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Part One


AU SABLE

Early evening, August. In the stillness of the suburban house, the telephone rang. Mitchell hesitated only a moment before lifting the receiver. And here was the first wrong note. The caller was Mitchell’s father-in-law, Otto Behn.

Not for years had Otto called before the phone rates went down at 11 P.M. Not even when Otto’s wife Teresa had been hospitalized.

The second wrong note. The voice. “Mitch? Hello! It’s me—Otto.” Otto’s voice was oddly lifted, eager, as if Otto were a farther distance away than usual and worried that Mitchell couldn’t hear him. And he sounded affable, even buoyant—as Otto rarely was these days on the phone. Lizbeth, Otto’s daughter, had come to dread his calls in the late evening: as soon as you picked up the phone, Otto would launch into one of his riffs, complaint-tirades, deadpan, funny, but with a cold fury beneath, in the long-ago style of Lenny Bruce, whom Otto had much admired in the late 1950s. Now, in his eighties, Otto had himself become an angry man: angry about his wife’s cancer, angry about his own “chronic condition,” angry about their Forest Hills neighbors (noisy kids, barking dogs, lawn mowers, leaf blowers), angry about being made to wait two hours “in a refrigerated room” for his most recent MRI, angry about politicians, including even those he’d helped canvass votes for in the first heady flush of his retirement from high school teaching fifteen years ago. It was old age that Otto was angry about, but who could tell the poor man that? Not his daughter, and certainly not his son-in-law.

Tonight, though, Otto wasn’t angry.

In a warmly genial, if slightly forced voice he queried Mitchell about Mitchell’s work, which was corporate architectural design; and about Lizbeth, who was the Behns’ only daughter; and about their grown, beautiful, departed children, Otto’s grandchildren he’d adored as kids—and this went on for a while until at last Mitchell said uneasily, “Uh, Otto—Lizbeth is out at the mall. She’ll be back around seven. Should I have her call you?”

Otto laughed loudly. You could all but see the saliva glistening on his full, fleshy lips. “Don’t want to talk to the old man, eh?”

Mitchell tried to laugh, too. “Otto, we’ve been talking.”

Otto said, more seriously, “Mitch, my friend, I’m glad you picked up. Not Bethie. I can’t talk long and I’d prefer, I guess, to talk to you.”

“Yes?” Mitchell felt a touch of dread. Never in their thirty years of acquaintance had Otto Behn called him “friend.” Teresa must be out of remission again. Dying? Otto himself had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease three years before. Not a severe case, yet. Or was it?

Guiltily Mitchell realized that he and Lizbeth hadn’t visited the older couple in almost a year, though they lived less than two hundred miles away. Lizbeth was dutiful about telephoning, usually Sunday evenings, hoping (usually futilely) to speak first with her mother, whose telephone manner was weakly cheerful and optimistic; but the last time they’d visited, they’d been shocked by Teresa’s deterioration. The poor woman had had months of chemotherapy and was bone-thin, her skin like wax. Not long ago, in her sixties, she’d been exuberant, fleshy, sturdy as an earthenware pot. And there was Otto, hovering about, tremors in both hands that he seemed to be exacerbating out of comic spite, complaining brilliantly about medical workers, HMOs, and UFOs “in conspiracy”—what a strained, exhausting visit. On the drive home, Lizbeth recited lines from an Emily Dickinson poem—“ ‘Oh Life, begun in fluent Blood, and consumated dull!’ ”

“Jesus,” Mitchell said, dry-mouthed, shivering. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

Now, ten months later, there was Otto on the phone speaking matter-of-factly, as you’d discuss selling some property, of a “certain decision” he and Teresa had come to. Teresa’s “white-cell blood count,” his own “shitty news”—which he wasn’t going to discuss. The books were closed permanently on that subject, he said. Mitchell, trying to make sense of this, leaned against a wall, suddenly weak. This is happening too fast. What the hell is this? Otto was saying, in a lowered voice, “We decided not to tell you and Lizbeth, her mother was back in Mount Sinai in July. They sent her home. We’ve made our decision. This isn’t to discuss, Mitch, y’understand? It’s to inform. And to ask you to honor our wishes.”

“Wishes—?”

“We’ve been looking through albums, old photos and things, and having a ball of a time. Things I haven’t seen in forty years. Teresa keeps saying, ‘Wow! We did all this? We lived all that?’ It’s a weird, humbling thing, sort of, to realize we’d been goddamned happy, even when we didn’t know it. I didn’t have a clue, I’ve got to confess. So many years, looking back, sixty-two years Teresa and I’ve been together, you’d think it would be depressing as hell but actually, in the right mood, it isn’t. Teresa says, ‘We’ve already had about three lives, haven’t we?’ ”

“Excuse me,” Mitchell said, through a roaring of blood in his ears, “—what is this ‘decision’ you’ve made?”

Otto said, “Right. I’m asking you to honor our wishes in this respect, Mitch. I think you understand.”

“I—what?”

“I wasn’t sure whether I should speak with Lizbeth. How she’d react. You know, when your kids first left home for college.” Otto paused. Tactful. Ever the gentleman. Never would he speak critically about Lizbeth to Mitchell, though with Lizbeth he could be blunt and wounding, or had been in the past. He said now, hesitantly, “She can be, well—emotional.”

On a hunch Mitchell asked where Otto was.

“Where?”

“Are you in Forest Hills?”

Otto paused. “No, we’re not.”

“Where are you, then?”

Otto said, an edge of defiance in his voice, “At the cabin.”

“The cabin? Au Sable?”

“Right. Au Sable.”

Otto let that point sink in.

They pronounced the name differently. Mitchell, O Sable, three syllables; Otto, Oz’ble, one elided syllable, as locals pronounced it.

Au Sable meant the Behns’ property in the Adirondacks. Hundreds of miles away. A seven-hour drive, and the final arduous hour along narrow, twisting, mostly unpaved mountain roads north of Au Sable Forks. So far as Mitchell knew, the Behns hadn’t spent time there in years. If he’d given thought to it—and he had not, for subjects pertaining to Lizbeth’s parents were left to Lizbeth to ponder—Mitchell would have advised the Behns to sell the property, hardly a cabin but a six-bedroom lodge of hand-hewn logs, not winterized, on twelve acres of beautiful, desolate countryside south of Mount Moriah. Mitchell would not have wished Lizbeth to inherit this property. For they wouldn’t feel comfortable selling it, something that had meant so much at one time to Teresa and Otto; yet Au Sable was too remote for them, impractical. They were people who quickly became restless away from what they called civilization: pavement, newspapers, wine shops, decent tennis courts, friends, and at least the possibility of good restaurants. In Au Sable, you drove an hour to get to—what? Au Sable Forks. Years ago, of course, when the kids were young, they’d gone each summer to visit Lizbeth’s parents, and, yes, it was a fact: the Adirondacks were beautiful and waking early in the morning you saw Mount Moriah startlingly close like a mammoth dream and the air achingly fresh and pure piercing your lungs and even the cries of birds sharper and more defined than you were accustomed to and there was the conviction, unless it was the wish, that such physical revelations signaled a spiritual condition—but, still, Lizbeth and Mitchell were equally restless to leave, after a few days of this. They’d take to afternoon naps in their second-story screened-in room surrounded by pines like a vessel afloat on a green-tinctured sea. Tender lovemaking and dreamy, drifting conversations of a kind they never had anywhere else. Still, after a few days they were eager to leave.

Mitchell swallowed hard. He wasn’t used to questioning his father-in-law and felt like one of Otto Behn’s high school students, intimidated by the man he admired. “Otto, wait—why are you and Teresa in Au Sable?”

Otto said carefully, “We are planning to remedy our situation. We have made our decision, and this is to—” Otto paused, tactfully. “This is to inform you.”

Mitchell felt, for all that Otto was speaking so reasonably, as if the man had kicked him in the stomach. What was this? What was he hearing? This call isn’t for me. This is a mistake. Otto was saying that they’d been planning this for three years, minimum. Since his own diagnosis. They’d been “stockpiling” what was required. Good potent reliable barbiturates. Nothing in haste, and nothing left to chance, and nothing to regret. “You know,” Otto said expansively, “—I’m a man who plans ahead.”

This was true. You had to concede the point.

Mitchell wondered: how much had Otto accumulated? Investments in the 1980s, some rental properties on Long Island. Mitchell felt a sinking, sickening sensation. They will leave most of it to us. Who else? He could see Teresa smiling as she’d smiled planning her lavish Christmas dinners, her monumental Thanksgivings, the presentation of gifts to grandchildren, gorgeously wrapped. Otto was saying, “You promise me, Mitchell. I need to trust you,” and Mitchell said, “Look, Otto,” stalling, dazed, “—do we have your number there?” and Otto said, “Answer me, please,” and Mitchell heard himself saying, not knowing what he was saying, “Of course you can trust me, Otto! But is your phone connected?” and Otto said, annoyed, “No. We’ve never needed a phone in the cabin,” and Mitchell said, for this had been an old vexation between them, from years ago, “Certainly you need a phone in that cabin, that’s exactly the place you do need a phone,” and Otto muttered something inaudible, the verbal equivalent of a shrug, and Mitchell thought, He’s calling from a pay phone in Au Sable Forks, he’s about to hang up. Quickly Mitchell said, “Hey, look: we’ll drive up and see you two. Is Teresa—all right?” Otto said, reflexively, “Teresa’s fine. She’s good. And we don’t want company.” Then, “She’s resting, she’s out on the sleeping porch, and she’s all right. Au Sable was her idea, she always loved it.” Mitchell said, groping, “But—you’re so remote.” Otto said, “That is the idea, Mitchell.” He’s going to hang up. He can’t hang up. Mitchell was trying to stall, asking how long they’d been there, and Otto said, “Since Sunday. We took two days, we did fine. I can still drive.” Otto laughed; it was his old anger stirring, his rage. A few years ago he’d nearly lost his driver’s license and somehow through a doctor-friend’s intervention he’d managed to hang onto it, and that had not been a good thing, that could have been a fatal error, but you can’t tell Otto Behn that, you can’t tell an elderly man he will have to surrender his car, his freedom, you just can’t. Mitchell was saying they’d drive up to visit, they’d leave at dawn next morning, and Otto was curt in rejecting the idea, saying, “We’ve made our decision, it’s not to discuss. I’m glad I talked with you. I can see how this would be going, with Lizbeth. You prepare her however you think’s best, OK?” and Mitch said, “OK, but Otto—don’t do anything,” he was breathing fast, confused and not knowing what he said, in a sweat, a sensation like something cold and molten pouring over him, “—too quickly. Will you call back? Or leave a number? Lizbeth will be home in half an hour,” and Otto said, “Teresa feels she would rather write to Lizbeth, and you. That’s her way. She doesn’t like the phone any more,” and Mitch said, “But at least talk to Lizbeth, Otto, I mean you can say anything, y’know, any subject,” and Otto said, “I’ve asked you to honor our wishes, Mitchell. You gave your word,” and Mitchell thought, I did? When? What word did I give? What is this? Otto was saying, “We left everything in order, at the house. On my desk. Will, insurance policies, investment files, bankbooks, keys. Teresa had to nag me to update our wills. But I did, and I’m damned glad. Until you make out a final will, you just aren’t facing facts. You’re in a dreamworld. After eighty, you are in a dreamworld and you have to take control of the way the dream’s going.” Mitchell was listening, but he’d missed the beat. His thoughts crowded and flashed in his head like playing cards wildly dealt. “Otto, right! Yes—but maybe we should talk more about this? You can offer valuable advice! Why don’t you wait awhile and—we’ll drive up to see you, we’ll leave at dawn tomorrow, or actually we could leave tonight—” and Otto interrupted, you’d have said rudely if you didn’t know the man, “Hey, good night! This call is costing me a fortune. You kids, we love you.”

Otto hung up the phone.

WHEN LIZBETH CAME HOME, there was a wrong, slightly jarring note: Mitchell on the back terrace, in the dusk; alone, just sitting there, with a glass of something. “Honey? What’s wrong?”

“Just waiting for you.”

Never did Mitchell sit like this, wait like this, always his mind was engaged, this was something wrong but Lizbeth came to him and kissed his cheek, lightly. A smell of wine. Heated skin, damp hair. What you’d call a clammy sweat. His T-shirt soaked through. Teasing, Lizbeth said, indicating the glass in Mitchell’s hand, “You’ve started without me. Isn’t this early?” Strange, too, that Mitchell would have opened this particular bottle of wine: a gift from friends, in fact it might have been from Lizbeth’s parents, years ago when Mitchell had been more serious about wine and hadn’t had to cut back on his drinking. Lizbeth asked, hesitantly, “Any calls?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a thing.”

Mitchell felt Lizbeth’s relief, knowing how she anticipated calls from Forest Hills. Though of course her dad wouldn’t usually call until 11 P.M. when the rates went down.

Mitchell said, “It’s been quiet all day, in fact. Everyone seems to be away except us.”

Their split-level stucco-and-glass house, which Mitchell had designed, was surrounded by leafy birch trees, evergreens, and oaks. It was a created and not a discovered house; they’d shaped it to their will. They’d lived here for twenty-seven years. In the course of their long marriage, Mitchell had once or twice been unfaithful to Lizbeth, and Lizbeth may have been unfaithful to him, in her intense emotions if not sexually, but time had passed, and time continued to pass, like random items in a drawer casually tumbled together their days, weeks, months, and years in the entrancement of adult life; and this was a peaceful confusion, like a succession of vivid and startling dreams which, after you’ve awakened, you will be unable to recall except as emotions. The dreams were good, but it’s good to be awake.

Lizbeth sat on the white wrought iron bench beside Mitchell. They’d had this heavy thing, now weatherworn and chipped after its most recent repainting, forever. “Everyone is away, I think. It’s like Au Sable here.”

“Au Sable?” Mitchell looked at her, quickly.

“You know. Mom’s and Dad’s old place.”

“Do they still own it?”

“I guess so. I don’t know.” Lizbeth laughed, and leaned against him. “I’d be fearful of asking.”

She took Mitchell’s glass from his fingers and sipped from it. “Alone here. Us alone. I’ll drink to that.” To Mitchell’s surprise, she kissed him on the lips. The first she’d kissed him, like that, girlish and bold, full on the lips, in a long time.


UGLY

I knew there was something suspicious about the way I got the waitressing job at the Sandy Hook Inn. There was a sign in the front window WAITRESS WANTED INQUIRE WITHIN so I went in, just walked in off the street not bothering to comb my windblown rat’s-nest hair or change my sweaty clothes, reasoning what difference does it make. I needed a job badly, I’d had two jobs in the five months since I’d moved out of my parents’ house forever, but still I was stubborn, or resigned, fatalistic—another girl with a skin like mine would plaster makeup on her face and wear lipstick but my philosophy was what the hell. A profound and unerring philosophy that has guided me through life. And in the Sandy Hook Inn I had what you’d assume was a serious interview with the owner-manager Mr. Yardboro, this barrel-chested guy my father’s age in a fancy knit sport shirt on top and swim trunks below, bulldog face and rude eyes inquiring where was I from, how old was I, what kind of restaurant experience did I have, all the while leaning on his elbows on the counter beside the cash register (we were up front in the diner that’s open year-round, a place that surprised me it was so ordinary) sucking at a toothpick and eyeing me up and down my body like I was standing there naked in front of him, the bastard. Not even considerate enough to ask me to sit on a stool, have a cup of coffee. (He was drinking coffee himself.) It was hard to figure out why the diner was so noisy, since at least half the stools and booths were empty. Midmorning of a weekday just after Labor Day and already in Sandy Hook, a small oceanside town forty miles north of Atlantic City, it was the off-season. A wet wind like spit blew sand and litter along the narrow streets; there were many empty parking places on Main Street and at Sandy Hook Pier. There was that tacky left-behind look to which losers are instinctively drawn, even at a young age. In the diner were strong odors of hot grease, cigarette smoke, and something sweetly-oily I would discover later was the ointment Mr. Yardboro rubbed into his flushed face and forearms as a precaution against skin cancer. And a sharper acrid smell that was the man’s underarms, and just possibly his crotch. “I just remembered, honey, the job’s been filled, that sign shouldn’t still be up,” Mr. Yardboro said with a smirky smile, like the interview had just been a joke, and I must have looked shocked (I thought I’d learned by that time to keep my feelings to myself but I guess not always) so he added, “Why don’t you leave your telephone number, just in case?” Like an act of charity. As if I were this craven dog that had crawled in and was groveling at his feet, to be pitied. A hot blush came over my face like scalding water and I thought, Go to hell, mister, but I told Mr. Yardboro thanks and quickly scribbled down my number on the back of a torn receipt he pushed at me. Conscious of the man staring at my breasts in the loose-fitting tank top as I leaned over the counter to write, no choice but to lean over, and my bare knees pressed tight together as if that would make them thinner.

Two days later the phone rang and it was a woman asking if I was the girl who’d applied for a waitress position at the Sandy Hook Inn, it turned out I’d neglected to include my name (!), so I told her yes I was and she asked if I could start work at seven o’clock the next morning and I told her, trying not to stammer I was so excited, “Yes! Thanks! I’ll be there.”
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MY SUSPICIONS weren’t unfounded: apparently there hadn’t been anyone hired when I’d been interviewed.

Maxine, the woman who’d called me, who was a cousin of the owner-manager and his “associate” in the inn, laughed and shook her head fondly when I told her what Mr. Yardboro had said about the position being filled, saying, “Oh that’d just be one of Lee’s games, you have to take him with a grain of salt. He teases a lot but he don’t mean harm.” I smiled to show I was a good sport. Still, I was puzzled. I said, “Maybe Mr. Yardboro had hoped to hire someone better-qualified than me? Better-looking?” Maxine laughed saying, “Hey, no. Lee isn’t partial to pretty-pretty girls, believe me. We mostly hire them in the summers—college girls. But off-season is a different clientele and sometimes the diner can be a rough place and a pretty-pretty girl won’t work out. Too sensitive, and not strong enough to carry heavy trays, and doesn’t want to get her hands dirty. Can’t take the pressure, frankly.” Maxine spoke warmly, vehemently. We smiled at each other. We were both homely females. Maxine was on the far side of forty, I was twenty-one.
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IN THE DINING ROOM I wore a powder blue nylon waitress’s uniform with SANDY HOOK INN and an anchor stitched above my left breast, and in the diner I could wear my own clothes, Maxine told me. Even jeans were OK as long as they weren’t obviously dirty.

Maxine said, without a trace of irony, “The main thing for a waitress is to be efficient, and of course to smile. You’ll find that one without the other isn’t enough.”

I’d been a waitress once before, part-time while I was taking business courses at a community college in my hometown. I hadn’t told Mr. Yardboro details of my brief experience in a restaurant adjoining a Grey-hound bus station, where plates fell through my clumsy fingers to shatter on the floor and more than once I’d spilled scalding coffee on the counter, and on a customer. At the time, at the age of nineteen, I was taking diet pills, the kind you can buy in any drugstore without a prescription, and the effect of the pills was weirdly visual—I saw shimmering halos around lights and auras around people’s heads that so captivated me, my reflexes would come almost to a halt. At the same time, the rest of the world swerved past at a heightened speed. The diet pills failed to suppress my appetite but made me ravenous in a frantic way. In secret I devoured leftovers from customers’ plates. After twelve days I was fired. The last dishes I’d dropped had possibly not been by accident.

My job waitressing at the Sandy Hook Inn was not what I’d anticipated. I’d had a vision of working in an airy, spacious dining room overlooking the ocean but the dining room of the Sandy Hook Inn overlooked a marina of small, dispirited-looking boats with names like “Ship Ahoy!” and “Mad Max II.” After Labor Day, the dining room was open only on weekends, and on Sundays open only for brunch. My hours were mainly Sundays, when being a waitress was reduced to minimal services—mainly hauling enormous trays of dirty plates and garbage back to the kitchen. I smiled doggedly at entire families, even babies in high chairs. It soon became clear that I was the least popular of the several dining room waitresses, for my tips were the lowest. This made me try harder, smile harder. My smile was wide and fixed like something clamped onto my face and I scared myself seeing the wet gleam of my teeth in the aluminum surface of the swinging kitchen door.

Mr. Yardboro eyed me with what appeared to be grim amusement. In a sport coat that fitted him tightly around the shoulders, worn without a tie, he overlooked the Sunday buffet and was alert to customers’ requests and complaints. All the waitresses were fearful of him; his remarks to us were made in fierce barking asides masked by a clenched smile. On my second Sunday, when I was frantically serving three large family tables, Mr. Yardboro followed me into the kitchen and pinched the flesh of my upper arm, saying, “Slow down, babe. You’re panting like a horse.” I laughed nervously, as if Mr. Yardboro had meant to be funny. His teeth were bared in a grin and the clusters of broken capillaries in his cheeks gave him the look of a cheery, friendly guy, but I knew better.

AT FIRST, the imprint of Mr. Yardboro’s fingers in my fleshy upper arm was a dull pink, then it darkened into an ordinary yellow-purplish bruise.

It was a fact that Mr. Yardboro was the first man to touch me in a very long time but this was not a fact that required interpretation.
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I WASN’T BORN UGLY. I’ve seen snapshots of myself as a baby, as a toddler, as a beautiful little girl with springy dark curls, shining dark eyes, a happy smile. (Possibly if the snapshots were in sharper focus you’d see imperfections.) There aren’t many of these snapshots and there’s a mysterious absence of others in them, now and then adult arms positioning me or lifting me, an adult in trousers seen stooping from behind (my father?), a woman’s lap (my mother?). When I lived at home I’d stare at these old wrinkled snapshots in the family album—they were like riddles in a foreign language. I had to resist the impulse to tear them into shreds.

In Sandy Hook, it came to me. One night in my rented room I woke in a sticky sweat and the thought came fully formed like the little ticker-tape fortune in a Chinese fortune cookie—That little girl was your sister, and she died. When you were born, they gave you her name.

As good a solution as any.
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“HEY, WAITRESS, over here!”

“Where you been, taking a leak? More coffee.”

After two weeks, I was waitressing only in the diner. There, the atmosphere was breezy and casual. There were a number of regular customers, men, friends of Lee Yardboro’s who whistled to get the attention of waitresses, often called out their orders from where they sat. These were men who ate quickly and with appetite, lowering their heads to their plates, talking and laughing with their mouths full. Such customers were not hard to please if you did as they asked, and their needs were simple, predictable; they ate and drank the same things repeatedly. They would not notice if their waitress was smiling or if the smile was forced, pained, faked, or ironic; after the first few days, they scarcely glanced at my face. My body engaged their interest, though—my heavy swinging breasts, my sturdy muscular thighs and buttocks. I weighed one hundred forty-six pounds, at five feet six. During a hot spell in September I wore loose-fitting tank tops with no bra beneath. I wore Sandy Hook Pier Day-Glo blue T-shirts and a short denim skirt with metallic studs that glittered like rhinestones. My single pair of jeans, bleached white and thin from numerous launderings, showed the bulging curve of my ass, and the crevice of its crack, vivid as a cartoon drawing. (I knew, I’d studied the effect in a mirror.) My bare legs were fleshy, covered in fine brown hairs; I wore sandals and, as a joke, painted the nails of my stubby toes eye-catching shades of green, blue, frosty-silver. Often, at rush hours, I was out of breath, my mouth moist and slack, my long snarly hair damp and clotted as seaweed at the nape of my neck. Hauling trays bearing eggs, sausage, thick hamburgers oozing blood, french fries and fried fish filets and clattering bottles of beer, I was a conversation piece, an impersonal object over which men could exchange sly grins, roll their eyes, sniff provocatively in the area of my crotch and murmur innuendos as I set plates before them—“Mmmm, baby, this looks good.” I learned to obey, like a good-natured dog, ear-splitting whistles, even to laugh at my own haste. If in the diner I sweated and panted like a horse, no one minded. My employer Lee Yardboro, who was happiest in the diner, mornings, drinking coffee and smoking with his buddies, seemed not to mind. Or, maybe, since it was the diner and not the dining room, he didn’t notice. He laughed a lot, smiled without baring his teeth. Called me “babe,” “sweetheart,” “honey” without sneering. Rarely did he scold me, in the diner. Rarely did he pinch me, though sometimes, for playful emphasis, he’d poke his forefinger into the soft flesh of my waist. I despised him even as I yearned to please him. I took a curious pride in the fact that, in Sandy Hook, population 7,303, where once he’d been a star high school athlete, Lee Yardboro was well known and liked by both men and women. Though he was married and the father of several nearly grown children, there was something boyish and wounded in his bulldog face as if, an American kid, he’d woken to discover himself trapped in a middle-aged man’s body, burdened with a middle-aged man’s responsibilities. (Maxine confided in me that her cousin Lee and his wife had a family tragedy—an artistic child who’d caused them much sorrow. I stared at Maxine looking so blank that she repeated her words and still I stared and at last I realized she must have said “autistic” and not “artistic” but by that time the confusion struck me as funny, so I laughed. Maxine was shocked. “Better not let Lee hear you. There’s nothing funny about mental defects.” This time, the term “mental defects,” in Maxine’s grimly censorious mouth, set me off. Laughed and laughed until tears ran down my cheeks.)

From above, serving Lee Yardboro as he sat in a booth with friends, I observed, with a pang of absurd tenderness, his flushed, scaly scalp through his thinning hair that he wet-combed with care across his head. I observed his rough, mottled skin, the always slightly bloodshot pale blue eyes that bulged with mirth, mock credulity, or contempt. Don’t touch me you bastard. Please touch me.
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BECAUSE THE Sandy Hook Diner was a place where I couldn’t fail.

Because, if I failed, and was fired, as I’d been fired from other jobs, what difference would it make?

I smiled, sucking this small unassailable fact like a loose tooth.
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THE WEATHER TURNED. I wore rust-red corduroy trousers with a fly front, so tight across my buttocks (I seemed to be gaining weight, must’ve been nibbling the remains of sausage, Danish pastry, french fries off my customers’ plates) the seams were beginning to part, showing a flirty minuscule trace of white nylon panties beneath. Still I wore the eye-hurting blue Sandy Hook Pier T-shirts and over them unbuttoned shirts, sweaters. Often I wore, with jeans, a pebbly-green sweatshirt I’d bought at the community college bookstore with POETRY POWER on the front in stark white letters. Seeing me, my hair in a ponytail, my waitress-smile distending my lower face, you’d think, A girl who has overcome her shyness. Good for her!

I’d come to notice a frequent if not regular customer in the Sandy Hook Diner. He’d signal for a waitress by raising his hand and actually lowering his head, his eyes swerving downward in a kind of embarrassment, or shame. He had physical mannerisms—tics. Moving his head repeatedly as if his neck was stiff. Moving his shoulders. Clenching and unclenching his fists. I’d catch him frowning, staring at me. Looking quickly away when I turned in his direction. As if he recognized me? In fact he reminded me of a math teacher at our junior high (my hometown was an hour’s drive inland from Sandy Hook, in central New Jersey) who’d quit or been fired when I was in seventh grade; but this man, who hardly looked thirty, was too young to have been Mr. Cantry, I thought. That had been nine years ago.

This customer, who always wore a tweed suit and a buttoned-up white shirt and no tie, came into the diner a few times a week, mostly for breakfast. He walked with a slight limp. He was a big man, well above six feet tall, with a boyish-fattish pale face and an oblong head like an exotic squash, and heavy-lidded, hooded eyes that settled on me, or upon my body, with a look of frowning disapproval. Ugly girl. How can you show yourself in public.

He was ugly, himself. Weird-ugly. But ugliness in a man doesn’t matter, much. Ugliness in a woman is her life.

This character seemed always to be seated in my section of the diner. He preferred the farthest corner booth. There, he’d read a book, or give that impression. A shadow seemed always to be passing over his face as I approached with my pert waitress smile and sauntering hips, order pad and pencil in hand. There would be no small talk here. No crude-sexy banter. No laughs. Even before he ate his meals (fastidiously, but there was no disguising the fact that, with that big gut, he was a glutton) he looked as if he was having exquisite gas pains. His big body was as soft as something decomposing and his suits looked as if they’d belonged to his dead father. I felt a physical repugnance for him but I had to admit he was always cordial, courteous. Called me “waitress”—“miss”—and spoke slowly giving his order, watching anxiously as I wrote it down as if I might be dim-witted, not to be trusted; then he’d have me read it back. His voice was hollow and fading like a voice on a distant radio station.

One of the weird things about the man in the tweed suit was his hair, which he wore clipped short, in a crew cut. It was a flat metallic color, a no-color, like his eyes. It exaggerated his boyish appearance but made you wonder if there was some clinical reason for such short hair, like a scalp-skin ailment, or head lice.

In the off-season in the Sandy Hook Diner customers rarely tipped beyond ten percent of their bill. Some sons of bitches, under cover of not having change, or being mentally incapable of calculating ten percent, left even less. A handful of nickels. Pennies. The man in the tweed suit sometimes left as much as twenty percent of his bill, though frowning, not meeting my eye, hurrying out of the diner. I’d call brightly after him, “Thank you, sir!” as much to embarrass him as to express gratitude, for in truth I didn’t feel gratitude; I was more contemptuous of customers who tipped me well than of those who didn’t. Next time he came in, he wouldn’t look at me directly—as if I’d never been his waitress, he’d never been here before.

Because he hadn’t any name and was always alone and looked so weird, the man in the tweed suit drew the ridicule of Mr. Yardboro and his friends, and my coworkers in the diner, even Maxine if she was around. Their name for him was “Lover Boy”—“Fag Boy.” The word “fag,” on anyone’s lips, aroused particular hilarity. You’d have thought that Lee Yardboro, owner of the Sandy Hook Diner, might feel protective of any customer, and grateful, but that wasn’t the case. The impulse to mock, to ridicule, to share contempt for another was too strong. (There were other customers they joked about, too, but with more tolerance. I was fascinated, wondering what they said about me behind my back.) When Mr. Yardboro cracked one of his jokes in my hearing I laughed in a way I’d cultivated in high school, overhearing guys’ dirty remarks, that was laughing-not-laughing; making hissing-giggling sounds as if I was trying not to laugh, I was “shocked,” eyes screwed up and shut tight and shoulders and breasts shaking in a feminine, helpless way. Mr. Yardboro glanced around, grinning. Like any bully he needed an audience.

The man in the tweed suit stepped outside the diner and two minutes later everyone forgot him. Except I’d watch him walk away, as if his legs hurt him, carrying all that weight. He came on foot, didn’t have a car. Must have lived close by. One evening I saw him in the local library, frowning over reference books, taking fussy notes. One day I saw him walking on the pier, wearing an old-fashioned trench coat with a flared skirt over his tweed suit and a visored cap pulled tight onto his odd-shaped head so the wind couldn’t tear it off; he was staring at his feet, oblivious of the choppy, glittering ocean, the waves crashing and throwing up spray only a few yards from him. I wondered what he was thinking that was so much more important than where he was. I envied him, sunk so deep in himself. As if he mattered!

If he glanced around, saw me, recognized me—I sure wasn’t going to recognize him.

I NEVER FOLLOWED the man in the tweed suit, I only observed. From a distance. Unseen. When I wasn’t working I had a lot of time to kill. My rented room (in a converted Victorian “single-family” residence) depressed me, so I avoided it. Even as I had to admit (I’d boasted to my family) it was a bargain, at off-season rates, and only five minutes from the ocean. There was a telephone for my use even if I had no one I wanted to call, and no one to call me. There was a double bed with a mattress soft as marshmallow in which, every night, for as long as ten hours if I could manage to stay asleep that long, I was sunk in a deep fantastic near-dreamless sleep like a corpse at the bottom of the ocean.
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WHAT DID I look like, aged twenty-one? I wasn’t sure.

Just as fat people learn not to view themselves full-length in mirrors, so ugly people learn to avoid seeing what it’s pointless to see. I wasn’t what you’d call fat, and took a perverse satisfaction in contemplating my dumpy, mock-voluptuous female body in my ridiculous clothes, but I’d stopped looking at my face years before. When, for practical purposes, I couldn’t avoid looking, I’d stand close to a mirror, sidelong, to examine parts, sections. An eye, a mouth. A minuscule portion of nose. I didn’t wear makeup and didn’t pluck my eyebrows (I’d plucked my eyebrows more or less out in high school, furious at the way they grew together over the bridge of my nose, wrongly confident that they’d grow back) and there was no problem about scrubbing my face with a washcloth, brushing my teeth stooping low over the sink as I did once a day, before going to bed. My hair was no problem, I didn’t need to look into a mirror to brush it, if I bothered to brush it; I could snip off ends myself with scissors without consulting a mirror when it grew too long, snarly. Sometimes I wore a head rag for an Indian-funky look.

Now and then I thought, not altogether seriously, about bleaching my hair platinum blond, wearing it in some chic sexy style. One of my vivid childhood memories (there aren’t many) was seeing two teenage boys observing a girl in high heels walking ahead of them on a sidewalk, a girl with a glossy blond pageboy, a good figure, and when they caught up with her to get a better look she turned to them and she was plain, homely—she wore glasses, she was horse-faced. One boy groaned rudely, the other laughed. They poked each other in the ribs the way boys do. The girl turned away, pretending not to know what all this meant. I hadn’t been that girl but I’d seen, and I’d heard. Already, not ten years old, I knew my fate.

One advantage of ugly: you don’t require anyone to see you the way a good-looking person does, to be real. The better-looking you are, the more dependent upon being seen and admired. The uglier, the more independent.

Another advantage of ugly: you don’t waste time trying to look your best, you will never look your best.

What I remember of my face is a low forehead, a long nose with a bulblike tip, dark shiny eyes set too close together. Those dark thick eyebrows like an orangutan’s. A mouth of no distinction but well practiced, before I entered my teens, in irony. For what is irony but the repository of hurt? And what is hurt but the repository of hope? My skin was darkish-olive like something smeared by an eraser. My pores were oily, even before puberty. In some eyes I looked “foreign.” I’d looked “foreign” as far back as grade school, when the teasing began. I came to like the feeling—“foreign.” Like “foreign substance”—“foreign object”—in food, in an eye, on a radar screen. Though no one on either side of my family has been “foreign” for generations. All proud to be “one hundred percent American” though none of us had a clue what “American” meant.
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BUSINESS WAS SLOW at the Sandy Hook Inn, now the weather had turned. Tourists avoided the northern New Jersey seashore where always there was a wet, whining wind and the brightest sun could be eclipsed within minutes by glowering thunderheads. Each morning before dawn the wind woke me, rattling my single window like a cruel prank. My legs, feet, and spine ached profoundly from the previous day’s waitressing, yet I was excited by the prospect of enduring another day at the Sandy Hook Diner. I’ve come to the right place by instinct. Here is the edge.

The Sandy Hook Diner, its exterior built to resemble a railroad car. Glinting like cheap tin.

The Sandy Hook Diner, in the early morning: a row of ten frayed black vinyl stools at the Formica counter. Eight frayed black vinyl booths along the outer wall.

The Sandy Hook Diner, fluorescent tubing overhead that glared like an eye impairment. In a smiling trance I’d rub, rub, rub the worn Formica and aluminum surfaces with a sponge as if charged with the holy duty of restoring to them their original lustre, beauty.

Who did all this? Shining like a mirror?—Mr. Yardboro would exclaim. Then they would tell him who did it.

The Sandy Hook Diner, careening through my sleep, dragging me beneath its wheels. God, was I excited! Hurrying to work breathless in the wind, arriving at 6:50 A.M. Eyes darting to see if, in the parking lot, Mr. Yardboro’s slightly battered Lincoln Continental was parked in its usual place. (Some mornings, Mr. Yardboro came in late. Some mornings, he didn’t come in at all.)

I wondered if his autistic child was a son or a daughter. If a daughter, whether she showed obvious signs of mental deficiency. Whether what was strange and wrong in her shone in her eyes.

Do not cry in contempt, The dumb bitch is in love with—him? That asshole? Without knowing it? Always I knew, from the time of the interview. One of my jokes, on myself. Providing plenty of laughs.

Because business was slow in the Sandy Hook Diner my shifts were erratic. Another, older waitress had disappeared; I made no inquiries. I worked hard, harder. I smiled. I smiled at the upturned faces of customers, and I smiled at the departing backs of customers. I smiled fiercely as I wiped down the greasy grill, cleaned the Formica-topped surfaces until, almost, they shone. I fantasized that, if dismissed by Mr. Yardboro from the Sandy Hook Diner, I would have no choice but to wade out into the Atlantic Ocean and drown myself. I would have to choose a remote place and I would have to act by night. But the vision of my clumsy, sodden body on the beach amid rotting kelp and dead fish, picked at by seagulls, was a deterrent.

10

“SWEETHEART, more coffee!”

One morning, Artie, who was a trucker-friend of Mr. Yardboro’s, whistled to get my attention, and afterward the man in the tweed suit who’d been sitting in a corner booth said severely, “They are rude! You should not have to tolerate it! Why do you tolerate it?” I stared in disbelief that he’d actually spoken to me. He was on his feet, preparing abruptly to leave, glaring down at me. I couldn’t think of a thing to say, not a word; all that came to me was an apology, but an apology for another person’s rudeness made no sense. So I said nothing. The man in the tweed suit wheezed in disgust, on his way out of the Sandy Hook Diner. Afterward I would remember how his puffy-pale face had flushed unevenly, like an attack of hives.

Later that morning, when the diner was nearly empty, the man in the tweed suit returned. He was looking for a glove he’d left behind, he said. But we found no glove in the area of the booth in which he’d sat. Embarrassed, working his mouth in a complicated tic, he said, in a lowered voice, “I hope—I didn’t upset you, miss. It isn’t my business of course. You, and this environment.” We stared grimly at each other, like losers pushed together on a dance floor. I saw that he wasn’t so young after all—there were sharp indentations beneath his eyes, lines in his forehead. I was trying to think of an intelligent, conciliatory, or even witty reply, but though I was smiling automatically a sudden ringing in my ears drowned out my thoughts. As, in school, called upon by a teacher, or made to write a crucial exam, I’d be overcome by a kind of malicious static. The man in the tweed suit had obviously planned this speech, it was to be a gallant and noble speech, but he’d become self-conscious and was losing his confidence. Doggedly he continued, “It’s—ugly to witness. I realize you need the employment. The tips. For why else. Of course. You seem not to expect better.”

I heard myself stammer, “But I like it here. I—I’m grateful.”

“What is your age?”

“My age? Twenty-one.”

It seemed a shameful admission, suddenly. I wanted to scream at the bastard to leave me alone.

He saw the misery in my eyes, and turned away. Cleared his throat with a tearing, ripping sound, and must have had to swallow a clot of phlegm. “I think—you were a student of mine, once? Years ago.”

Mr. Cantry? He was?

But he’d left the diner. I stared after him, stunned. Earlier, he’d left two crumpled dollar bills on the tabletop for me in his haste to escape, and a breakfast platter of eggs, sausage, and home fries only partly eaten. I’d pocketed the bills like a robot not knowing what they were. I’d eaten the sausage and most of the home fries not knowing what they were.
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NEXT DAY, the man in the tweed suit stayed away from the Sandy Hook Diner, and the next. I was anxious and resentful watching for him each time someone his size pushed through the door. I was relieved when he didn’t show up.

I tried to remember what had happened to Mr. Cantry nine years ago. I hadn’t liked him as a teacher—but I hadn’t liked most of my teachers, ever. There’d been rumors, wild tales. He’d quarreled with the school principal one day in the cafeteria. He’d slapped a boy. He’d been stopped for drunk driving and he’d resisted arrest and been beaten, handcuffed, taken to the police station, and booked. Or he’d had a breakdown in some public place—a doctor’s waiting room. A local grocery store. He’d started shouting, he’d burst into tears. Or had he gotten sick, had major surgery. He’d been hospitalized for a long time and when at last he was released, his job teaching seventh- and eighth-grade math was no longer waiting for him.

A popular young woman had subbed for him and was eventually hired to take his place. Within a few weeks Mr. Cantry had been totally forgotten even by the few students who’d admired him.

IN THE DOORWAY of a dry cleaner’s, up the block from the Sandy Hook Diner, he stood out of the rain waiting for me. Impossible to believe he wasn’t waiting for me. Yet, clumsily, he expressed surprise at seeing me. He stepped quickly out onto the sidewalk, unfurling a large black umbrella. “Hello! A coincidence! But I’m afraid I’ve forgotten your name?”

He held the umbrella over me, gallantly. The rain came in feathery slices, thin as ocean spray. He was smiling eagerly, and already I despised myself for not running away. “Xavia.”

“ ‘Zavv-ya’?”

“It’s Romanian.”

Xavia was not a name I’d ever heard of until that moment. Like static it had flown into my head.

So we walked together. Blindly it seemed. I would have turned at the next corner on my way home but, Mr. Cantry beside me, talking in his strange halting voice, I forgot where I was going. Again he apologized for speaking as he had in the diner—“But I don’t believe that place is a healthy environment for a girl like you.” I said, “What kind of girl would it be healthy for, then?” but Mr. Cantry didn’t respond to the joke. He was speaking vehemently of “environment,” “health,” “decency,” “justice.” I couldn’t follow the thread of his remarks. As we stood at a corner waiting for a light to change—there was no traffic in either direction—he introduced himself as “Virgil Cantry” and put out his hand to shake mine. I had no choice but to take it—his hand was firm, fleshy. “Would it be permissible for me to accompany you home, Xavia?”

I yearned to say, No! No it would not be permissible! but instead I said, in my bright waitressy voice, “Why not?”

Loneliness is like starvation: you don’t realize how hungry you are until you begin to eat.

∗ ∗ ∗

“I’M NO LONGER a teacher, I would describe myself as a private citizen now. A witness.” Mr. Cantry held the umbrella over me at a gallant distance, choosing to walk in the rain himself. His large oddly shaped head bobbed and weaved as he spoke; he was constantly shifting, shrugging his shoulders inside his trench coat. He seemed both excited in my presence and acutely nervous. As we walked, an awkward couple, Mr. Cantry a head taller than me, I tried to avoid knocking against his arm; my heart was beating quickly, with a kind of fainting, incredulous dread; yet I had to resist the impulse to snort with laughter, too. For wasn’t this a kind of date? A romantic encounter? I wondered what the two of us looked like, a couple walking along a near-deserted commercial street in Sandy Hook, New Jersey, in the rain. If it was the movies you wouldn’t have a clue how to respond without music—is the scene solemn, sad, touching, comical? “I was sick for a while,” Mr. Cantry said, “and in my sickness my ego was dissolved. I discovered that our historical existences are not our essence. I believe I’m free now of ego-contamination and distraction. It’s enough that I exist. For to exist is to witness. My astigmatism is so severe, ordinary glasses would be inadequate, so I must wear contact lenses, yet—it’s with clear eyes that I have learned to see.”

I said, “I wear contact lenses, too. I hate them.”

I smiled, it wasn’t the right response. But Mr. Cantry seemed hardly to be listening. He said, “You were one of my students, Xavia? I thought I recognized you weeks ago, in the diner, but I don’t recall the name—‘Xavia.’ I think I would recall such an exotic name.”

“I wasn’t an exotic student. I didn’t do well in math.”

“I remember you as an intelligent, serious student. But shy. Perhaps anxious. You asked for ‘extra credit’ assignments in homework and they were always diligently done.”

I heard myself laugh harshly, in embarrassment. “That wasn’t me, Mr. Cantry.”

“Please call me Virgil. Yes, surely it was you.”

I resented it, that this man, a stranger, should claim to know more about me than I knew about myself.

Because I hadn’t turned up the street to my apartment house, I was obliged now to improvise a route back in that direction. Mr. Cantry, earnestly speaking of his teaching years, his illness, and his convalescence and his “transmogrification” of ego, took no evident notice of where we were going. Like a blinded bull, he might be led by the lightest touch in any direction. He seemed not to mind or perhaps not to notice the rain, which was quite cold; he continued to hold the big black umbrella out over my head. I fantasized that I could have led this strange man anywhere—out to the Sandy Hook Pier, where, at this hour, teenage boys would be playing video games in a hangar-sized garishly lit arcade, or along the windswept, littered beach in the direction of scrubby Sandy Hook, at the far end of which was a white-painted lighthouse, a local monument, unused as a lighthouse for decades. It seemed strange to me, it made me uneasy, that this man who didn’t know me at all was so trusting.

“You have moved away from your home, Xavia? Are you living alone now?”

I yearned to say I prefer not to discuss my private life with you, thank you! but instead I said, in my bright waitressy voice, “Alone.”

“I have never married,” Mr. Cantry said fastidiously. “It was never an occasion.”

“That’s too bad.”

“No, no, no! Some natures, it isn’t for them to marry. To sire children, in any case.”

“You can be married without having children, Mr. Cantry.”

Mr. Cantry said vehemently, “What purpose is there of marriage, then? The marital bond is legalized, reinforced nature. It is a social embodiment of nature. To reproduce the species, to nurture the offspring. If there are no offspring, there need be no marriage.”

I couldn’t quarrel with Mr. Cantry there. I wondered what we were talking about. At least, he wasn’t proposing marriage.

Now we were on the narrower, darker street where I lived; it seemed that Mr. Cantry and I were blundering against each other more frequently. Several times he murmured, “Excuse me!” I was thinking sometime in eighth grade, around the time I’d begun to menstruate, my skin had started to go bad; it was possible that Mr. Cantry remembered me before the onslaught of the pimply infections. I could not seem to remember him at all now.

It crossed my mind that I might lead Mr. Cantry to another apartment house and say good night to him there. Yet he appeared so oblivious of his surroundings, I reasoned he wouldn’t remember which house was mine. He walked with me up onto the porch of the house, out of the rain. He was panting from the few steps and his voice was strained. As if we’d been discussing the matter all along, he said, “So, you see, Xavia—I realize my opinion is unsolicited—I feel strongly that you should search for another job. A more civilized environment, yes?”

“You could eat somewhere else, Mr. Cantry.”

“That isn’t the point! You are the one who is being demeaned.”

I yearned to say with a vulgar laugh, Fuck you! Who’s demeaned?

I said, annoyed, “Look. I didn’t graduate from college, Mr. Cantry. I barely graduated from high school. I’m lucky to have any job at all. And I told you—I like the Sandy Hook Diner.”

This was the most I’d uttered to another human being in weeks, maybe months. I felt brash and invigorated, as if I’d been running.

Mr. Cantry said, sniffing, “Well, then. I stand corrected.”

I’d disappointed him. He’d been mistaking me for an A-student and now he was learning otherwise.

I thanked Mr. Cantry for his concern and said good night. He was backing away uncertainly, as if suddenly aware of our situation beneath a porch light, our aloneness together. I saw that he contemplated shaking my hand again and discreetly I hid both my hands behind me. He said, hesitantly, “Maybe if, another time, you wished it—we might have dinner together? Not at the diner.” It was an attempt at a joke but I failed to catch the joke, saying quickly, before I heard myself say yes, “Well. I don’t know. Maybe.”

From inside the musty-smelling vestibule of the old house I observed my former math teacher carefully descend the porch steps and walk away in the rain. It was clear that he limped slightly, favoring his right leg. His shoulders distinctly sagged. On the porch, not seeming to know what he did, he’d shut up the umbrella as if preparing to come inside the house and now, out in the rain again, he’d forgotten to open it.

THAT NIGHT, I had a rare dream. One of my lurid hurt-fantasies (as I called them: I’d had such fantasies since grade school). At the Sandy Hook Diner having to serve the male customers who were Mr. Yardboro’s friends though no one I exactly recognized. And Mr. Yardboro was calling me, whistling for me. I had to serve the men naked. A filmy strip of cloth like a curtain wrapped around me, coming loose. My breasts were exposed, I couldn’t conceal myself. My coarse-hairy groin. The men called waitress! here! the way you’d call a dog. But it was meant to be playful, they were just teasing. No one actually touched me. I had to come close to them to serve them their food, but no one touched me. They were eating pieces of meat, with their fingers. I saw bright blood smeared on their mouths and fingers. I saw that they were eating female parts. Breasts and genitals. Slices of pink-glistening meat, picked out of hairy skin-pouches the way you’d pick oysters out of their shells. The men laughed at the look on my face. They tossed coins at me, nickels and pennies, and I stooped to pick the coins up and my face heated with blood and I felt a strong sexual sensation like the pressure of a rubber balloon being blown larger and larger about to burst and I woke anxious and excited, my heart beating so rapidly it hurt, and cold, slick sweat covered my body inside my soiled flannel nightie and it was a long time before I got back to sleep. I didn’t dream about Mr. Cantry at all.
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BY THE END of November my hours at the Sandy Hook Diner had been cut back considerably. My shifts were unpredictable, depending upon the availability of other waitresses (I gathered). One day I might begin at 7 A.M., the next at 4:30 P.M.—the hour of the Early Bird Dinner (a senior citizens’ special platter, $7.99). Other days, I didn’t work at all. I slept.

When I worked the evening shift at the diner, somehow Mr. Cantry seemed to know. He’d linger over coffee as late as 10 P.M. when the diner closed, in the hope of “escorting” me home.

Politely I told him thanks but I had another engagement.

I whispered fiercely to him, not wanting anyone else to hear.

I was in perpetual terror of being fired from the Sandy Hook Diner and so moved in a trance of energy, high spirits, and smiles. My wide, fixed smile was so deeply imprinted in my face, it was slow to fade after my shift ended; sometimes, waking in the middle of the night, I discovered that it had returned. Waitress! waitress! I heard myself summoned impatiently and turned to see no one, no customer, there.

Though Mr. Cantry was there, often. In his corner booth, which was usually in my section. Brown tweed suit, stiff-starched white shirt. The metallic glimmer of his crew cut. Shifting his shoulders and odd-shaped head as if the alignment of his neck required continuous adjustment. Since the evening he’d walked me home, we hadn’t spoken at any length; still, when I approached, he smiled eagerly, shyly. I gave him no encouragement. I dreaded anyone at the diner guessing that Lover Boy—Fag Boy—and I knew each other, however remotely we knew each other. When Mr. Cantry greeted me, “Hello, Xavia! How are you this morning?” I smiled like a robot and said, “What may I get you, sir?” If Mr. Cantry dared to leave me too large a tip (for instance, a $5 bill for a seafood platter costing $9.99!) I’d call after him, “Sir, you forgot your change.” Blushing, contrite, he’d accept the money back from me with a murmured apology.

At such moments my heart pounded in vengeful triumph. My cheeks glowed with the heat of my blood. As in my high school gym classes when I’d outscored, outrun, intimidated, and frankly bullied other girls in our rowdy games of basketball and volleyball, at which, being so much stronger than the others, I’d excelled.
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ONE EVENING at closing time there was no one in the Sandy Hook Diner except Mr. Yardboro and me.

How’s about a ride, honey? Mr. Yardboro said and there we were in his slightly rusted but still glamorous, sexy Lincoln Continental cruising along the shore road. Beyond the Sandy Hook lighthouse, beyond Sandy Hook State Park. A moon like polished bone, moonlight rippling on the dark water. Lee Yardboro was a man to drive fast and unerringly with one arm resting on the steering wheel and the other on my shoulders. The interior of the car was warm, dreamy. My head on Mr. Yardboro’s shoulder, forehead against his throat. It wasn’t clear what we talked of, maybe we talked of nothing at all, there was no need. His distinctive smell, his smoker’s breath, his body, his armpits, the ointment he rubbed into his roughened skin made me dizzy, delirious. Where are we going? What will you do to me? If I looked too closely, however, at the girl with her head on Lee Yardboro’s shoulder, I saw that her hair was shimmering blond. Her face was a heart-shaped pretty-pretty face, no face I knew. Even the pearly moonlight rippling on the ocean dissolved, sheerly vapor.

Yet there was another evening, and no one in the Sandy Hook Diner at closing time except Mr. Yardboro and me. And I wiped down the booths for the final time that day, and the counter. And turned off the lights. And in the kitchen doorway Mr. Yardboro stood, hands on his hips and watching me, smiling in that teasing way that could be friendly or mean. Saying, “C’mon into the kitchen for a few minutes, honey, I’ve got some special instructions for you.”
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AT THANKSGIVING I took a bus home not wanting to go home but my mother pleaded with me angrily on the phone and I knew it was a mistake but there I was, in the old house, the house of one thousand and one associations and all of them depressing, the smell of the roasting turkey sickened me, the smell of the basting grease, the smell of my mother’s hair spray so I realized I wouldn’t get through it within minutes after walking through the door and that afternoon we were working together in the kitchen and I said excuse me, Mom, I’ll be right back and when I came back with the old photo album the palms of my hands were cold with sweat and I said, “Mom, can I ask you something?” and guardedly my mother said, for years of living with me had made her wary, “What?” and I said, “Promise you’ll tell the truth, Mom?” and she says, “What is the question?” and I said again, “Promise me you’ll tell the truth, Mom,” and she said, annoyed, “How can I promise, until I hear the question?” and I said, “All right. Did I have a sister born before me, given my name, and did she die? That’s all I want to know,” and my mother stared at me as if I’d shouted filthy words right there in her kitchen, and said, “Alice, what?” and I repeated my question which was to me a perfectly logical question, and my mother said, “Of course you didn’t have a sister who died! Where do you get your ideas?” and I said, “Here. These snapshots,” and I opened the album to show her the snapshots of me as a baby and as a little girl saying, in a low, furious voice, “Don’t try to tell me this is me, it isn’t,” and my mother said, her voice rising, “Of course she’s you! That’s you! Are you crazy?” and I said, “Can I believe you, Mom?” and she said, “What is this? Is this another of your jokes? Of course that’s you,” and I said, wiping at my eyes, “It isn’t! Goddamned liar! It isn’t! This is someone else, this isn’t me! This is a pretty little girl and I’m ugly and this isn’t me!” and my mother lost it then as often she did in our quarrels, lost it and began shouting at me, and slapped my face, sobbing, “You terrible, terrible girl! Why do you say such things! You break my heart! You are ugly! Go away, get away! We don’t want you here! You don’t belong here with normal people!”

So I left. Took the next bus back to Sandy Hook so it seemed, when I went to bed that night, early, hoping to sleep through twelve hours at least, that I’d never been gone.
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THE FOLLOWING Sunday evening Mr. Cantry dared to come to my apartment house. Ringing my buzzer as if I were expecting him! It was the first time the buzzer to 3F had been rung in the weeks I’d been living in this shabby place and the sound was as deafening as the amplified screams of maddened wasps. I wished I hadn’t known who it it was, but I knew.

Taking my time I went downstairs, in my soiled POETRY POWER sweatshirt and jeans. And there was my former math teacher squinting up at me out of his puffy face the color of lard. He wore the trench coat with the flared skirt, he was turning his visored cap nervously in his fingers. “Xavia, good evening! I hope I’m not interrupting? Would you like to join me in a meal?—not at the Sandy Hook Diner.” He paused for my response but I didn’t smile, I said only that I’d already eaten, thank you. “Then to go for a walk? To have a drink? Is this a possible time? I saw you were not on duty at the usual place so I presumed to come here. Are you angry?”

I intended to say Thank you, but I’m busy. I heard myself say, “I could take a walk, I guess. Why should I be angry?”

I’d been cool to Mr. Cantry in the diner, the last couple of times he’d come in. I didn’t like him brooding in his corner booth watching me. Frowning-smiling as if sometimes he didn’t actually see me, God knows what he was seeing. And the day before, some guys had been teasing me the way some of the regular customers do, passing around a copy of Hustler; I was supposed to catch a glimpse of these photos of female crotches in stark closeup as in an anatomical text. My part was to pretend I didn’t see, didn’t know what it was I didn’t see, my face blushing in patches. Hey guys, I wish you wouldn’t! My embarrassed downcast eyes. My wide hips, my hubcap breasts inside a Sandy Hook Pier T-shirt and unbuttoned sweater. But it’s OK. I’m a good sport. Not begging exactly, guys hate females who beg, like females who cry, makes them feel guilty, reminds them of their mothers. More as though I was asking for their protection. And it was OK, or would have been except there was Mr. Cantry looming up behind me, in his old teacher-voice and his mouth twisted in disdain, “Excuse me! Just one moment, please!” and the guys gaped up at him in astonishment not knowing what the hell was going on but I knew, I believed I knew, quickly I turned and tugged at Mr. Cantry’s sleeve and led him back to his booth and whispered, “Leave me alone, God damn you,” and he whispered back, “They are harassing you, those disgusting louts,” and I whispered, “How do you know? How do you know what’s going on?”—did he have X-ray eyes? Could he see through the backs of booths? So I got Mr. Cantry to settle down and returned to my other customers and they were laughing, making remarks, and I more or less pretended not to catch on to anything, just a dumb waitress, smiling hard and trying to please her customers—Hey, guys, have a heart, will you? So finally it worked out, they left me OK tips in small coins scattered across the sticky tabletop. But I was sore as hell at Mr. Cantry and would’ve asked him please never to come into the Sandy Hook Diner again except frankly we needed the revenue.

“I hope you are not upset, about yesterday? You didn’t seem pleased.”

“Those customers are the owner’s friends. I have to be nice to them.”

“They are crude, vulgar. They are—”

“They’re the owner’s friends. And I like them, anyway.”

“You like them? Such men?”

I shrugged. I laughed. “Men, boys. ‘Boys will be boys.’ ”

“But not in my classroom.”

“You don’t have a classroom now.”

We were excited. It was like a lover’s quarrel. I walked in quickened steps, ahead of Mr. Cantry. I believed I could feel the sharp stabbing pains in his legs, bearing the weight of his ungainly body.

We went to Woody’s, a café I’d seen from the outside, admiring the winking lights, a preview of Christmas. Through an oval window in a wall of antique brick I’d often seen romantic couples by firelight, holding hands at the curving bar or at tables in the rear. Once Mr. Cantry and I were inside, seated at a table, our knees bumping awkwardly, the place seemed different. The firelight was garishly synthetic and a loud tape of teenage rock music played and replayed like migraine. Mr. Cantry winced at the noise but was determined to be a good sport. I ordered a vodka martini—a drink I’d never had before in my life. Vodka, I knew, had the most potent alcohol content of any available drink. Mr. Cantry ordered a club soda with a twist of lemon. Our waiter was young and bored-looking, staring at Mr. Cantry, and at me, with a pointedly neutral expression.

“A person yearns to make something of himself. Herself. A being of distinction,” Mr. Cantry said, raising his voice to be heard over the din. “You must agree?”

I hadn’t been following the conversation. I was trying to twist a rubber band around my ponytail, which was straggling down my back, but the rubber band was old and frayed and finally broke and I gave up. My vodka martini arrived and I took a large swallow even as Mr. Cantry lifted his glass to click against mine, saying, “Cheers!”

I said, feeling mean, “But why should a person make something of himself?—herself? Who gives a shit, frankly?”

“Xavia. You can’t mean that.” Mr. Cantry looked more perplexed than shocked, the way my mother used to look before she caught on to the deep vein of ugliness to which she’d given birth. “I don’t think that’s an honest response. I challenge that response.”

I said, “Most people aren’t distinctive. Most lives come to nothing. Why not accept it?”

“But it’s human nature to wish to better oneself. That the inner being becomes outer. Not to sink into desolation. Not to—give up.” He spoke with a fastidious curl of his lip.

“Haven’t you given up, Mr. Cantry?”

This was a cruel taunt. I surprised myself, aiming for the man’s heart. But to his credit Mr. Cantry took it well. He drew his shoulders up, took a deep breath, brooded. Then he said, “Outwardly, perhaps. Inwardly, no.”

“What’s ‘inward’? The soul? The belly?”

“Xavia, you shock me. This is not truly you.”

“If you look in a mirror, Mr. Cantry, do you seriously think that what you see isn’t you? Who is it, then?”

“I am disinclined to mirrors,” Mr. Cantry said, sniffing. He’d finished his club soda, ice and all, and was sucking at the lemon twist. “I have never taken mirrors as a measure of the soul.”

I laughed. I was feeling good. The vodka martini was a subtler drink than I’d anticipated, and delicious. Blue jets of flame raced along my veins, antic as the synthetic gas jets in the fireplace. “I’m ugly. I don’t need to kid myself.”

Mr. Cantry stared at me, pursing his lips. “Xavia, you are not ugly. What a thing to say!”

“I’m not? I’m not ugly?” I laughed, slapping my fleshy cheeks. The flames were passing over me, my skin was feverish.

Mr. Cantry chose his words with care. “You are a young woman of an exotic cast. You are not conventionally attractive, perhaps—in the bland, banal way of American ‘girls.’ Your eyes, your facial structure—intriguing! But not ugly.”

I was fed up with this bullshit. I signaled the bored-looking waiter. He was about my age, with a round-button boy’s face, long eyelashes, and a rosebud mouth. A pretty boy, and he knew it. “Waiter,” I said, and when the waiter nodded agreeably, if a bit guardedly, I said, “Am I ugly?”

“Excuse me?”

Mr. Cantry hissed, like a scandalized parent, “Xavia! Please.”

“Well, waiter—am I? You can tell the truth, it won’t affect your tip.”

The embarrassed young man stared at me, his face reddening.

“I mean,” I said, flirtatiously, “it will affect your tip. If you don’t give an honest answer.”

The waiter tried to smile, to make the exchange into a joke.

“Am I ugly? Just tell the truth.”

But the waiter mumbled words of apology, he was wanted in the kitchen, he escaped.

Mr. Cantry scolded, “You should not embarrass people, Xavia. If you are unhappy with yourself—”

I protested, “But I’m not. I’m not unhappy with myself. I’m happy with myself. I just believe in telling the truth, that’s all.”

A few minutes later the waiter returned, probably with a witty rejoinder prepared, but by this time Mr. Cantry and I were discussing other matters. The vodka had gone to my head, I was in a good mood. “Another round,” I said, snapping my fingers. “For both.”

Mr. Cantry took out a large white handkerchief and carefully, loudly blew his nose. If I’d begun to feel something for the man, these blasts of sound dispelled it. I said, leaning forward solemnly, “Mr. Cantry, do you think much about death? Dying?”

It was like holding a lighted match to flammable material.

For a pained moment Mr. Cantry could not speak. His eyes quavered as if on the verge of dissolution. I saw that his skin, like what I recalled of my own, looked stitched-together, improvised; as if he’d been smashed into pieces and carelessly mended. “Death, yes. Dying. Yes. I think about dying all the time.” He went on to speak of his parents, who were both deceased, and of a sister he’d loved who had died of leukemia at the age of eleven, and of a dog he’d brought here to Sandy Hook to live with him, a cocker spaniel who’d died in August at the age of only seven years. Since this dog’s death, Mr. Cantry confessed, he’d had to face the prospect of, each morning, wondering where he would get the strength to force himself out of bed; he slept long, stuporous hours and believed he came very close to death sometimes—“My heart stopping, you know, like a clock—the way my father died. In his sleep. Aged fifty-two.” As Mr. Cantry spoke, I saw tears gathering in his eyes; his eyes seemed to me beautiful, luminous; his moist loose lips, even the glistening of his nostrils; my heart beat quickly in resistance to the emotion he was feeling, the emotion which pumped through me yet which I refused to acknowledge. A mean voice taunted, So that’s why he’s been dogging you. He’s lost his only friend—a dog.

I was fascinated by this ugly man who seemed not to know he was ugly. When rivulets of tears ran down both his cheeks, and in embarrassed haste he wiped them with a cocktail napkin, I leaned back in my seat and glanced about the crowded café, in a pose of boredom. Mr. Cantry’s nose was seriously running and once again he blew it loudly, in a cocktail napkin this time, mine. By the time he was finished, I was well out of my sentimental mood.

I finished my vodka martini and stood. Mr. Cantry fumbled to stand beside me, like a man wakened from a dream. His bulbous forehead gleamed with perspiration. He followed close behind me as I pushed my way toward the door of the café, saying, “Xavia, I think you must know—I am attracted to you. I realize the difference in age. In sensibility. I hope I don’t offend you?”

There was a crush of people at the coatrack. Almost, I managed to escape my companion.

Out on the sidewalk, in the freezing air, a second time Mr. Cantry said, pleading, “I hope, Xavia—I don’t offend you?”

Pointedly, I didn’t answer. I’d thrown on my windbreaker and crammed my knit cap down tight on my head. The windbreaker was unisex and bulky and the navy blue cap made my head look peanut-small. I caught a sidelong glance at myself in a beveled mirror banked by ferns in the café window and winced even as I laughed. God, I was ugly! It was no exaggeration. Almost, such ugliness is a kind of triumph, like a basket you sink after having been fouled.

RETURNING TO my apartment house I walked quickly, forcing Mr. Cantry to hurry beside me. His breath was audible, like sandpaper rubbed against a rough surface. Poor man, I wondered if varicose veins raddled his pulpy-white legs. I wondered if his feet, like mine, swelled like twin goiters and required nightly soaking in Epsom salts. Yet Mr. Cantry tried to catch his breath, and to regain some of his squandered dignity. “As to death, Xavia—I believe the subject is pointless to discuss. For when you are dead, you are in a state of blissful nonexistence; and in nonexistence is non-knowing. And where there is non-knowing—”

He spoke passionately, gesturing with his hands. I might have been moved, but the effect of his speech was weakened by the abrupt way in which, seeing a Sandy Hook police cruiser passing on the street, he became rattled; he shrank back as if fearful of being seen. I made a joke about the vigilance of the local police in this place where nothing ever happened but Mr. Cantry was too distracted to respond. He didn’t relax again until the cruiser was out of sight.

I said, annoyed, “The fact is, Mr. Cantry, you die. It’s an active verb. You die, I die. We die. It isn’t a blissful state, it’s an action. And there’s terror, there’s pain. Like drowning in the ocean—“

But Mr. Cantry was distracted, and maybe demoralized. I left him on the sidewalk in front of my house, thanked him for the drinks, and hurried up the porch steps before he could accompany me, wheezing and wincing. He called after me, “Xavia—good night?”
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“THAT LEE!—he’s so damned softhearted. Leaves the dirty work to me.”

It was Maxine on the phone, her horsey face drawn downward in fond exasperation at her cousin. Though he owned the Sandy Hook Inn, or anyway held a sizable mortgage on the property, Maxine was the one who, at his command, routinely laid off or dismissed employees.

I hadn’t been meant to hear this remark, of course. Maxine didn’t know I’d drifted within earshot.

To my horror, a new waitress had been hired. I hadn’t seen her but had heard rumors of her—a redhead, good-looking it was said. Since November, business in the diner had dropped a bit farther, then stabilized. A shrine-like McDonald’s had opened a mile away and would surely draw more of our customers. We never acknowledged such rivals; even to allude to them would be to stir Mr. Yardboro’s fury.

I believed that, in his way, Mr. Yardboro liked me. Yet he watched me closely, as he watched all his employees. His pale-blue bulging eyes following me, jaws working as he sucked at a toothpick. Hey, sweetheart. Hey, honey—speed it up, eh? But don’t go barging around like a goddamn horse. I tried to obey Mr. Yardboro without his needing to give instructions. I tried to anticipate his smallest wish. I was very nice, never failed to smile, while waiting on his noisy pals. I never complained behind Mr. Yardboro’s back, bitterly, like the others. Never cut corners, never hid away in the lavatory cursing and weeping. My only weakness, which I tried to keep secret, was eating leftovers from customers’ plates. Like most food workers, I had quickly developed a repugnance for food; yet I continued to eat, despite the repugnance; once I began eating, no matter what the food, no matter how unappetizing, my mouth flooded with saliva and it was impossible for me to stop eating. The day I’d overheard Maxine on the phone, which had been a hectic, nervous day for me, a day of stingy tips and picky customers, a day of profound metaphysical repugnance, I pushed into the kitchen with a tray of dirtied platters and no one was watching so quickly I devoured the remains of a cheeseburger almost raw at its center, leaking blood, and several onion rings, and french fries soaked in ketchup. In an instant I was ravenous, dazed. I started in on another platter, devouring the remains of some batterfried perch, a foul-fishy taste even ketchup couldn’t disguise, and at that terrible moment Mr. Yardboro slammed through the swinging door whistling, must have seen me, my guilty frightened eyes and greasy mouth and fingers, but in a gesture of unexpected tact—or out of simple embarrassment, for there were things that embarrassed even Lee Yardboro—he continued on his way back into the office, pretending he hadn’t seen.

Though at closing time saying, with a disdainful twist of his mouth, and his blue gaze raking me up and down, “Eat as much leftover-crap as you want, honey. Saves wear and tear on the garbage disposal.”
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MR. CANTRY HAD STOPPED eating in the Sandy Hook Diner, it seemed. Only by accident did I learn, from a remark made by another waitress, that “that big weird-looking guy with the crew cut” had come in a couple of weeks ago, when I hadn’t been on duty, and Mr. Yardboro had told him please not to patronize his diner any more because other customers—meaning Mr. Yardboro’s pals, who’d been pissed at Lover Boy over the Hustler incident—had complained about him. “And what did the man say?” I asked. It was curious how my mouth twisted in a smile of childish complicity as if, talking with this mean-spirited woman whom I didn’t know and didn’t like any more than she liked me about an individual helpless to defend himself, we were establishing rapport. We were behaving like friends! “He said something like, ‘Thank you, it is exactly my wish as well.’ And walked out. Like this weird teacher I had in high school, always making speeches toward the ceiling.” I laughed, trying to imagine the scene. Thank God he hadn’t said anything about “Xavia.” I was relieved no one could connect the two of us.

Did I think about Mr. Cantry, my old math teacher? No I did not. Erased him from my thoughts like wiping down a sticky Formica table.

Except, the blowy, dark afternoon of Christmas eve, when we were closing early (it was a lonely time—Mr. Yardboro and his family were spending a week in Orlando, Florida), there came Mr. Cantry to ask if he might see me that evening. He was wearing a bulky black wool overcoat and a black homburg pulled down tight on his forehead. His no-color eyes, fixed to my face, shone with yearning and reproach in about equal measure—as if I’d been the one to bar him from the Sandy Hook Diner. I wanted to say What? Are you kidding? Christmas eve, with you? but I heard myself say, sighing, “Well. All right. But only for a little while.”

The diner was minimally but colorfully decorated for Christmas. Maxine and I had decorated it together, and I was sort of proud of it. There were strips of tinsel, plastic mistletoe, and holly above the booths; there was a three-foot plastic evergreen with winking bubble lights in a window; there was a comical fat-bellied Santa Claus beside the cash register whose nose could be lighted (the joke in the diner was, this Santa Claus resembled Mr. Yardboro with his flushed cheeks and bulging blue eyes). I asked Mr. Cantry what he thought of the decorations, making my question ironic, and Mr. Cantry looked around as if taking inventory, slowly. There was no one else in the diner at the moment and, seeing it through Mr. Cantry’s eyes, I felt a wave of horror pass over me—the Sandy Hook Diner was only this, the sum of its surfaces. It was like one of those trendy hard-edged realist paintings of city scenes, neon, chrome, Formica, plastic, and glass you stare at trying to comprehend why anybody’s asshole enough to have painted it.

Mr. Cantry said, meaning to be kind, “It does capture a kind of Christmas spirit.”

∗ ∗ ∗

DESPITE HIS PAINED WALKING, Mr. Cantry insisted upon coming to escort me to his place. I was surprised to discover it was on a street parallel with my street, a few blocks away; a stucco apartment building of five floors. His apartment, on the second floor, was high-ceilinged, with a fireplace (unused) in the living room, crowded with old furniture. Embedded in the grimy oriental carpet as if woven into the fabric were strands of coppery dog hairs, and there were more dog hairs on the Victorian horsehair sofa on which Mr. Cantry invited me to sit. The heavy velvet draperies had been pulled across the windows, though not completely. There was a pervasive odor of something medicinal. A voice teased, The scene of the seduction! While Mr. Cantry fussed about in the adjoining kitchen, heating up, as he called it, appetizers in the oven, I examined a table laden with numerous dust-coated framed photographs of Mr. Cantry’s kin, oblong-headed, earnest persons, most of them middle-aged or elderly, in the clothes and hairstyles of bygone times. In the front row of photos were bright color snapshots of a butterscotch cocker spaniel with watery eyes. Mr. Cantry entered the room humming, in high spirits, carrying a silver tray containing a tall champagne bottle and two crystal goblets and a platter of still-sizzling sausages and cheese bits. He said loudly, “Ah, Xavia. Monuments to my dead. It should not dampen our spirits, though. On Christmas eve.”

Smelling the appetizers, I was immediately hungry. Though I felt slightly sickened, too—the medicinal odor, and an underlying odor of dust, dirt, grime, loneliness were so strong. Ceremoniously Mr. Cantry set the tray down in front of me as if I were a tableful of people. His eyes were moist with effort and his fingers trembled. When I said nothing, beginning to eat, he added, in a wistful tone, “When you are the last of your bloodline, Xavia, as I am—you look backward, not forward. With children, you would of course be tugged forward. Your attentions, your hopes, I mean. Into the future.”

“Well, I’m not in the mood for having a baby. Even if it’s Christmas eve. Count me out, Mr. Cantry.”

“Xavia, you say such things!”

Mr. Cantry blushed, but with pleasure, as if I’d leaned over suddenly and tickled him. I’d become the brash smart-aleck student some teachers inexplicably court. “I was not speaking of either of us—of course. I spoke only in theory.” He sat on the sofa beside me; the piece of old furniture creaked. I was surprised he’d sit so close to me—Mr. Cantry seemed to have gained, in the seclusion of his apartment, a degree of masculine confidence. With some effort he uncorked the champagne—it was a French champagne, with a black label and pretentious gilt script—and poured brimming glasses for us both. He laughed as some of the bubbly liquid spilled onto my fingers and corduroy slacks. “To the holiday season, Xavia! And to the New Year, which I hope will bring us both much happiness.” There was something giddy and ominous in the way he smiled, and clicked his glass against mine, and drank. I said, on a hunch, “Are you supposed to drink, Mr. Cantry?” He said, hurt, “Christmas eve is a special occasion, I believe.”

If you’re an alcoholic there’s no occasion that can be special, I thought. Actually I’d had a drinking problem myself, a few years before. But I kept all this to myself.

Within a few minutes Mr. Cantry and I had each drunk two goblets of champagne. We’d eaten most of the greasy little sausages and cheese bits. Mr. Cantry was telling me of his sources of income—a disability pension from the state of New Jersey and a small family trust. “I have never yet married,” he said, belching softly, “for the very good reason that I have never yet been in love.” There was a buzzing sensation in my head like miniature popping bubbles, or brain cells. I smiled, seeing a man’s fattish hand reach fumblingly for mine, one hairless creature groping for another. Now the seduction! Now the rape! I laughed, though I was beginning to feel panic. Mr. Cantry said, “You are so mysterious, Xavia! So exotic. Unlike the other young women waitresses I have come to know in Sandy Hook, you are special.” I didn’t like to be told that there’d been other waitresses in Mr. Cantry’s life. “Why am I so special?” I asked ironically, staring at Mr. Cantry’s fingers locked around mine, and both our hands resting on my knee. His knuckles were enlarged and hairless and his fingernails were neatly clipped, as clean as or cleaner than my own. “Because you were my student. Always there is something sacred in that relationship.” I laughed, disappointed. I wasn’t sure I’d actually been in Mr. Cantry’s class, in fact. I pulled my hand from his and upset my champagne glass and it fell onto the horsehair sofa, spilling what remained of its contents. Mr. Cantry fussed with napkins, muttering under his breath. I said, “I think I should go now, Mr. Cantry. I don’t feel well.”

He said, breathing harshly, “You could lie down! Here, or in the other room. This is meant to be a happy occasion.” I stood, and the room spun. Mr. Cantry lurched to his feet as if to steady me but he was unsteady himself, lost his balance, and we fell together to the floor in a clumsy heap. I was laughing. I was on the verge of hyperventilating. He will strangle you now. Look at those eyes. I was crawling to escape, on my hands and knees. A lamp must have been unplugged, the room was partly darkened. Mr. Cantry was on his knees panting beside me, awkwardly stroking my hair. “Please forgive me! I did not mean to upset you.” Something blocked my way as I crawled—a heavy chair. I pushed at Mr. Cantry’s hand, which was stroking my hair and neck in a way that might be interpreted as playful, the way Mr. Yardboro and certain of his friends bounced boyish punches off one another’s upper arms. But Mr. Cantry was strong, and he was heavy. He was stroking my back now and kissing the nape of my neck, his mouth damp and yearning as a dog’s. “I would love you. You are in need of strong, devoted guidance. In that place, you demean yourself. If you are punished long enough, you become guilty. This is a fact I know. Xavia—” I panicked and pushed him, he lost his balance and fell against a table, a cascade of framed photographs toppled to the floor and their glass shattered.

I crawled desperately, got free, and jumped up and grabbed for my windbreaker. Mr. Cantry shouted after me like a wounded beast, “What have you done! How could you! Please! Come back!” I ran out of the apartment and down the stairs and when I returned to my own place and bolted the door I saw with wild, teary eyes that it was only 8:10 P.M. of Christmas eve—it had seemed so much later.

I thought possibly Mr. Cantry might follow me, to apologize. But he didn’t. The phone didn’t ring. I wasn’t expecting my mother to call to wish me happy Christmas, as I hadn’t planned on calling her, either, and this turned out to be so.
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CHRISTMAS DAY, the Sandy Hook Diner was closed. The next day, a Friday, when I went in to work in the late afternoon, I learned that Mr. Cantry had been arrested the previous day, for prowling in backyards and trying to look into a woman’s downstairs windows. Gleeful Maxine showed me a copy of the local newspaper, a brief paragraph in the police blotter column and an accompanying photo showing Virgil Cantry gaping at the camera’s flash, one hand feebly raised to shield his face in a classic pose of shame. “That’s him, isn’t it? That guy who used to come in here all the time?” I took the paper from her and read, astounded, that on Christmas eve, a local woman had reported a male prowler in her backyard, a man peering into her windows; she’d screamed, and he’d run away, through neighboring backyards; she called the police, who came and found no one. Next day, working with the woman’s description, and other information, the police had arrested Mr. Virgil Cantry, 39, who’d denied the charges. “I don’t believe this,” I said numbly. “Mr. Cantry wouldn’t do such a thing.”

Maxine and the others laughed at me, at the look on my face.

I said, “No! Really. He wouldn’t, ever.”

I went to hang up my windbreaker, dazed as if I’d been hit over the head. Behind me, I could hear them talking, laughing. That hum and buzz of jubilance.

On my break I half-ran to the police station a few blocks away. I asked to see Virgil Cantry and was told that he wasn’t there; he hadn’t been arrested, as the paper had stated, only brought in for questioning. I was excited; I insisted upon speaking with one of the investigating officers; I said that Mr. Cantry and I had been together on Christmas eve, Mr. Cantry couldn’t possibly have been prowling in backyards—“And he couldn’t run, either. He has a problem with his legs.”

The woman making the complaint had called the police at 8:50 P.M. of Christmas eve. It was ridiculous, I thought, to imagine that Virgil Cantry had gone out after I’d left him, to behave in such a desperate way. I insisted that we’d been together until sometime after nine. I gave an official statement to the Sandy Hook police, signed my name. I was trembling, incensed. “This man is innocent,” I said repeatedly. “You have no right to harass him.”

I would learn afterward (I made it a point to follow the case) that Mr. Cantry had been one of several men brought into the station for questioning. Though he hadn’t fit the woman’s description of a portly dark-haired man in a leather jacket, with a scruffy beard, the police had brought him in anyway, for questioning, since he was one of the few local residents with a police record (for public intoxication, disturbing the peace, and resisting arrest nine years before—charges to which he’d pleaded guilty in exchange for probation and fines instead of a prison term). Four days later, the prowler-peeping tom was arrested, and confessed.

When Mr. Yardboro returned from Florida, trimmer by ten pounds, tanned, and ebullient, he learned of the “arrest” of his former customer and how I’d gone to police headquarters, what I’d said. It had become a comical sort of tale at the Sandy Hook Diner, repeated frequently, laughed over. Mr. Yardboro thought it was very funny and laughed loudly; he was a man who liked to laugh. “What, honey-bun, you’re Lover Boy’s girl? How the hell long’s this been going on?”

My face burned as if it was on fire. “No. I just wanted to help him.”

“You were with him, like you said? Christmas eve?”

Mr. Yardboro laughed, laughed, his warm heavy hand falling on my shoulder.

19

IN MID-JANUARY, I discovered a letter for “Xavia,” neatly typed, in a plain white unstamped envelope slipped into my mailbox.


Dear Xavia,

Thank you! I am deeply grateful to you. But so humiliated. I see I am “fair game” in this terrible place from now on.

Your friend,

Virgil Cantry



I never saw Mr. Cantry again; I suppose he moved away from Sandy Hook. But he’d loved me for an hour, at least. I hadn’t loved him and that was too bad. But for that hour, I was loved.
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ONE DAY in late January Mr. Yardboro called me into the kitchen to give me instructions in fish-gutting. One of the kitchen help had just departed the Sandy Hook Diner. Sucking at a toothpick, Mr. Yardboro pointed to the cleaver, already moist with watery blood, and told me to take it up. Eight whole fish had been placed belly up on the butcher-block table. “Start with the heads, sweetheart. Chop-chop. Careful. Then the tails. Don’t swing crooked. Don’t be shy. Good girl.”

My fingers were like ice. I was excited, nervous. Mr. Yardboro smiled at my squeamishness.

Rainbow trout, perch, halibut. These fish were bought unfilleted from the supplier because they were much cheaper that way. They were to be gutted and cleaned and boned and rinsed in cold water and fried in greasy bread crumbs or baked and stuffed with a gummy substance described in the menu as mushroom-crab dressing which was in fact chopped mushroom stems and that repulsive synthetic food imported from Japan, “sealegs.”

The fish were slithery-cold. Like snakes. Their scales winked in the harsh overhead fluorescent light. Weirdly round black button-eyes gazing up at me bland and unblaming. One day you’ll be in this position, too. You won’t feel a thing.

I swung the heavy cleaver in a wilder arc than Mr. Yardboro wished. The sharp blade neatly decapitated a trout and sank a half-inch into the wood. “Not so hard, sweetheart,” Mr. Yardboro said, grinning. “You’re a strong girl, eh?”

“Don’t know my own strength,” I said cheerfully.

The fish-stink was making me nauseated and there was a ringing in my ears but energetically I chopped, heads and tails, and pushed them into a bucket on the floor. Without the round black eyes looking up at me, I would feel calmer.

“Now the guts and innards. Go right in.”

“Right in?”

Mr. Yardboro, who often boasted he’d gone ocean fishing since he’d been a kid, cleaning his own fish, showed me how it was done. His fingers were stubby but deft and quick. My fingers were less certain.

When our cook cleaned fish, he used rubber gloves. I was certain of this. But Mr. Yardboro didn’t present this as an option.

I was clumsy. Guts stuck to my fingers. Blood, tissue. Bits of broken bone beneath my nails. I must have reached up to touch my hair, nervously. Later I’d discover a strand of translucent fish gut in my hair and I’d understand why Mr. Yardboro smiled at me in that way of his. A dimple in his cheek like a nick made with a razor.

Next came deboning. “Never mind trying to get one hundred percent of the bones,” Mr. Yardboro said. “This isn’t the Ritz.” I was having difficulty extracting backbones from flesh. It drew my attention, how exquisitely fine the bones were. Curving translucent-white bones, some of them no larger than a hair, a filament. Inside the snaky exteriors, a maze; a maze so easily destroyed by a clumsy human hand. “What’re you waiting for? Get rid of that crap.”

Embarrassed, I pushed the bones into the bucket. What a stink arose from that bucket.

“OK, honey. Let’s see you do the operation by yourself, beginning to end. Chop-chop.”

Mr. Yardboro wasn’t much taller than I was but he loomed over me. Nudging my shoulder with his own. As if we were equals almost, but I knew better.

Through my life I’d never be able to eat fish without smelling the odors of the Sandy Hook kitchen and feeling a wave of excitement shading into nausea. Raw fish guts, fried fish, greasy bread crumbs. I was sickened but still I ate.
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