--Chapter One--


It was the end of the world and the beginning when Madeleine arrived in Amsterdam.  "Four months," she'd said, and "Europe," and she told them, "let me go."  Four months beginning then, counting downwards towards December, four long months because the world had broken open left her standing there alone left her (gone away) and so she went.


She was leaving, now, she was off, and no more education no more finals no more anything the world was over the world was new the world was Amsterdam and Madeleine was in it, all alone.


She would meet Amber there and Bernadette and Jack (Jack remembered Amsterdam with joy, wandering up and down the red-lit streets the Red Light streets the women in the windows naked naked bared to bones the girls beside him Amber here, here Bernadette, and Madeleine behind him drifting off; he turned and smiled at her; she smiled back, Jack remembered well, she smiled in the red light and her eyes looked up at him and life began.  But Jack had not arrived yet—not arrived—he had, of course, but not for Madeleine, who took the tram to Leidsplein and her hostel, Jack was not a thought not an idea he did not yet exist or maybe it was she, and he was living, but they were not both together, had not known the other would be there) but as of yet she only locked her backpack up and lay down on the bed to rest awhile.


She thought at once of home and calling home, of talking to her parents, and she did (call them, she phoned, she dialed pressed the buttons spoke into the box and voices traveled as they didn't couldn't to her home her home was gone her parents there but home she couldn't call it could not speak she did not live there now.  Six years she had been gone, six years of dorms and then apartments six whole years and in the phone she heard herself at 18, 14, 10, herself at 7 and at 4 and) Mother greeted her and wished her fun.  "Let me go," she'd said, as if they hadn't let her go already, but it was too late now, she'd turned her back on Philly, New York City, turned her face to Holland and to Amsterdam and so she smiled though her mother couldn't see and so she laughed she said, "I will," and saying made it so.


Amsterdam, she thought, and looked out at the darkening sky, the Vondelpark, the streetlights, and she smiled.  Abraham and Isaac came, she thought, and Jacob--Joseph?--came the three of them, the jolly fishermen, they came, and me.  They sailed the universe and when the pieces fell, the world began anew in Amsterdam.


Before, when she was Maddy, was like this:


She went to school and loved it not because the school was so because she made it so would not allow it otherwise.  She went to school and she was Maddy now and not the girl she'd been (for this was also a new world this world that broke apart and left her Holland in the waning days of August; it was new.) She met Amy there who wasn't Amy soon as she was Maddy and not Madeleine and she and Amy(not) were in a club and were elected leaders both of them with B_____ (and R____ the second time) and thought they knew it all because they knew they didn't.


Maddy hated Socrates.


Maddy loved school so and Madeleine loved Maddy loved to be her thought she was her did not know the name change could not change herself.  I'm growing up, she thought.  Perhaps she was.


Before the world was Amsterdam when Madeleine was Maddy it was that.


And then it stopped.


She had just awakened when it did (she always found that she was backwards waking when she died and starting new worlds when the summer faded) when her new (old) world when the flight when everything but Maddy ended.


She was Madeleine.


She was no one, like Odysseus.


She was adrift afloat asea she was awake she was dreaming screaming crying she was not she was.


(Kieran asked her when she found him in an Irish Pub, "What were you thinking?"  Madeleine said, "I was dead.")


She wrote in her journal at night when no one saw her, "Would I die if everyone could live?" and told herself the answer yes but did not know.  She wrote, "If that's not true then I must make it true, or else what use am I?"  She wrote, "What is the point?"  She closed her book and wished the world away: it had already gone.


The Vondelpark was long and green and the ducks by the water's edge nibbled on Madeleine's backpack.  She drew the water and the trees but left the ducks alone--no movement in her still life.  (The French called still life nature morte and Madeleine remembered writing on it when she hadn't yet met Maddy, writing how her bowl of lilacs smelled of roses, lilacs dried and dead and spindly with the lingering smell of potpourri.)  The ducks swam off.


"Well fine," she said, "good-bye then," but of course they did not quack.  Duck Pond in the Vondelpark she wrote and signed her name.


She was not much at art.  At writing yes, at poetry.  She poured herself out on the page despite not knowing who she was.  She portraited her family stole their souls with ink and college rules she dreamt and fantasized and looked at masterpieces in museums but could not copy them.  Her hands were made for other things than paint or charcoal strokes.


She acted sometimes, then when Maddy wasn't born, and even yet as Maddy and as Madeleine she pulled on other faces in the morning in the evening took them off and laundered them.


She liked it best when she made people laugh.  To make them cry was something power something but it came too easy to her sad things crawled inside her head and out her fingers laughter, though!  To make them laugh was oh, she liked it best.  It was in the laughter she met Jack.


They found their way there separately.  Madeleine, who didn't drink, looked for an evening out away from reading in her bed or seeing films she'd seen before and for more money in the States, got a discount ticket to the show and went to hear the laughter little knowing she'd meet Jack (though wouldn't she meet everyone that way, English-speaking tourists bound together shy from natives and the native tongue?—but Jack was different.)  Jack hoped secretly to meet somebody (he would only be there for a night but he was lonely on his own in Amsterdam) and here at least they would be sober not the loud guffawing of the drunk nor breathless giggle of the coffeeshop (Madeleine declared once she had seen a shingle, "Internet and Coffeeshop" and entered for a latte; Jack was charmed.)


Bernadette and Amber seated next to them began the conversation asked their names and told their own and Jack said, "I am Jack," and "I am Madeleine," she shook his hand.


In her mind she stood at five foot nine a curving hourglass with long brown hair and fine blue eyes and in her mind she barely reached five two and fat and dumpy flat flat hair her eyes too small above a double chin and in her mind she said, "I'm Madeleine," and shook his hand.


In Jack's mind she was just a girl but then they talked they watched the show they wandered in the darkened reddened streets and then she smiled in Jack's mind and then and then she smiled at him--Madeleine.


He asked her, "Write to me?"  She said good-bye, she caught the tram back towards the Leidsplein said good-bye and shook his hand she smiled, said good-bye he watched her leave.


When people asked him Jack said he was from Wisconsin as they would not know the town.  Kieran was from Dublin but said Ireland instead and made the island one.  Madeleine, six years from home when asked said, "New York City."


She could not tell you why.


Kieran met her at the show the day Jack left, and asked to buy her beer.


She did not drink of course the doctor's orders but she smiled anyway she said, "Coke Light?" as if a European.  Kieran laughed.


Sean and Dylan joined them ("They're me mates," said Kieran and she said, "I'm Madeleine.") they drank a pitcher each they said, "We're Irish," and they ordered more.


Later in the bar a drunken man called her beautiful and tugged her wrist.  The thumbprint was still there in Copenhagen when she saw it she thought Kieran when she saw it pulled her sleeve she saw it constantly until it faded out.


Kieran gave her no address but told her, "Come to Dublin."


Madeleine said, "Yes," she said, "I will," and smiled when she smiled.


She told her mother, "Amsterdam is lovely," told her father, "Lot's of fun," and, "Love you; miss you too."  She called her brothers, too, she mentioned Jack and Kieran but she did not say, "I changed his world," she did not tell them, "He changed mine."  Perhaps she did not know or understand.  Perhaps she thought they wouldn't.  Or she did not think at all.


She wrote, "I met a boy," and then she wrote, "but first a boy met me."


When Madeleine was young before despair creeping crawling clawing at her mind before depression wanting to do something to do nothing sitting in her room and dreaming of the world outside when she did not know life could be anything but what it was she wrote nonetheless of different worlds.


She wrote of witches, queens, of girls exploring who they were of death (what other ending could there be?) of fathers brave and loving and, sometimes, she wrote of princes, too.


She wrote a lot when she was young, and still she wrote more as she grew of poetry and fiction make-believe and worlds that were created long before she found her way to them and worlds she sought out with her friends and worlds that flowed from her imagination.  She played with pool balls and they weren't balls but children living in the pockets off to school (the triangle a bus) and oh adventures plays and learning teasing poor 8 ball without a sibling and she talked to trees and people told her parents, "What a child!"


When Madeleine was young she knew her destiny, saw fame and fortune on the stage, the screen, saw Pulitzers saw Little Old Lady Madeleine writing in her attic selling books she knew her destiny she knew.


Then she had no friends both their fault and her own for following and leaving others far behind for not running fast enough she had no friends she read her books and dreamed her dreams and underneath she worried, was it real? and dreamed the more so it would have to be.


When Madeleine was young she knew and then she didn't but pretended anyway and then when she was Maddy knew that she knew nothing, Socrates and all, and still she wrote:



Sometimes I dream of salty air and the kiss of fire.



The skies are gray, angry,



and water laps at my skirts,



and my legs are numb.



There is iron, I think, and jagged rocks,



and before I wake he is there,



white horse and sword



and then there is nothing



and the dream is over.



I dream sometimes the sword is mine.



I dream sometimes that I never married,



that my children were born in squalor,



that I never knew the stars.



It is easier in those dreams.



A hard life, a good life, and then nothing,



and the end of the dream is the dream itself.



There never was a snake to eat me,



never a snake to slay,



never a man on horseback



a sword



a flash of metal and rock and foam.



Then I wake.



The gods pluck people from the earth



raise you to the stars like a favor.



You are dear to them,



and so they pull you from yourself



and call it destiny



and ever after you look down on normal lives



and watch for men on horseback



who never come



and girls who know better than to dream



who never get saved.



Sometimes I dream of iron and hissing and fire



but I know it is a dream



because the heavens are cold



and Hephaestus forges



deep below the mountains



where smoke will never reach me.    


She wrote but did not know if she was Andromeda or those Andromeda watched; she did not examine it further.


Maddy secretly longed to find a boyfriend.  Madeleine, when she was Madeleine again, longed firstly to be comfortable alone, and then to find someone and find her comfort in him when she could.  She wanted children, not to raise them but to have them.  Wanted jobs but not earn them just to do them.  Wanted fame but not too much.  Wanted life (and death too, sometimes--not to seek it or be sought, but just to know peace if it should be peace, just to smile in her sleep one night and slip away and never worry never curl in bed and cry never wonder why the world why people why--never wonder.  Then she thought, but oh, to lose the dreams! and wanted life again.)  Madeleine wanted Kieran to want her and wanted herself to want Jack (though not the two together) wanted home but did not know where home was wanted love and sex and happiness and laughter.


Rembrandt's house was filled with art but mostly by his students or his teachers mostly copies mostly art but was not filled with Rembrandt.  Madeleine, like Rembrandt's house, felt empty.  She wrote her grandmother:



Dear Grandma,



I am writing to you now from Amsterdam!


She wished to write:



I know you're lost; I'm lost as well.  Please rediscover who you are, and I'll find me and we can be ourselves again.


She wrote:



I'm going to the Van Gogh museum tomorrow, and I've come from Rembrandt's house--that's a lot of Culture, don't you think?


She wished to write


She wrote:



I miss you.  Love, as always.




Madeleine


Madeleine loved to write.  Everything was clear in writing, how she wanted it to be, and she could be herself or not and no one cared. She wrote to Jack but only when he wrote her first:



Dear Madeleine,



It's me, Jack _____ from Amsterdam.  (Well, really from Wisconsin but we met in Amsterdam at Boom Chicago, remember?  Of course you do, it only just happened.  Sorry.  Just--I wanted to say that I had fun and I hope you did too.  Good luck with your trip, enjoy, and write me back sometime, okay?



You friend from Wisconsin,




Jack


and she:



Dear Jack-from-Wisconsin,



it is I.  Madeleine.



Actually, my friends in college called me Maddy and you can too if you prefer--I like them both.  You cannot call me the hundreds of nicknames my parents use, though, and to prevent such a thing I won't even share them.



I went back to Boom Chicago, so of course I remember (it was only yesterday, you know!)  I saw Amber and Bernadette again, and we met some Irish Boys; I had fun.



Alas, I must spend tomorrow doing laundry, as I'm nearly out of clothes (when the skirt goes on, the pants need washing,) but I hope to see Anne Frank's house before I leave.



I am oddly unexcited by seeing Copenhagen; Amsterdam's been unreal, you know?



Of course you know.



Love, (she always signed everything love)




Maddy (or, if you prefer,)



Love,




Madeleine


At night she laughed and smiled with Kieran and Jack checked his e-mail again and again.


"Beer!" Kieran said and grinned at her he grinned he grinned at her he grinned and ordered.  "Beer!" said Madeleine and Jack wrote:



Madeleine,


"Off home again now," said Kieran.


Madeleine said, "Copenhagen next."


"It was wonderful to hear from you so quickly," Jack wrote. "It brightened up my day (it's still the daytime here, you know), even if you won't share any nicknames with me that your parents use--just a hint?"


Kieran asked her, "Want a smoke?"


"Oh," said Madeleine, "Well--"


"Go on then," Kieran said.


Her fingers brushed against his.



Guess not.


"Yes," she said.



It's weird to be back in Wisconsin after traveling so long--you said Amsterdam's unreal, but Wisconsin almost feels false now, flat and painted and the coffeeshops just sell coffee.  What I really miss, of course, is the Red Light District, ha ha ha, and seeing you blush in the Sex Museum.



I bet your skirt looks nice.


"Right then," Kieran said.  He smiled.



Copenhagen's probably wonderful; I bet you'll forget about Holland in a heartbeat.


Madeleine said, "Yes."



Don't you forget about me.


"Look me up in Dublin."


"In December," she said.


He nodded.  "Check the pubs."



Love,


"Mmm," said Madeleine.


"See you."




Wisconsin Jack


Kieran waved.


She wouldn't write him back till Copenhagen faded into memories of buses and cold and the rain falling upside down on her face on Tivoli's Daemonen ride (he smiled when he saw her name and opened the e-mail at once and Madeleine she changed his world she changed except she never changed anything she never changed not she not her not Madeleine.)


She wrote:



Dear (Not),



Amsterdam is indescribable.  Boys; and art; and windmills; tulip bulbs.  I browsed an hour in a Delftware shop but decided not to start my trip by buying breakables and I wanted to browse at Waterlooplein (outdoor market) but it won't stop raining--might as well be England--and oh! I cannot wait for Dublin--but anyway, I'm off to Anne Frank's--did I mention there are boys?--and there's this fountain I keep trying to sketch but I can't do it justice (you know me) but I wrote a poem about it; that's nearly as good despite being rather less than a thousand words.  Clearly that saying was started by photographers.  Disgruntled ones, at that.  I have to go--Anne Frank's and then I'm off to Copenhagen.  How is grad school?  I still say that math is hard, but you know me.  Boys!



Remember the time we said __________ and B___ nearly lost it and you threw the frog?  I was thinking of that today, (mostly thinking, "Frog!") and oh, I miss us.  Everything was perfect then. Except not, it sucked and I will never run another club as long as I live and breathe but still...



I miss us.




Maddy



P. S. Ha ha here's the poem--don't think you can escape!




-Inserter of liberal arts into your natural science world



There is a fountain



on the way back to my hostel



of two fish, spitting.



One of them



shoots water gaily



all the way out to



the stony rim



of the fountain;



the other dribbles down



his front



and misses the spittoon



and doesn't leave



the barcolounger



when dinner is ready.



It's not his fault--



his favorite show is on,



people watching,



and so he spits all night long,



tail parked high,



back arched,



and stains his chest



with water.



P. P. S.  I know.  It sucks.  Read it anyway.




Love always,




Maddy



P. P. P. S. Write back soon!

Amy(Not) wrote tell me about your boys (and other things but this was Madeleine) and Madeleine smiled and didn’t know where to begin except that she would start with Kieran who offered her a smoke and laughed and drank a pitcher of beer and laughed and oh, she thought, and oh.

--Chapter Two--


Kieran’s father laid bricks for a living.  His mother washed clothing--his clothing, his father’s, his brothers’ and sisters’ and the clothes of other people, people who were not Catholic, who did not squeeze into a flat in Crumlin Road, Americans and students at Trinity College and Kieran sometimes thought that they were trapped in an Ireland of days gone by, of potatoes and scrubbing floors and absent English owners.


He did not believe in the IRA.


His older brother died two days after Kieran took his A-levels.  Patrick, who followed his father and worked for Keiran to go to college to escape the past who spoke sometimes of unifying nations of old St. Patrick and driving the snakes away, who spat on the ground and sighed and said that no, the only way to leave was Kieran’s way, who took the bus to Belfast and came back in a box.  No.  Kieran did not believe in the IRA.


Kieran did not believe.


He said he was from Ireland when Madeleine asked, and then from Dublin when she asked for more, but he did not think on it.  He was from Ireland, and Belfast, that was Northern Ireland, and if deep inside he dreamt of one country he never examined his dreams when morning came.  He studied architecture; he learned to build.


Sean and Dylan lived on his block, and probably they were related because everyone in Ireland was related somehow, through twisted removes and degrees that once their grandmothers would have known but no one cared for that now.  Now they learned to down their beer in pubs and save their allegiance for football and drunken arms on drunken shoulders.  Now they swayed in the night air and lead each other home, and when Sean decided to visit Amsterdam Dylan and Kieran came along, and that was relation enough.


Dylan thought that Madeleine was sweet.  Sean thought that she was a looker, not so much in the face, perhaps, though her eyes were nice, but a chest a man could get his hands around, if he was lucky.  Whatever Kieran thought, he didn’t say.


“Come to Dublin,” he’d told her.  “Look for me in the pubs.”  As though that was helpful, as though there was a barkeep in every pub who knew his name, who didn’t need a surname to go with it, just, “Oh, Kieran?  Yeah, we saw him here last week.” Perhaps he hoped she would surprise him, but he expected nothing.


He did not e-mail her.


Madeleine didn’t know any of this, of course, she only knew his name and “Dublin,” and Sean and Dylan were his mates and he smoked Marlboro Lights and his smile made her sigh and his laugh and voice in her ear, “Go on then,” his voice in the darkness and the world beginning and she didn’t know what.  She knew little--nothing, really, but she meant that to be enough.  She would find him in Dublin, she knew it.  She believed it.  She trusted in it.  She would find him in Dublin, or he would find her, and either way.


Jack grew up at 25 Jericho Drive, Jericho, Wisconsin, though that was unhelpful because while it was technically possible to find Jericho on MapQuest, and even Jericho Drive, street numbers were not listed.  He checked every so often, but it never changed.  When it came time for college he went to UW-Madison, studied Forest Science, and might never have left if Fred Cantrick hadn’t suggested spending two weeks building houses in South Africa.


Amsterdam was a brief stop on the way home, a way to break up the long travel days and see the things he’d laughed at with his friends back home--weed houses, and prostitutes, the Museum of Sex.  Boom Chicago was a further digression thereof, a chance to unwind and laugh a little.  He hoped to meet people, to talk to someone, maybe even someone with an American accent, someone who shared common ground with him, who knew about the Yankees and Nascar and what football really meant.


It wasn’t like that, of course, because life was rarely like what he expected when he wasn’t in Wisconsin, Wisconsin where he was safe and at home and walked through the forest eyeing the underbrush and checking the trees for illness.  It was flashes of red and tawdry women in windows and greasy men ogling his companions and some of them ogling him and he turned around in time for Madeleine to smile.


Amsterdam was Madeleine, and “write to me,” he said, and wrote to her and checked his e-mail till she wrote him back.  He smiled at her letters hit reply he wrote he typed he laughed he inked himself onto the screen and every time she read a note she read him she read Jack and knew him knew his heart he smiled and he wrote her and he hit refresh and waited.


Later she would tell him Kieran never wrote to her, and Jack would show her copies of her e-mails and of his and print them out for her to keep and later she would say “my love-letters” and tell her children, “see?” and read them out, “Dear Madeleine,” “Dear Maddy,” “Dear Amsterdamsel,” “Dear one,” “see?” but that was later, far far later when she wasn’t even Madeleine but Mom.  She never spoke of Kieran then, when Jack could hear, when Jack was there and Kieran just a faded face in Ireland a faded thought a kiss from long ago and “cigarette?” and laughter in her ear a soft caress a grunt a “please” a drop of sweat that fell onto her face a moan a moan a moan a “Maddy” just a man she met when life was new in worlds gone by but on St. Patrick’s Day she’d sigh and smile and sometimes she was Madeleine again.


After Joshua, when Madeleine was grieving icon grieving crying lost when once again the world exploded ended disappeared she thought of Kieran then; she turned away from Jack she curled into herself and into Madeleine away from Mother Mother wasn’t anyone Mother wasn’t wasn’t she was nothing she was Madeleine.  Kieran raised a beer and asked her, “cigarette?” he said, “go on then,” said, “come find me in the pubs;” she did.


“I’m Madeleine,” she said, “from Amsterdam,” he grinned at her he didn’t have to say, “I know,” his smile said it all and if he thought her beautiful he didn’t tell his friends and if he thought her forward thought her fat thought her anything he didn’t say he didn’t speak at all he moaned he kissed her soft against her lips she kissed him back.


After Josh was born she thought of him and locked him in the closet held her son and let Jack hold them both and after that, after Joshua, after life had splintered in her grip she found the key and even later still when she was old and Jack was gone as well and Kieran lost inside her mind her daughter asked her, “who did you first love?” and Madeleine said, “Daddy,” and she even thought it true.  “Your father was my first love, great love, everything,” she said, “we met in Amsterdam,” she said, “that’s when the world began, you know,” and Dora told her, “yes.”  After that she died with no one left to know that she loved Kieran once and found herself in Ireland.


Kieran never knew he had a son.  Joshua was told, but only this, that Jack adored him like his own and Madeleine said Kieran loved him too but could not be with him would love him someday when they were in heaven.  Josh was 18 when he asked by 25 was dead and Madeleine was lost.


Jack was from Wisconsin and he lived there and he died there and he briefly flew to Africa and stopped in Amsterdam.  Madeleine was from New York and then she flitted everywhere and told her children how the world had ended how it started how her love made life begin anew how everything began with Jack and Madeleine believed it lived it made it so for her which made it true.  Always it was thus with Madeleine. 


“Write to me,” he said she said, “I will,” he said, “find me in the pubs,” and so she did and ever it was her except that she was him was him was him was no one she was Madeleine she gave her camera to a tourist had a picture of herself in Bruges she smiled in an eggplant shirt at no one at a stranger smiled so she did, did Madeleine, she smiled and Jack fell and so she fell for Kieran so she wandered through the streets of Venice thinking “Ireland” and “pubs” and ever she was Kieran except for when she turned to Jack and then to Josh to Dora; then to nothing. 


Even when her life was about the others secretly her life was still for her for Madeleine for Maddy for the girls she used to be the women for the mother for the lover for the selves she left behind when life demanded it or she demanded it--she peeled herself away said, “yes,” said, “yes I will,” she peeled herself away she left herself behind and always she was there inside she could not lose herself although she tried.  She never looked where she was she never looked in right places secret hidden corners of herself she looked in Amsterdam in Copenhagen Belgium Germany in Austria in Prague in Italy in England looked in Ireland in Kieran’s face in e-mails with her friends in children (then she ceased to look at all) she looked there so she never found herself.  She didn’t know that she was lost, of course, until her world exploded once again and who she thought was no longer was she disappeared in instants in an airplane disappeared she ceased to fly she ceased to be she ceased.  

And then there was a laugh.  

And then there was a Madeleine.

--Chapter Three--


Copenhagen filled the world with rain.  Backwards, of course, the rain filled Copenhagen, but Madeleine never recalled it that way.  Copenhagen filled the world with rain and loneliness, with the memory of Kieran and e-mail and strangers, and occasionally with happiness and laughter and the rush of Tivoli’s Daimonen.  The hostel Madeleine found was on the edge, a bus ride away, a taxi ride, the outskirts of the town but not the rain.  That was what Madeleine remembered in later years, vehicle rides and roller coasters and smoke-filled movie theaters.  She remembered eating Chinese food in the cool of the night air, hot and sour soup bringing tears to her eyes, the slide of lo mein noodles down her throat.  She remembered being sad in Copenhagen, Copenhagen above all other cities, where she could walk off streets into another world, a whirling mix of Six Flags Disney Universal filled with tall blonde women and taller men, with babies with giggling schoolchildren with nobody she knew.  She remembered talking on the phone with Mother and with Father, with her brothers, with her friends.  She remembered Jack and e-mails, oh yes, she remembered those, and when she forgot she pretended she remembered and that was nearly the same.  She saw The Village there, in numbered seats among the smoking throng.  She didn’t have a village of her own.


When the world exploded one more time, her first thought, when she thought again, when time jolted back into being, her first thought was How can I not be there?  Then thought disappeared, and it was twenty minutes before her frantic phone call home (how long had home not been New York, until it was again, until she hit speed 2 and held her breath until her mother answered, “yes?” and that was one more person that she knew was still alive?)  And Madeleine ceased to be.

She wasn’t there, she wasn’t, wasn’t anywhere was stuck in plush red seats and sticky floors and grey and cold and all she wanted at the moment was to be in Belgium, Belgium or New York or Philadelphia, where friends were waiting for her.


Jack was waiting for her in Wisconsin.



Dear Madeleine, he wrote, or shall I call you Maddy?  You seem like Maddy to me, or like Madeleine.  Like whoever you wish to be.  Whomever?  Whatever.  I’m home again.



I miss you, wrote her Jack, (but he was not her Jack just yet, although she was his Maddy,) write to me?



I’ve been walking in the forest lately, talking to the trees.  Did I tell you I did that?  I do.  I speak to them sometimes, I tell them things I cannot tell to people, though perhaps--anyway I’ve told them that I met you, was it just a week ago?  It doesn’t seem like it.  I told them who you were, and that you wouldn’t tell me all your names.  We like that.  Find it sexy.



Someday will you let me know them?  Even one or two?



Until then I remain your friend, waiting by my keyboard,



Jack (or John if you prefer it.)


She wrote him back, did Madeleine she wrote to Jack he wrote to her and no one else was there (this wasn’t true but no one called her no one wrote her first she wrote to them so when Jack wrote to her she e-mailed him) she wrote:



Dear Jackson,



Howdy, backwoodsman.  It is I, your Madeleine, in Copenhagen (soon I hope to be in Belgium.)  So you talk to trees?  I used to do that too I have a poem somewhere that I wrote about a tree and me and how I lost my way and cannot speak with it--speak to it yes, but anyone can speak to trees, I used to speak with them.  Sounds crazy, I know, but that’s childhood for you.  That’s what I was like when people called me--ah, but that is telling, isn’t it?  Anyway, so when I grew up, then the trees stopped speaking back and then I wrote this poem mourning them.  I’ll send it to you when I’m home again; alas for lack of hard drives!



What names to share with you?  What names indeed.  Why should I tell you who I used to be; it has no relevance no bearing it is nothing anymore.  I could tell you who I wished to be, could tell you who I will be someday, who I am, but all the Maddies of the past, the other girls, they aren’t me.



Do your trees ever talk to you?  You said they found me sexy.  So they should!  I am a sex god, yes I am, did I not mention that?  A veritable goddess, that is me, Madeleine, whom everybody wants.  I am all aspects of the woman, just and Aphro-Arte-Hera, virgin, sex god, mother, Di-Ven-Ju, that’s me.  Greek or Roman, that’s a question.  A goddess though, however you look at it, so bow before me mortal man and worship me!  I so command and so it must be thus.



I’d add a smiley face so you could know I’m kidding but I’m boycotting emoticons right now, because they’re stupid.



Jack, John, Johnny, Amsterman, I don’t know what to call you but I’ll tell you something secret:



I don’t think that it matters.



Names, my friend of eight days, names mean nothing.  We give them power because they enable communication but the thought, the idea, platonic being, whatever you want to call it--it’s still there.  A chair is still a chair, a duck a duck, and I am Madeleine.



Whatever my parents call(ed) me.



Yours Sincerely,



Her Most Royal and Elegant Goddessness of Shoes and Sexiness,



World Traveler Extraordinaire,



The Writer of This Letter,



Madeleine.



Dear She of Many Names,



Amsterman, I see.  Perhaps my e-mails all should start “Dear Amsterdamsel.”  Yes, I like that.



Does the idea exist without the words to give it meaning?  Does it matter, if it does?  Some things, I think, some things are true.  Love is love whatever it is called.  But other things.  A chair is still a chair, I grant you that, but what is “Madeleine”?  Are you still you, or does your name give you new meaning, give you faces you can hide behind?  I am Jack and John and Jackson now (and Amsterman, and anything you wish for me to be) and each one is but a facet, not the whole.  And yet without them, who am I?



Your poem interests me, if you can find it when you’re home.  If trees could speak to us, what would they say?



I realize that last bit came from nowhere; forgive me.  I am thinking as I type (a dangerous pastime, I know), and seeming non-sequiturs result.  I wonder, though, about the self.  About who I am, and you, and all of us.  Is anyone really one thing or another, one person, one self, one entity?  If what you call me changes me, who am I?  If it doesn’t, if I’m simply me, then why do I feel different, act so, why am I one man when I’m with you, another in the forests, or with friends, or...


Jack could write a million things but did not know the words to write his meaning, and after all was that not what he meant entirely?  Instead he asked her: 

Have you read The Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock? 

and Madeleine said: 

yes, of course.  

What did you think of it? 

wrote Jack.  

She wrote:



I don’t like peaches.


She liked Belgium though, the Belgium that she saw at least, which was not quite the same as what the country really was.   She liked the winding streets liked walking everywhere even liked the subway that she rode in Brussels though it wasn’t called that there; she liked Bruges best of course--it was the size she always thought it ought to be.  She wanted things like that in Europe, old and quaint except of course for London, or for Rome with Roman ruins ruins thrilled her so, but Belgium should be like she thought it was three hundred years ago or more, and Bruges was so.  In Antwerp she bought a diamond necklace after haggling over price it had a sapphire on it too she liked that liked the blue so deep it nearly looked like black against the clear and sparkling diamond liked the walk back to her hostel past the Jewish school.  The Jews she saw dressed like the New York Orthodox, Lubbovitches, the Hasidim they wore long coats of wool and curling hair and hats and they reminded her of home.


She never felt that way in any place, no matter that she lived there.  Sixty years and she was lost and grieving still and when her grandkids came to her she said, “Remember now, New York runs in your veins.”  She took them there once, walked them down the streets and pointed out her favorite things her home her Central Park her 42nd Street her hole where things were missing.  Sixty years; she still cried when she took the Lincoln Tunnel and the skyline spread before her.  “Some things shouldn’t change,” she told her grandchildren, and thought of Bruges, of Amsterdam, of Josh.



Dear Maddy,


(Not) would ever call her that, she wasn’t thought she wasn’t even if she was with certain people even if with others she was younger still a teenager a little girl a baby in the ICU she didn’t want to be those faces anymore, those people.  Some things there were that she could not control and (Not) would think of her as Maddy and she thought of (Not) as (Not) and peeled herself back on and later changed her make-up.



You haven’t written in awhile, except of course your blog.  How are other things--the things you never speak of to the public?  Your boys, for example, do you hear from both of them, or only from Wisconsin?


Jack would always be Wisconsin, too, but unlike Maddy rather liked it.  Even when he’d lived near Philadelphia for years and years, even when she’d dragged him far away (except their children both were born in Jericho, Josh and later Dora, both were there) even then he found it all amusing.  (Not) amused him, (Not) who’d visit Madeleine and suddenly they both were 20 both were laughing both were trading remembers jokes and quips and over time he laughed as well, as though he knew them all, he’d heard it all so much.  One of the children would do something and he would think of “Frog!” and find his lips curled up just like his wife’s; such was marriage; such was Madeleine.



It’s a shame he lives so far away, and you off backpacking--when are you coming home?--he sounded nice.  Tell me more.  Tell me details.  Take my mind off papers and examinations--don’t you laugh at me!  I hate exams I hate them hate them hate them.  Also students.



Shut up.



(Not)


She always signed her letters that way, just for Maddy, always.  Froze their college years and sliced a bit away each time and sealed it in an envelope except it was an e-mail posted it a little cut of memory for Maddy who was always only memory and hope.


Maddy wrote:



Dear (Not),



My boys!  What can I say about my boys?  Jack is rather sweet, I think, a little country though--he’s from Wisconsin, after all.  You two would get along; he talks to trees.



As for Kieran, well, we didn’t give each other information but I have a feeling that I’ll see him when I get to Dublin.  Life couldn’t be so unfair as to not let me find him again.  His eyes, you know--well, no, you don’t, but (Not), his eyes.  And his smile is delicious, when he does smile.  Mostly he smiled with his “mates”--aren’t I British?  Cheerio, pip pip, and all that what not.  Did I ever tell you about the time I decided to try and adopt a British accent?  It didn’t last very long.  Well, I wasn’t very good at it.  But it amused me, pretending to be Royalty, or be Eliza and get trained to speak, or oh, any number of things.  People used to say, you know, I had more imagination than was good for me.



I don’t see how that’s possible.



Of course, I used to scare myself sometimes, but there is something delicious in fear, sometimes, not right there in the middle of the night when you’re convinced there’s monsters under the bed and alligators by the door and ghosts and robbers waiting out your window (they had sticky-rubber-things to climb the building’s side, you know.  (The robbers.))  But later, when you feel a little sheepish and it’s all over, it’s just, it’s something to hug to yourself and sharp and real and completely different from people sneaking up behind you and yelling “boo!” to make you shriek.



It’s the kind of thing that led to my reciting after seeing Signs, over and over, “it’s just rained; they can’t get me” as I walked from the parking lot upstairs.



These days I never quite slip away like I used to do, I always know in the back of my head I look ridiculous, but oh, I almost miss it, throwing myself so into fairy tales.  When I have kids I’m going to believe them whole-heartedly and cuddle with them in the darkness and hold the world at bay.

This really isn’t about Kieran at all, is it?  Nor Jack.  Unfortunately, I’m running out of time--I need to reserve my train ticket back to Germany, and thence to the Museum Plantin-Moretus, which is all about this family of book-makers!  

I know, I’m a geek.  But then, so are you.

On which note I remain,

Your faithful and loyal ex-co-president

Madeleine.



When Dora was little she saw a world of people no one else could see, except her mother.  Josh was more prosaic, even Jack was though he could have understood her talking to a tree or to a pet, or an imaginary friend.  But Dora didn’t have imaginary friends--she knew that those she spoke to weren’t real.  She didn’t care.  Madeleine had been the same, long days ago, long years, she paraded round her room in nightgowns, aprons, heels and costume jewelry she danced with princes fought off bandits saved the world time after time, her family, herself.  She loved and married, loved and lost, had babies had miscarriages had abortions lived and died and haunted.  She was mothers, daughters, grandchildren, entire generations she put together and enacted she was Davy Crockett’s daughter, King John’s wife, Robin Hood’s younger sister or sometimes Nottingham’s.  She fought magicians, won and lost, she knew more people, loved them all (hated some but loved them still) in those few years than ever again in her life.  When Dora was a girl, she was her mother’s daughter.  Then she grew up to be her father’s child, and finally, herself.



Josh was neither Jack’s nor Madeleine’s (nor Kieran’s) and yet belonged to both; he didn’t live to belong unto himself.  When Josh lay in the hospital, in tubes and in machines and rattling breaths the bag inflating, the IV drip drip drip of liquid down his arm his circulation beeping careful beeping, when the doctors gave them forms, the lawyers gave them wills and Josh lay in the hospital, Jack told her, “He wants to die,” he said, “we have to let him go.”

Madeleine never forgave them.

--Chapter Four--

--TO BE INSERTED AT END--


In later years, when Madeleine was old, she said that everybody had a love story, if only they could know it.  When they asked, she told the children that her love story, her great one, all-encompassing, the meaning of her life--in later years, when she was asked, Madeleine said her love story was Jack.


And so it was. 

