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	Every morning when she struggled out of bed and wandered to the kitchen to ask, he would tell her, “Not today. Muffin doesn’t like strangers hanging around asking silly questions. Besides, you’re a girl. That makes a difference.” She wanted to go out with him, to find out how lobstermen worked, what men talked about while they tended traps or how they acted on the boat. She knew that someday he would let her, if she asked enough times, but, in the dark of early morning, getting back into her bed seemed equally important.
	Every day in summer, her father would repeat the same ritual. Rising before dawn, he would put on his rusty tee shirt, slide yellow oilskins over green or tan Dickies, black fishing boots over his white socks. He would eat his breakfast under the balk light bulb in the kitchen, prepare sandwiches for lunch and hot coffee for his thermos and he would pack them all into a metal lunch box and head out the door. At the fish house, he would meet up with Muffin, and they would go out to tend the traps they had set a couple of days before. She couldn’t tell if this was work or play for her father, but there was something about his being a lobsterman that made her feel special—not at all like the typical summer person whose well-pressed clothes and matching smiles didn’t inspire much respect.
	Muffin’s name was Charles, but everyone called him “Muffin.” She assumed it was because of his nose, which blossomed at the end into a lumpy, dough-like mass. Perhaps, though, it was the shape of his body, which was wide at the shoulders, but narrowed considerably down below the waist. He was a short, stout man, with a voice like a stick in gravel, and he walked like someone more accustomed to the sea than the reassuring stability of land. In the fishing community, people thought him wise, but whether it was for his success at lobstering, his funny stories, or his thick, smudged glasses, she didn’t know. When she was around, he might say, “My, Ken, that girl sure is quick,” or “That girl sure is a caution,” and finish his sentence with a deep-voiced “yes” that went on for two or three syllables.
	Muffin allowed himself a range of vocabulary that was bad for a child’s ears. Her father called it “salty language,” which had nothing to do with the stuff you put on your food—except, perhaps, for the way you’d react if you got an extra large dose of it. Her father probably used those words too when he was on the boat, but, when she was with him, he would alter his responses, so that neither one of them would get in dutch. Banging his finger with the hammer or dropping a piece of jelly on the floor, he would let out with an emphatic “Jesus,” but would follow it with a respectful “Mary and Joseph,” which, she thought, made it all right.
	After spending the day playing on the rocks, picking blueberries in the field behind the house, or watching the busy white clouds roll by overhead, she would go down to the dock to meet the men as they came in. Muffin would direct the boat over to Glen’s, sell his catch, and gas up for the next trip. Then, they would weave back to his mooring, snag the punt, and wash down the last scraps of bait and scum from the deck. Her father would ply the oars, pushing the stern in front of him like it was the most natural thing to do. Muffin would sit in the bow, his lunch pail on his lap. When they reached the wharf, they would attach painter to pulley and scramble up the ladder. Then, Muffin would return the punt, pulling hand-over-hand on the rope. If the tide was high, they might wait while she jumped off the end of the dock and paddled for a few minutes in the cold water. This was to demonstrate how well she could swim, but neither Muffin nor her father connected it with her qualifications to go to sea.
	Sometimes, her father brought with him a parcel of lobsters for supper. He cooked them in seaweed and salt water, the blue-green shells turning a bright orange-red. She liked to tell her friends on the mainland that she and her family ate lobster all the time, and that she could pick out all the good stuff without using lobster bibb or tools. This information seemed meaningful to her. You learned important skills living by the sea, things you’d never hear about in school.
	The fish house was a low-slung building with a curved tin roof and dirt floor. It was usually dark inside because it had only a couple of windows on either end. Muffin stopped in at the fish house to change into his street clothes and to slick back his hair—a ritual he completed every day before going home to his wife. Men mended traps in the fish house, played poker there on Saturday nights, and listened to ball games on the radio. She wasn’t supposed to go into this space, which smelled of paint, wood slivers, and rotting fish, because that was where the men changed their clothes. Once, when she did, she noticed a collection of black and white photographs pinned to the wall: pictures of naked women in high heels, plumes and feathers, but no shirts or pants, and what looked like a triangular patch in the place where their legs met. The pictures were old, so she couldn’t tell what it was, but she figured it had something to do with the swearing. “Those old men,” her grandmother would say, “they’re only interested in one thing.” “What thing is that, Nana?” she would ask, but her grandmother wouldn’t tell her. She knew that women didn’t dress like that. The last thing she wanted to do was to take off her clothes or to wear high heels.
	One of the good things about going to meet her father was stopping in at Olive’s store. After Muffin had changed into his street clothes and slicked back his hair, they would wander up the hill to the main road and follow the path down to Olive’s. There, they would buy dessert for the next day’s outing. Her father would let her choose something for herself, even though she wasn’t going lobstering. She liked the Hostess Cupcakes best, with the dizzy white swirl across thick chocolate, the cavern of sweet cream inside. Sometimes, she got the Hostess Snowballs, two perfect mounds of pink or white marshmallow, with tiny cocoanut bits embedded in the surface. You could pull off the cap and eat it, folded like a sticky parachute in your mouth. The Hostess Cupcakes were the best though, with the smooth, hard frosting, wrapped neatly in clear plastic. When a new batch came in on the ferry, she wanted to be the first to buy.
	Most days, they would fish a cold soda from the soda machine and drink it at the soda fountain while Muffin jawed with Olive. She wore a crisp white uniform, and her steel gray hair was tucked into a flawless hairnet. Olive didn’t get on well with children, so it was hard being their without a representative adult. “You kids mind your manners,” she would say as they pawed through the penny candy or looked through the fishing tackle for a new drop line or lead. She was always telling them they didn’t have enough money. “That’s three more cents,” she’d tell them. “You forgot the tax.” and her lipstick would take a turn down the sides of her mouth. Muffin got on fine with Olive, and her father, who had once worked at Sinnett’s store, was okay too. The adults took care of the taxes, and she could have what she wanted without interfering with Olive’s makeup.
	After they had finished their sodas and said goodbye, they would slip from the red plastic bar stools and wander out, leaving the screen door to slam several times before settling shut. At the juncture of the road, Muffin would turn to her father and say, “Well, Ken…” and proceed with some statement about the weather or his plans for the next day. It always ended with a heavy spit, off to the side so that no one would get wet. Her father would dig his toe into the dirt and gaze off into the distance. “Well, Muffin, we’ll see, I guess,” and Muffin would agree. “Yes, I imagine so. We’ll see.” Then, she and her father would start off down the road to the cottage, while Muffin, swinging his dinner pail, would proceed up the road towards his house.
	The house they stayed in was an old lobster shack that had been turned into a “camp.” It sat in a hollow among birches and spruce trees where her grandfather had put it, some time before she was born. With its wide windows and fresh white paint, it looked like a nice place to be. Summer people, not knowing how small it was, or how you had to go up over the hill at night to go to the bathroom, had asked if they could rent it. She knew they were just being polite, but she liked to think of it as her place to be: “We live on the island for part of the year, then go back to Portland for school,” she’d explain.
	Muffin stayed in a year-round house on one of the few paved streets on the island. It was two-storied, with yellow shingles and white trim, and it had a similar-looking workshop out back, where Muffin would build boats or mend traps when he wasn’t out lobstering. There was a lawn that Muffin kept cut with a new gas mower, and a couple of big lilac bushes that would burst into bloom around the end of May. Muffin’s wife Winn managed a series of small cottages nearby, each one as small as the house she and her family occupied. Together, they made a comfortable living, without having to go to the mainland for work. That life seemed good to her. Neither Muffin nor Winn got dressed up for anything, and they didn’t have to answer anyone’s questions.
	At the end of the summer, when they returned to Portland for school, her father would stop in to see Muffin. He would announce from the front seat, ”I guess I’ll stop in and see Muffin.” Then, he would turn down the paved road, pull up in the driveway, and get out. Her mother would say, “I guess I’ll stay here with the kids.” Then, she would take out the Reader’s Digest and pretend to read, or would sit, half-turned in the seat, making sure the kids didn’t get into any trouble. Muffin or Winn would appear at the side door before anyone could knock or ring a bell, and her father would wander off with Muffin to the workshop to look at the boat he was building or to talk. Winn would ask if they didn’t want to come in, but her mother would always say no, explaining, “We can’t stay long.”  Then, Winn would come down the steps, lean into the open window and chat, occasionally peering into the back seat to comment on how the children had grown.
	Few people knew it, but Muffin and Winn had a child too. His name was Edward, and he was born with a head so big and a body so small he could not get out of bed. “Hydro-encephalitis,”  her mother said. “He’s not expected to live.” Winn tended to him, feeling guilty for something she had done while she was pregnant. The islanders thought it best not to call attention to her trouble, and, in order to avoid any awkwardness, stayed away from the house. Her father had been inside on numerous occasions though, and he knew what Edward was like.
“Whenever anyone got near enough to his room,” her father reported, “he would let out a squall of obscenities, ending in “Who the hell is that?” From her place in the back seat, she would survey the windows, wondering which room was Edward’s and if she would ever get to hear him swear. Everything seemed quiet, though, on the other side of the lace curtains, as if no one really was inside.
	She didn’t know what Muffin’s son looked like, but she imagined a shiny, new, galvanized pail lying on the pillow where his head ought to be—perhaps because her father had mentioned that Edward had a head the size of a bucket. It made her think of Ralph Kramden in “The Honeymooners” calling Ed Norton a real metal case when he got mad. “You’re a real metal case, Norton,” he would say, and everyone would laugh, as much at her as at The Honeymooners, who never got things right. Ralph carried a metal lunch box to work, and, when he came home, he would slam it down on the table and start taking things out on Alice. “Right to the moon, Alice. Right to the moon,” he would say. She pictured Alice and the lunch box flying out the window, on their way to the moon, which cast its eerie glow through the window of their apartment. It happened on television, so she could laugh. No one really got hurt.
	One day, after work, Muffin was standing in front of the fish house, talking to her father. He was leaning against a fuse box with one hand and holding onto his lunch pail with the other. All of a sudden, a slap of lightning came out of the sky, hit the tin roof, and ran down the main wire into the box, right through Muffin’s body. It blew his lunch bucket clear out of his hand. “Jeezus, Ken,” he drawled, as he shook the numbness from his fingers, “You’ve been hit, Muffin. Did you see that streak of lightning all around your head?” “No,” he said, “but I sure as hell felt it.” After that, it started to rain, big, hard fish kisses against rocks—“raining buckets,” her father commented.
	Edward died when he was thirty years old, which was old for someone with hydro- cephalitis  After Muffin died—“of heart failure,” her father told her—Winn went to San Francisco, just to see what it was like. Her father continued to putter around in the boat Muffin had made him, taking relatives for rides and going fishing off the back of the island. It wasn’t as much fun as lobstering, but it kept him busy. Olive retired and went to live with her cousin at the head of the cove. They dressed up in their hairnets every day and rocked on the front porch, watching the boats come and go, chatting with the fishermen as they wandered home from work. The girl went on to high school and began to live a mainland life. Sitting in the car or standing in the kitchen watering her plants, her mother would sing, “Oh, do you know the Muffin man, who lives in Drury Lane?”

