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        my candle on the water

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      I am terrified of spiders. Snakes give me the creeps. Strangers put me on edge. Locked doors make me nervous. But my greatest fear is mediocrity. It festers and waits in the cracks of our very existence. It poisons the lake of our creativity. Mediocrity is a virus so contagious that it is almost impossible to eradicate on your own. You may need the help of a blue spong. Your shadow may need to sprout scratchy wings. You may need to paint a picture or kill a cop. You may need to DO SOMETHING SPECTACULAR.

      Whatever it takes, do it!

      Because a mediocre life is no life at all. 

      A mediocre life is a wasted life.

      A mediocre life is a crime against art.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “All greatness of character is dependent on individuality. The man who has no other existence than that which he partakes in common with all around him, will never have any other than an existence of mediocrity.”

      

      

      

      
        
        – James F. Cooper
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      Charlotte, Maude and Amelia, the Clam Sisters, reclined in their family rowing boat on the River of Life. None of them bothered to touch the oars resting in their rowlocks. Each wore a big hat but none of them dared to adorn their brims with ribbons and feathers. The sisters wanted nothing more than to drift along dragging their fingers in the water. Or envy the mediocre sun, which was neither too bright, too yellow, too demanding of the sky. The river’s temperature was that of old syrup. Now and then, one of the Clams would open her mouth, as if to say something, but then would lapse into silence, because who wanted to disrupt an ideally lazy, mundane afternoon?

      
        
        ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯

      

      

      A spirited man stood atop a soapbox. The handlebar mustache almost covered the cigar he chewed and smoked. Amelia Clam, youngest of the Clam sisters, had to admit to herself that even more noxious than the tobacco stink was the man’s claims: Kaiser Wilhelm II was born sans testicles! Although the Emperor of Germany had abdicated some years earlier and was now exiled in the Netherlands, enjoying the protection of Queen Wilhelmina, the disgraced militarist with an eagle atop his helmet remained a tender topic with German émigrés in Chicago.

      “By having no testicles, do you mean he lacks courage?” A heckler in the crowd laughed. Others joined in.

      “I mean that he is the grandson of Queen Victoria and none of her children, or their children, have testicles.”

      “Not even her daughters?”

      The man moved the cigar to the other side of his mouth. “No. Not even them.”

      The assembled rabble laughed uproariously, some of the men bent double, coughing and spitting out wads of masticated tobacco. The war had poked a stick into the hornet’s nest of Chicago’s socialist and anarchist immigrants and the stinging buzz still reverberated in 1925.

      A short burly man elbowed his way through the crowd. “This is outrageous!” The man sounded British. “Our Royals have the same number of … testicles as any other family, no more, no less, but equal in quantity.” Now at the front of the excited crowd, he challenged the mustached soapboxer face-to-face. “And you, my good man, are a cad, and a bounder.” The Brit lifted his cane and succeeded in toppling the mustached man in one try. He jumped down from the soapbox and roundhoused the Englishman in the face.

      The boisterous crowd gave their first honest cheer at this display of fisticuffs.

      Anxious, Amelia held her bag close to her chest and waited until the scuffle and rowdy difference of opinion over the status of Kaiser Willhelm’s clappers subsided. She then pushed her way through the bugs at Bughouse Square, Chicago’s open-air free-speech forum. A trip to Eckert’s Bakery could be treacherous on a Saturday afternoon in this part of town, but Amelia was unable to resist the allure of the shop’s Angel Divinity Cake, chocolate nougat, and Florida Teas with Lady Baltimore icing. Navigating the blustery straits of political, religious, and other eccentric fads and notions, preached by the soapboxers in Bughouse Square, was a small price to pay for blissful moments alone in her bedroom with Eckert’s cakes and Indian tea.

      Her stomach had been her guide since earlier that day, when she had walked to Tebbetts & Garland on Michigan Avenue, where she purchased a brick of Emmenthaler cheese. “It’s moist with a nutty flavor,” the T&G assistant sang the phrase from under a marcel wave. Her silver round eyeglasses with celluloid rims made it look as if an owl, trapped by daytime, had given up the woods to sell fine dairy products.

      “Thank you, Madam.”

      The assistant handed Amelia the package. “It’s moist with a nutty flavor.” Those grand eyes blinked.

      Now Amelia was heading home, Palourde Parlor at 35 E. Chestnut Street, a four-story Victorian house where she lived with her sisters Maude and Charlotte. Every local knew the Three Clam Sisters.

      “It’s moist with a nutty flavor.” The shop girl’s lilting voice echoed in Amelia’s head as she turned the corner onto Chestnut “It’s moist with a nutty flavor.”

      The wrought iron curlicue gates at number 35 stood tall and imposing, installed two years after the house was built in 1895 by her late father, Richard Clam, once a lawyer at the prominent firm of Clam, Hardwick, Jefferson, and Sideswipe. Amelia pushed open the gate, stepped through, then made sure to lock it behind her. The once salubrious neighborhood known as Tower Town had changed in recent years: radicals, artists, writers and men described in the dailies as “temperamental theatrical types” seemed insistent on ousting the residents of the nearby houses.

      Amelia carried the cakes downstairs to the kitchen and neatly stacked them onto a porcelain shelf in the Bohn Syphon refrigerator. Aside from the three Clam sisters, Palourde Parlor was home to a housekeeper, the parlor and chamber maids, a cook, and the only resident with testicles, a chauffeur and odd job man who, for modesty’s sake, resided in the coach house above the garage. Much later, the Clam Sisters would laugh over this unnecessary precaution, as Edward Henderson favored not the fairer but the hairier sex.

      The house once boasted additional waitstaff – a butler, lady’s maid, and valet – but they had taken employment elsewhere after the death of Richard Clam and his wife Sarah, some five years past, when the couple had walked to the station at Wellington Avenue, held hands, kissed, then jumped onto the rails when the next train arrived.

      The incident was never spoken of at Palourde Parlor. Perhaps it hadn’t happened at all, and the Clams’ had boarded the train at the elevated platform and followed it on towards San Francisco, perhaps to its final stop in the Pacific Ocean.

      In his last will and testament, Richard Clam left strict instructions to his three daughters: as mother did not want any man to touch her girls (Maude being twenty-three, Charlotte twenty-one, and Amelia nineteen, at the time of the tragedy), none were allowed to court, and since father feared for his daughters’ moral character, none were allowed to leave Palourde Parlor. So too, the staff must remain employed for the next five years. Those five years were nearly up and the remaining servants embraced routine. All of occupants led lives of stupefying mediocrity.

      At least the death of Richard and Sarah Clam thawed the icy Victorian formality between Upstairs and Downstairs; not enough to melt and co-mingle, but the Clam Sisters remained benevolent masters, the staff below stairs, salaried slaves.

      However, 1924 heralded a new world: a device to evenly slice bread could be found in stores; women could cast a ballot; the Great War, the last war of kings, destroyed half of Europe, transforming the French landscape from rural peasantry into fields of graves with Veteran’s Day red poppies. As the war ebbed, the rabble, inspired by Karl Marx, toppled the Russian monarchy. Isms were au courant: Cubism, Surrealism, Anarchism and Marxism. Not that the staff at Palourde Parlor were Bolsheviks, far from it. A mind-numbing mediocrity stifled any thoughts of revolution in that household. They owned two of the bread slicers but no one had used either device to date.

      Bianka Morietti, a petite Italian woman in her early twenties stood in the doorway to the scullery cradling a basket overflowing with carrots and onions. “Miss Amelia, I didn’t hear you come in.”

      Amelia offered a brief smile to the cook. “I just arrived. I bought Emmenthaler cheese from Tebbetts & Garland, I’m reliably informed it’s moist with a nutty flavor. Perhaps we could try some tomorrow afternoon, if you could make some Owendaw bread to go with it.” Amelia glanced in the direction of one of the bread slicers. She eyed it as she had the morning’s demagogue. “The Eckert’s cakes in the refrigerator are mine, and our little secret, don’t tell the sisters, or they’ll disappear.”

      She waited for Bianka to take the package. “And where are Maude and Charlotte?”

      “Miss Maude is at the beach painting, Edward is with her, and Miss Charlotte is on the roof tending her plants. Tonight, I believe you will be dining out.”

      Amelia nodded. “Yes, the piano recital.” Amelia bit her lip, a sign she was trying to calculate time. “Eight o’clock at the Fine Arts building, though I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.” She sighed. “Afterwards there will be a light buffet supper. If Maude comes in, do tell her I’m on the roof with Charlotte.”

      
      A law on the books cited bathing-suit skirts could be no higher than four inches above a woman’s knee. And that no man was allowed to enhance his groin with any padding amounting to more than same four inches. Both edicts were largely ignored by the younger folk who went to Oak Street Beach, which teemed with people sunning themselves, reading books, wading in Lake Michigan’s cool waters. Maude tsked at the few brave souls who ventured further out and swam. She was unaware of the canoodling, even kissing, between young men and women – or perhaps she chose not to witness any display of declining morals, as she sat on a folding chair with a canvas propped up on an easel. She rather doodled and dabbed and daubed the majestic Drake Hotel, a venue from which Station WGN broadcast a nightly program of musical entertainments. Radio was Maude’s passion. The previous evening the soprano Rosemary Hughes sang a song called Absent, written by John W. Metcalf and Catherine Young Glen. Maude knew every detail, full to the brim with minutiae: Metcalf penned the lyrics only after three weeks abstaining from any hot beverage; Glen refused to wear jewelry on her left side, the tall trees referenced in the song would certainly be Sequoia sempervirens. The paintbrush hovered over her blue sky and Maude sang quietly to herself. Sometimes, between love’s shadows on the grass. The little waves of truant sunlight pass. My eyes grow dim with tenderness the while. Thinking I see you–thinking I see you smile. Maude smiled and added paint to her sky. Leaning back, she studied the painting and sighed, relaxed.  She wore a light green flowered crêpe de Chine silk frock with white lace on the sleeves. Her hat, made of tan georgette, had a high-draped crown trimmed with goose feathers and a wide-brim. On the grass nearby lay a hazelnut-colored parasol, folded and unneeded. Maude bathed in the dappled shadows cast by a towering catalpa tree.

      Nearby, Edward Henderson rested in the driver’s seat of the Clam’s Kelly-green Buick convertible (bought at the Gambill Motor Company on Michigan Avenue – the salesman had worn a vest the exact same shade as the automobile). The sunlight reflected off the highly polished chrome. Edward serviced the convertible often: Every day he ran a cloth over the metal, he drained the radiator, flushed out the circulating system, also the crankcase. He inspected the oil in the transmission and rear axle, adjusted the tappets, filled the battery with distilled water and tightened the nuts and bolts. He knew he looked dapper in a pair of white flannel trousers, a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a lightweight slipover sweater and, on his feet, a pair of white bucks. Staycom pomade slicked back his sandy-colored hair. A sister brand waxed the tips of his fine mustache. Edward was thirty years of age, older than the three Clam sisters. To be hired as chauffeur to a family like the Clams was a step up from his humble beginnings. His father butchered hog in the South Side slaughterhouses. His mother died trying to force another Henderson into the world. No painting beachfront hotels for them. Just a life of smeared pig’s blood. Poverty. Edward closed his eyes, reflected on his lucky escape from the bloodbath, the fortuitous encounter with Richard Clam in the Huron Street Turkish bathhouse ten years earlier. Edward had surprised Richard with his depth – not of character but of ass (Richard often began any seduction with an apology about the length and girth of his cock). Richard then took Edward under his wing, employed him as a chauffeur, and behind locked doors sought new depths as sweetly as any straying spouse could. A copy of The Jungle by Upton Sinclair lay on the seat next to Edward, the story of a Lithuanian immigrant, his family, and his conversion to socialism. Edward had yet to finish the book.

      Maude cooed to him, “Edward, I think it’s time we went home. But we need to prop this painting up in the back seat of the car somehow. It’s not dry yet. Let’s leave it for a few minutes. It’ll dry somewhat.”

      “It’s a very short drive, Miss.”

      Maude sat next to Edward on the front seat of the Buick, the painting of the Drake Hotel propped up on the back seat, protected from the dust and street debris by a tented sheet.

      Edward and Maude hid behind sunglasses, currently in vogue among Hollywood movie stars. Edward had every issue of Movie Weekly stacked on a bookshelf in his rooms in the coach house. He was an inveterate moviegoer. Edward and Maude shared a passion for Gloria Swanson. They both agreed her last film, Scandal, an adaptation of the Alfred Sutro play The Laughing Lady, was disappointing. Swanson played Marjorie Colbert, a woman who, neglected by her husband, befriends Harrison Peters, who mistakes her interest for love. The unlikely plot ends in an ugly divorce. Of Swanson’s performance, Maude wondered, “Why was she dressed like the Queen of Sheba?” Edward critiqued, “And what was that gesture she kept making with her hand? It was like a cavewoman.” They had seen enough Gloria Swanson movies to feel confident in their opinions.

      Along East Walton Place, she removed her hat to feel the wind in her hair. She imagined it might blow away the cobwebs accumulated from twenty-eight years of life. It didn’t. After her parents’ death, a pall of sadness settled upon Palourde Parlor and still hung there. What they needed was a storm to disperse the atmosphere of the house. Or perhaps a tornado could lift it from its moorings and drop it somewhere more refreshing.

      Edward dropped Maude outside the front gates of Palourde Parlor, then drove to the alley at the back and parked in the garage. He debated whether or not to bother bringing the book inside. His evenings, since Mr. Clam’s passing, were decidedly dull.

      
      On the roof of the house, Charlotte tended her vines, the warm breeze gently caressing her bare arms. Her private rooms were on the fourth floor, a double door in her bedroom opening onto a rooftop

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/images/blue-spong-front-cover.jpg
SHE DLUE

GPONG

And the Flight from
Mediocrity
el
EiE

St Sukie de la Croix





OEBPS/images/rattlinggoodyarnspress_logo_square_hd.jpg
MTTUNF quﬂ YARNS





