good. Maybe he should just go for primary colors, blue or red. You haven’t told me, by the way. Do you want a boy or a girl? Do you have a preference?”

“I do, but I’m ashamed of it, and I’m not telling anybody.”

“Why?”

“Well, what if it’s a girl, and I’ve been telling everybody for months that we want a boy, for example? Wouldn’t that be awful?”

“I’m not everybody. I’m your dearly beloved younger brother, who’s known you all his life. And I know you well enough to guess which kind of baby you want, anyway.”

“What’s that?”

“You want a girl, don’t you?”

Maya gazed at him, bemused. She brushed a lock of golden-brown hair out of her eyes. “Why do you say that?”

“Because you have an older brother and a younger brother, and you’re tired of boys. You’d like to have a little girl, Maya, I know you.”

“Well, all right, so I’d like a girl. And so would Bernard. But we’d be happy with either. Right now I’d be happy if I could get through the day without feeling so sick. Nobody ever told me morning sickness could last all day long. It doesn’t seem fair, does it?”

“Do you want to go upstairs and lie down for a while?”

“No, no, Snooks. You sit there and talk to me. Tell me about your adventures in St. Martin. And make me another cup of that tea.”

Snooky was still telling her about St. Martin (“I woke up after a little nap on the beach and this sand lizard was sitting on my chest, staring at me. Gave me the chills”) an hour later when they could hear a heavy footstep on the stairs. Bernard came into the room, carrying the can of paint. There was paint on his shirt, his pants, his canvas shoes and his face. He looked at his wife glumly.

“Balboa Mist sucks,” he said.

“Well, I told you.”

“I’m going back to the store.”

“Should I go with you?”

“No. It’s my responsibility.”

The kitchen screen door slammed behind him, and they could hear the car starting up.

Snooky smiled. “I can see this is going to be hours and hours of entertainment,” he said, putting up the pot for coffee.
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Over the next few days, Bernard painted portions of the room Lambswool, Victoriana, Butter Cream, Gray Wisp and Mexican Tile. After painting a section, he would stand back and gaze at it, his arms folded, for a while. Then he would put the top on the can, carry it out to the car and return it to the store. His expression grew increasingly more glum and his mood more despondent as time went on. Snooky watched all this with enjoyment.

“I think there’s going to be a storm,” he said to his sister finally, as Bernard drove away with a can of Pistachio Cream on the seat next to him.

“It’s getting worse and worse, isn’t it?”

“I think his head is going to explode if he goes on like this. And he hasn’t managed to pick a decent nursery color yet, if you ask me.”

“I know.” Maya crunched miserably on her dry, crumbly toast. “I know.”

“One of us—I won’t say which one, My—one of us remarked days ago that color schemes were not Bernard’s strong suit. One of us.”

“That wouldn’t be you, would it?”

“And now my advice to you is to call in an expert. Somebody who can look at a color on a one-half-inch-square piece of paper and tell what it will look like covering a whole room. A gift which Bernard clearly does not possess.”

“True.” Maya chewed thoughtfully. Her face lit up. “Oh, Weezy. Of course. I should call Weezy in. She has the most marvelous eye for that kind of thing. I was going to phone her today anyway.”

“Now you’re thinking, Maya. Weezy would be perfect for this job. Give her my love when you talk to her.”

“I will.” Maya reached for the kitchen phone and dialed. “Weezy? It’s me … fine, thanks. Well, not really, but Snooky is feeding me toast and I’m not feeling too terrible. Do you think you could do me an incredible favor? We have a bit of a problem here …”

When Maya hung up the phone, she had a pleased expression on her face.

“You look like a Siamese cat that just ate a bowl of cream,” said Snooky. “I assume she said yes?”

“Of course. She’ll be over this afternoon.”

Weezy Kaplan—her real name, which no one who knew her even casually ever used, was Louise—was one of Maya’s few childhood friends who had remained a friend throughout life. She was an artist with a small but growing reputation, and had moved to Ridgewood during the past year to get away from the frantic pace of life in Greenwich Village.

“You can always count on Weezy.”

“Yes.” Maya sounded relieved. “Thank you, Snooks. It was a good idea. It’s been years since you’ve seen her, hasn’t it?”

“Five or six years. Maybe even more. How’s she doing?”

“Great. Did you know there was an article on her work in The New York Times? About six months ago, in the Arts and Leisure section. All about how she’s an up-and-coming young artist. You know the kind of thing.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. Famous Weezy. She must have been thrilled.”

“Oh, she was, she was.” Maya tapped thoughtfully on her teacup with one finger.

“What’s the matter?”

She looked up, startled. “What?”

“I said, what’s the matter?”

“Oh …” She laughed. “Nothing, really. It’s just that since then … well, right around the time the article came out, she started getting these weird phone calls. She picks up, and there’s nobody on the other end. It’s strange, if you ask me.”

“Nobody on the other end? The caller hangs up?”

“I don’t know. Nobody ever says anything.”

“Maybe her phone line has a glitch or something, Missy.”

“That’s what she keeps telling me, except that the phone company can’t find anything wrong. And it started happening right when that article came out on her. She says it’s not related, that I’m making too much of a fuss.”

“I see. You know, they say pregnant women can get very paranoid and suspicious. That protective maternal thing, you understand.”

Maya leaned her head on her hand. “Is that what they say, Snooks?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Pregnant women get a lot of bad PR, if you ask me.”

A little while later the door banged and Bernard thumped through the kitchen, a surly look on his face, a paint can clanking against his legs. “I’m going upstairs.”

“What is it this time, sweetheart?”

“Milk Shake. Sort of a pale brownish color.”

“Sounds good,” said Snooky. “And you know, if it doesn’t look right on the wall, you can always drink it.”

“It won’t look good. I know in advance that it won’t look good. And yet I feel compelled to try it.”

“Personally, I thought Victoriana wasn’t bad,” said Snooky. “That smoky purple color. Not right for a nursery, of course, but at least not offensive to the eye.”

“I really don’t care what you think, Snooky. I’ll be in the nursery. Hold my calls,” Bernard said to Maya.

“You never get any calls, darling,” she said mildly, but Bernard was already clunking his way up the stairs.
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That afternoon a tall red-haired woman dressed in the most outlandish clothes—flowing red chiffon, a lacy scarf, several long necklaces and a pair of lace-up boots—let herself in at the door without knocking. She went straight upstairs to the nursery and stood in the doorway, watching Bernard as he determinedly painted the walls muddy brown. Bernard, absorbed in his task and trying not to cover himself with paint, did not notice her.

“This is the saddest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said at last.

Bernard straightened up slowly. “Hello, Weezy.”

“You may not be a visual artist, Bernard, but there’s simply no excuse for this. You’re painting the nursery dark brown?”

“It’s not a dark brown. It’s a pale—a very pale brown. It’s called Milk Shake.”

“Pitiful. No wonder Maya was in such a state on the phone. And with the pregnancy and everything. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“I’ve tried several other colors.”

“So I see.” Weezy regarded the walls, streaked with contrasting shades, with a disapproving expression. “Apparently Milk Shake is neither the worst nor the best of what you’ve tried. It’s simply the most recent.”

“Yes.”

“I hate these food names for paint colors. This one here looks like it ought to have been called Lemon Meringue.”

Bernard examined that section of the wall. “Very good. Lemon Twist, if I remember right.”

“So pathetically predictable. You need my services, Bernard.”

“Maya said you’d offered yourself as an interior decorator.”

“And just in time. Just in time, before Maya leaves you and gives birth to the child elsewhere and raises it someplace where its innocent infant eyes will never see this color of paint. Stop putting it on the wall, will you? Put that brush down right now.”

Bernard put the brush down. He drew his arm across his forehead, leaving it streaked with paint, and sat down with a dull whumping sound on a three-legged wooden stool which he had been using to get to the hard-to-reach spots. He sighed morosely, from the heart.

Weezy eyed him with a glimmer of sympathy. “It’s not easy, choosing the right color.”

“No.”

“Particularly if you don’t have an eye for it.”

“No.”

“And painting is hard work.”

“Yes, it is.”

“This could be a beautiful little room. Look at that view. And the way the ceiling slants. I assume that under this incredibly hideous tile, there’s a nice oak floor?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, there’s no problem. We’ll stay away from blue or pink, so terribly boring. This purple shade you were trying here would be amusing if it weren’t so tragic, Bernard. I see the walls in … hmmm … perhaps a light creamy color … with overtones of red or gold …”

She fell into a reverie, gazing around the room with a dreamy expression on her face. Bernard sat with his head in his hands. There was silence, broken only by the whistle of the wind through the fir trees.

“Look at that chintz,” Weezy said at last. “I never will understand people. I never will. You and Maya rescued this house from the hands of a pedestrian soul with no taste.”

“Yes.”

“I see stiff white curtains, that bleached muslin look, a country look for this room. Thick enough to keep out the light when the infant sleeps. Which way does the window face? Southeast? Oh yes, you’ll need thick curtains or the child will be up at dawn, which would not suit your lifestyle at all, sweetie. Which paint store have you been haunting?”

Bernard told her.

“And they let you return all this paint?”

“They let you return anything that’s not a specialty color, and I didn’t use any specialty colors.”

Weezy threw him a look of withering scorn. “Just one of your many errors in judgment, Bernard. Here I always thought you had some visual imagination. Well, I was wrong. Now, you put the top back on Milk Shake or Egg Cream or whatever your last sorry mistake was called, and give it to me. I have some shopping to do.”

On the way out the door, Weezy kissed Maya and gave Snooky a sisterly peck on the top of his head as he sat at the kitchen table.

“Hello, handsome boy.”

“Hello, sexy lady.”

“You’re taller than you used to be.”

“I’m not six years old anymore.”

Weezy patted him on the head. “You’ll always be six, Snooky. Inside, you know. Outside, you just get taller.”

“You’ve been upstairs?” Maya said.

“Yes. It’s unbelievable.”

“You spoke to Bernard?”

“I’m not talking to Bernard. Did you see that lemon-yellow he tried? Is he not in full possession of all his senses?”

“Where is he now, Weezy?”

“I left him upstairs with his head in his hands, mulling over his lack of artistic talent. See you soon.”

And she was gone, the screen door banging behind her.

When she returned, less than an hour later, Bernard was standing alone in the kitchen, holding a coffee cup and gazing anxiously out the window. He took the paint can from her and put it on the table.

“What color did you get?”

She gave him another one of her withering looks. “I told you, that’s the first mistake you made, Bernard. I didn’t get a color with a name. I had the paint store manager whip me up something special. A little bit of this and a little bit of that. And, in case you’re wondering, we can’t return it, because it doesn’t have a name or even a number. But it doesn’t matter, sweetie, because it’s going to be stunning. Now, go out to my car and get the roll of fabric that’s in the backseat. You still have that old sewing machine upstairs? Good. I’m going to need it.”

“Fabric? You’re going to do the curtains?”

“No. I’m going to lay the beautiful and, may I say, very expensive white muslin I got on the floor and use it as a drop cloth while I’m painting. Any more questions? Now, get the roll out of the car for me, there’s a good boy, and bring it upstairs. Get me an old shirt of yours, something nice and roomy—that shouldn’t be a problem, should it now?—and then vamoose. I’ll do the painting myself.”

“No, no, Weezy, you were just supposed to pick out the paint. I’ll do the room.”

“Thank you. Now do what I say, and then vamoose. I don’t let anybody else do my painting for me. It’s like coitus interruptus to buy the paint and not put it on the wall myself.”
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Maya was angry about this. She stormed into the nursery. “Weezy, you’re crazy. I didn’t want you to have to do the painting and make the curtains. I just asked you to pick out the right color for Bernard.”

Weezy straightened up, paint dripping from the roller in her hand. Her wild frizzy red-yellow hair was tied back with a lacy scarf, and a child’s plastic barrettes, red and yellow and green, held back different tendrils which threatened to escape and curl onto her forehead. She had narrow jewel-green eyes and an intelligent horsey face which was illumined by her smile. She was wearing an old white shirt of Bernard’s, vastly big for her, which was rolled up to reveal her pale freckled forearms.

“Don’t be silly, sweetie.”

“I’m not being silly. I don’t want you to do this. Bernard can do the work. He’s happy to do it.”

“I’m a full-service decorator,” Weezy said, rolling the paint smoothly onto the wall with a practiced hand. “Curtains, walls, even furniture, we do it all.”

“Weezy!”

“Go away, you’re bothering me. Get out of here. You’re pregnant, you shouldn’t be smelling the paint anyway. Now, what do you think of the color?”

Maya looked around the room, seeing it for the first time. She smiled slowly.

“Oh, Weezy, it’s … it’s perfect. Like a dream.”

“It’s going to take two coats to cover those dark colors Bernard so obligingly put up here.”

The wall Weezy had been working on was a pale creamy color with a suggestion of gold overtones in it. Awash in the afternoon sun, that part of the room glowed like a ripe juicy peach.

“Nice, isn’t it? Of course it is. It’s perfect for your dream child. Now go away and lie down or whatever you feel like doing. And keep Bernard away from here, I’m still not talking to him.”

After a few days, having finished the walls, Weezy relented enough towards Bernard to order him to strip the linoleum off the floor.

“I don’t do that kind of work,” she announced.

“I’m happy to do it.”

“I don’t see why. It’s boring and difficult.”

“Why should it be different from the rest of my life?”

Weezy gazed at him in astonishment. “How can you say that? With your firstborn on the way?”

“Maya says it doesn’t seem real.”

“That’s because she’s not showing yet. She’s always been sticks and bones, that girl, ever since she was little. Wait till she gets nice and round, and the baby starts to move. Then she’ll believe it.”

Bernard perked up at this, and went away to change into his work clothes.

For the next two days they worked happily side by side, Weezy in the hallway cutting fabric and sewing on the old Singer machine that had been stored away in the attic, and Bernard on his hands and knees ripping up the floor. When the tiles were gone, he laboriously sanded, stained and finally oiled and waxed the oak planks that were revealed underneath. When he was finished, the floor glowed a honey-gold that complemented the walls perfectly.

Weezy was approving. “Very nice. Excellent work, sweetie. Now take a breather, and we’ll hang up the curtains. Look at these beautiful golden rods I picked up for a song at the thrift store. Take down those old curtains and rods, I can’t bear to look at them one more second.”

They hung the stiff white curtains which Weezy had made, and Bernard swept up the room. Afterwards they stood together in the doorway for a long time.

Bernard put his arm around Weezy and kissed the top of her head, an unaccustomed display of affection for him. “It’s beautiful.”

“Of course it is.” Weezy’s eyes were aglow. “It’s divine. Almost good enough for your and Maya’s baby.”

“Let’s go get her.”

“Let’s.”

Maya and Snooky were dumbstruck when shown the results of their work. Maya became quite weepy over it.

“It’s … it’s so beautiful!”

“Hormones,” said Snooky, patting her shoulder. “Calm yourself.”

“It’s just the way I dreamed it would be,” said Maya, sniveling into a tissue.

“Remain calm. It’s a room, Missy. It’s not the Sistine Chapel.”

“It’s not a room. It’s … it’s my baby’s nursery!”

Eventually she had to be led away protectively by Bernard.

“Perhaps you did too good a job,” said Snooky, lounging in the doorway.

“She’s pregnant. She’s allowed to cry as much as she wants.”

Snooky looked around in appreciation. “It is perfect.”

“I know.”

The muslin curtains swayed in a breeze which carried in the sweet smell of the pines. Snooky took Weezy’s hand.

“Perfect,” he said, kissing it.
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Downstairs in the kitchen Snooky made a cup of brown rice tea and handed it to Weezy on a saucer with a shortbread cookie. Weezy gazed into the murky depths doubtfully.

“What is this shit?”

“Genmai-cha. Brown rice tea. Japanese. I thought artists liked that kind of stuff.”

“Don’t you have any real coffee?”

While he made a pot of coffee, Weezy sat back in her chair and looked around the kitchen with satisfaction on her face. “Beautiful room. Look at the dimensions. It looks like the golden proportion, honestly.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“The golden proportion, sweetie. The dimensions that look best to the eye. Didn’t Maya send you to college?”

“Nobody seems to be sure. She asked me that herself the other day.”

“You went in body, not in soul.” Weezy chuckled softly to herself. “I mean that with all possible double entendres. I’m sure the women on campus will attest to it.”

“Mind like a sewer. That’s why you’ve always been my favorite among Maya’s friends.”

“We’re two old reprobates, you and me.”

“It’s too bad you don’t go for younger men.”

“Younger men, perhaps,” Weezy said, twirling a strand of red hair thoughtfully around her finger. “Children, no. Boys I’ve known since they were in diapers, no.”

“A shame.”

“You have to draw the line somewhere,” she said, with what seemed like real regret. She accepted a cup of coffee gratefully and inhaled its aroma with a snort of delight. “Delicious. Nothing like real coffee. I assume this isn’t the wimpy decaf variety?”

“No. Bernard drinks real coffee.”

“Bernard is a real man.” She drank deeply from the cup. “How Maya managed to unearth him when Bernard never meets or talks to anybody, I’ll never understand. So how have you been, Arthur?”

“I insist—I must insist that you not use my real name, Louise. So few people know it, and I don’t want the news to get around. I’ve been fine. I flew in from the islands when I heard about Maya’s pregnancy.”

“Don’t be coy with me, Arthur. Don’t try to impress me. I knew you when your only language was “dah dah” and you spat up three times a day.”

“Still do.”

“I’m sure. What’s this feeble attempt to impress me with a reference to the islands? Which island? Or were you simultaneously on all of them?”

“I was on St. Martin. We also took a trip to a volcanic island called Saba.”

“Which side were you on?”

“Which side of what?”

“Of St. Martin, you moron. The French or the Dutch?”

“Oh. The French side. I was staying with some friends there.”

“I was on St. Martin years and years ago,” Weezy said dreamily. “Lovely place. The St. Tropez Hotel. That little fresh-air market in Marigot. Conch stew under the stars.”

“I was telling Maya about conch stew.”

“I ate it every night. I couldn’t get enough of it. Of course, I was young then.” Weezy sighed and crunched into her shortbread wafer. “I’m sure now it would constipate me.”

“You’re hardly old.” Both Maya and Weezy were in their early thirties.

“Old enough,” Weezy said gloomily. “Old enough. Old enough to have avoided all the good relationships, and to have to eventually settle for something lousy or for nothing at all.”

“Is that how it is?”

Weezy breathed heavily into her coffee cup. The steam rose luxuriantly around her face, dewing her forehead and frizzing her hair even more. “There’s nobody, Snooky. There are no decent men.”

“I’m a decent man.”

“God, you’re self-centered. What is this? Are we discussing you or me?”

“One day, Weezy, you’re going to come to your senses. You’ll turn around, and there I’ll be, waiting for you.”

“What a horrific thought,” she said. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll be married, just like they all are when they reach my age. You’ll marry some little chickie.”

“I hesitate to correct you, Weezy, but I’m never going to reach your age. I’m always going to be younger than you.”

“Don’t try to cheer me up. You’ll marry some little chickadoo and go off to live somewhere exotic, like northern New Jersey.”

“Why northern New Jersey?”

“Her family will come from there.”

“A grim prospect,” said Snooky. “Let me just clear up one point. Am I fated to marry a little chickie or a little chickadoo?”

Weezy exhaled into her coffee. “They all do. They all go off and marry some younger woman. You give them the best years of your life, and then they leave you and end up with somebody else.”

“Who is this guy?”

“Oh, nobody.” Weezy pushed her cup away. “Nobody. A man. One of the great race of men. As childish and self-centered and piggish as all the rest.”

“What was his name?”

“Harold.”

“Well, you should have known better, then.”

“What’s wrong with the name Harold?”

“Nothing, if you’re an early Anglo-Saxon king. Otherwise, come on.”

“True,” said Weezy. This seemed to cheer her up. “True. Perhaps you’re right. I should have known.”

“Harold left you for a chickie?”

“Yes. Yes, he did.” Weezy looked despondent. “It’s too painful, Snooky. Too fresh. I can’t talk about it.”

“Try.”

“Okay.” The chair squeaked as she sat back in it. She took off one of her scarves, a filmy beige chiffon, and looped it around her head several times. “He was a doctor.”

“Oh, God.”

“I met him in the hospital.”

“Why were you in the hospital?”

“Visiting a friend who had just given birth to the most adorable little girl you ever saw. Peaches and cream complexion, not at all like the scrawny red apelike things you usually see in photos. An angelic infant. Lay in her mother’s arms and looked around peacefully while we visited.”

“Sounds drugged.”

“Oh, no, no, sweetie, you don’t know my friend. No drugs. Nothing like that. Nothing at all, not even Demerol. Forty-two hours of natural labor.”

“How did your friend look?”

“Radiant.”

“I’m quite sure that’s not true.”

“All right. Terrible. But the infant was gorgeous. Wasn’t I supposed to be telling you about Harold?”

“Go on.”

“Harold was her baby’s pediatrician. Wouldn’t you think that would make him a nice person? A baby doctor.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“He came in to check out Alissa while I was there. I don’t know why all newborn girls seem to be named Alissa or Elissa or Elyssa, you know, with a y, these days,” Weezy said fretfully. “It seems ridiculous.”

“They should all be named Louise.”

“Yes, and the boys should all be named Arthur. Anyway, he came in and looked the baby over, and talked to my friend, and somehow we got to talking, and after the visit was over he walked me to my car and asked me out. That was the beginning of the end.”

“What did Harold look like?”

“A tall, dashing person. The kind I like. Dark hair, handsome features, a wonderful nose.”

“A wonderful nose?”

“Roman. I itched to draw it. Dark eyes, fair skin. Wonderfully good-looking. After years of dating trolls, it was such a relief to be able to go out in public again.”

“Trolls?”

“Oh, yes. Trolls.”

“And then?”

“We went out for over a year. Such a sad end to a beautiful time together. Of course, we never did get along. We fought like cats and dogs. He was just divorced, and I think he was still a bit in love with his ex-wife. I was the rebound person, you know, the one they use up and throw away, like Kleenex. Eventually, of course—and how could I not have seen it coming, I ask myself—he met somebody else and left me for her. She was better for him, he said. Much more compatible. Well, as I told him, the Monster of the Black Lagoon would have been more compatible with him than I was. I mean, we fought constantly. But I was heartbroken. I’m still not over it. I may never get over it.”

“A year is not exactly wasting your youth, Weeze.”

“It’s wasting a year of it.”

“Is this Harold why you moved out of Manhattan?”

“I don’t think so. Not entirely. I had had it with the city. So noisy, so dirty. People everywhere, the traffic, the car horns, the filth. It got unbearable, especially after Harold left.”

“Are there any eligible men in Ridgewood?”

“I told you, sweetie. There are no more eligible men anywhere. It’s a lost breed, a lost breed. The rest are all trolls. Deformed creatures from the bowels of the earth.”

“As a man, speaking for my kind, I must object.”

“It’s true, I’m telling you. I’ve given up hope. I’ll always be the bridesmaid, never the bride. Maya got the last good man.”

“Now I really must object.”

“It’s so depressing, Snooky. I’m going to have to turn inward and get into meditation and find inward peace, all that shit.” Weezy brooded over this. “I’ll be one of those old ladies in Zen centers with gray hair sticking out of their ears, chanting and swaying. You know what I’m saying.”

“Nothing wrong with Zen centers. I lived in one for a while.”

“There are no good men left.”

“I sense a theme to this conversation. How’s your work?”

“Well, I have to say at least that’s going well. I’m doing a show in the city a couple of months from now. It’s quiet here, it’s good for my work. I can hear the birds singing in the morning. I can go out on my deck at night and look at the moon. I’ve been painting like mad, except, of course, when I’m working on the nursery.”

“Maya tells me you’ve become famous.”

Weezy smiled smugly. “The article?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it was fun, I won’t deny that. My two seconds of fame. And it didn’t hurt my career one bit. Frankly, I think this show in New York came out of it. The gallery owner said he had seen the article in the Times.”

“Maya also told me that you’ve been getting some strange phone calls. There are a lot of nuts out there, you know. She says she’s a little worried about you.”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

“Of course.”

“Maya is my best friend in the whole wide world. But just between the two of us, she worries too much. I pick up the phone and there’s nobody on the other end, is that something to get flustered about? When I lived in Manhattan I risked my life just walking out on the street.”

“How often has it happened?”

“I don’t know. Four or five times, maybe.”

“Does the line sound dead, or is somebody there but not saying anything?”

Weezy chewed her lip. “Well, I must admit it sounds like somebody’s there. I say ‘hello’ a couple of times, and then I hang up. I figure if it’s important and I couldn’t hear them, they’ll call back.”

“But they never have.”

“No. Is that really a cause for alarm? Maybe there’s a faulty wire in the line or something.”

“That’s what I told Maya.”

“There, you see. Great minds.” Weezy glanced at her watch. “Oh, my God, I have to get going. I’m teaching these days, you know. I have a class of art students starting in half an hour.”

“That’s nice. You taught in Manhattan, too, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yes. This class is culled from my best students in New York, so it’s fun. Well, at least it’s supposed to be. That’s the theory behind it, that it’s a wonderfully rewarding experience for all concerned. That’s what we’re all pretending is happening.” She grimaced slightly.

“It’s not wonderfully rewarding?”

“Well, they’re artists, you know, Snooky. Artists. Touchy, flighty, unpredictable. Difficult to work with. The truth is, I discovered long ago that I hate all artists except for myself.”

“So do I.”

“Thank you. We artists are the lowest form of life on earth.”

“That would make male artists the lowest of the low, I suppose.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I have one in my class who’s a doll. A living doll. Difficult as hell, of course, but still a doll. Maybe you’ll meet him, now that you’re in town for a while. How long are you planning to stick around for, anyway?”

“As long as possible. Maya needs me. Bernard seems to have no idea at all what he’s doing, taking care of her.”

“Mysterious how they function so well in your absence, isn’t it?” asked Weezy kindly.

“I don’t understand how anyone functions at all in my absence.”

“We limp by, Snooky. We limp by.”

“Will you invite me over sometime to sit on your deck and drink your liquor?”

“Maybe. It’s possible.”

“I like gazing at the moon, too, you know. I’m a moon-gazer at heart. We have so much in common, Weezy. I really think you should reconsider what I’ve said.”

Weezy patted him on the cheek. “Spend your time looking for your little chickadoo. And tell Maya I’ll give her a call later. Tell her I hope she feels better.”

Then she was gone, in a blaze of red chiffon.
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