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Prologue — August 1947

Anthony Malo Ventures from the Nest

There were boxes on the floor, boxes of all shapes and sizes; Anthony’s mother
brought them in. She brought them in filled with clothes, clothes she got from a man who
enlisted her help in returning them to the Outlet Company, a department store downtown.
When she and Ant were successful at returning them there was reason for celebration.
Sometimes there were toys — toys that she took out of her large purse — more often she
gave him candy.

When there were no toys Ant played in the boxes. He imagined how first grade
would be, pretended that he was the teacher.

It did not smell good in the apartment. There were no sheets on Ant’s or his
mother’s bed. Long ago the sheets were soiled. They sat in a pile, gathering flies, in the

hall outside the bathroom. Ant made it his job to push them there, out of the bedroom.



When the pile was too high Ant took some dirty clothes and moved them into the
kitchen where he made smaller piles along the wall. They were separated, his clothes
from his mother’s, but the whites — underwear — all went together. Some day when they
had time, Ant figured, they’d start bleaching these again.

Ant also made it his job to take out the trash. He collected it and put it into his
pillowcase. Then he dumped it into the neighbor’s trashcan. He did this on Tuesdays,
trash day. He felt lucky because he had quite a few clothes, and he was always getting
more. His mother went out to get them. When she returned, there were clothes for him in
the big cardboard boxes. There was also make-up for his mother, wigs in many colors
that she wore out. She always looked different. She called herself the “mistress of
disguise.” To Ant, this talent merited a greater title. It ranked her among superheroes.

Many nights Ant was alone. He didn’t sleep then; sometimes he went to the
neighbor, Mrs. Catala, for food. She was a nice lady; she fed him. Sometimes she took a
washcloth and cleaned his face and hands. She said under her breath, one word, bouton.
It made Ant angry — clearly this word was meant for his mother — who was too sick to
work a regular job. This was the reason that she had to leave Ant alone. She was not
bad. She was sick but this idea seemed difficult for some adults to understand.

One day it seemed to Ant that Mrs. Catala had been gone a long time. He had
gone to her house repeatedly, looking for food. There was some food in his refrigerator
but it was green and blue with mold and this food, he knew, would make him sick.

He began to worry, when some time has passed, about his mother.
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No mother, no Mrs. Catala, and the sun kept at it — going up, going down. It was
summer and he was tired of the apartment. Frustrated. There was no radio and he saw
Jrom the third floor window that other kids were playing stickball in the lot. He wasn't
supposed to leave the apartment. He had been given inStructions not to answer the door
Jor anyone, not to open the door to look out, not even to stand in front of the window. But
Ant wanted to open the door; the apartment’s smell kept getting more sour and the few
[lies that gathered around the toilet when his mother was home had multiplied.

When he 'd been bored, once, a day or two before, he 'd flushed some paper and
old food down the toilet, and then there was toilet water and poop on the floor. This mess
he’d covered with newspaper. But, afraid of making the bathroom dirtier, he’d been
tinkling in the kitchen sink. He stood on a chair to get up there. That had been pretty
fun.

All of the rooms were baking though, the heat rising from the floors in steaming
waves, and because the sun beat into the parlor he avoided that room, plus the bathroom,
almost entirely. The rooms were filled with a terrible buzzing.

For these reasons he decided to disregard instructions. He sat against Mrs.
Catala’s door waiting for her to come out. He knocked. After a while he figured she was
Jjust not answering. He stayed there anyway, bumping his head against her door, staring
into his own apartment. He noticed fewer flies; he must have tricked a few into following
him out.

Finally, Mrs. Catala returned with her beach bag. She was a teacher, so in the

summer she had a long vacation. He noticed her plastic sandals and the glittering mica



of the sand on her toes before he heard her let out a cry. He didn’t know if the cry was
meant for him or because of the smell coming from his open door. He had tried to clean
but wasn’t sure when it would be garbage day. His plan had been bold. He'd intended
fo throw out the oldest piles of clothes.

He was about to ask for some cookies but he didn’t have to say anything. Mrs.
Catala didn’t need an explanation. She carried him inside, slamming the door harshly,
as if to ward off some evil in his house. She ran cool water in the tub for him,
commanded him to strip down, and made him sit in the water. She made him drink a
glass of Fanta ginger ale. Then she put his clothes in the sink, wringing them in soapy
water. She brought another glass, this one filled with water, and told him to sip it slowly
and to wash his hair with her pear-smelling soap. When he was too sleepy she scrubbed
his scalp gently, with her hot sausage fingers.

After she rinsed his hair with warm water from a gleaming silver kettle he sat in
the tub watching the water drain out in a gray swirl, and he listened to her mumbling to
the operator. He felt sad and happy all at once when he heard it: “Mrs. O’Malley?”

She had been dialing up his grandmother Zadie.



Real truth, truth that man would lay his life down for, is essentially subjective: a truth
passionately apprehended by the subject. To say, then, that truth is subjective is to say
that its significance lies in the subject’s engagement with it; it does not mean that it is not
objective in any sense: indeed if it were objective in no sense, if it were simply a
collection of subjective impressions, there would be no engagement, and consequently no

question of truth at all.

Kierkegaard



PARTI

1. 1952

Wishing for a Muse

How could it be that a woman as ancient — or ancient-looking — as Zadie
O’Malley could wade into the surf just before a hurricane warning? Was it that she
imagined herself after the great mermaids of Ireland — merrows they called them — or had
she simply wanted to ride out on the brine of Finn’s Point to her destiny? She was far too
experienced to have not seen the ribbons of seaweed, to have not felt them as they twined
around her fat ankles. And yet, she returned from the beach, her thin hair blowing,
exposing the bald spot on top of her head. Usually, the spot was covered by a ratty straw
hat. But the hat had blown into the bay and she watched it, much as a lover watches a

seafarer pull unceremoniously from his harbor.



Anthony Malo sat watching her from the small porch of the cottage. He lived
with her there, in a section of Warwick, Rhode Island, known as Oakland Beach. In 1952
he was twelve years old, and happy to be there, living with Zadie. His mother had run off
for the third time and he knew that he was a comfort and relief to Zadie, who counted on
him for company and to bolster her income.

When Ant saw Zadie there in the surf, as the waves swelled, as the clouds
darkened the sky, he could imagine no explanation for her behavior. She had told him
about the dangers of storms and there had been official warning of this one. When he saw
her with her arms raised and her legs planted firmly apart, as the tide swirled around
them, he figured that she was beckoning someone. She had a bit of the witch about her.
She was always talking about fairy wraiths and putting dabs of honey on the window
ledges or milk in little dishes for some superstitious purpose or another.

Ant imaged though, that she was beckoning for some ocean spirit to take care of
him. Perhaps she had a premonition that she was coming to the end of her days and had
some alternative mother in mind for him, because more and more it seemed that his real
mother was going to blink and fade like a quick-blown birthday candle.

Ant wanted it to be a muse that Zadie was calling. A fairy mistress, like the kind
she was always talking about, the kind that attended the great poets of Ireland — County
Cork to be exact — which was Zadie’s home in “the old country.” But if she was
successful in conjuring a muse how would he know that it had come?

Maybe he would start to write poems. His mother was a poet and he knew that

the tingling that he got at the base of his spine when he saw a giant black crow or a dead



crab in the surf or a sunset tinged with the strangest blue could only mean that he was a
poet, too. When he pointed these things out to his mother she had said that most people
did not see things with such a discerning eye, and that it was even more rare for that eye
to be accompanied by passionate emotion.

So there Ant sat, watching Zadie call the muse just as her hat flipped up, up and
away. He knew that it had landed in the tumult of wave and he sniffed the air wondering
about that hat; it had always smelled sweetly of straw. It bobbed for a minute, was pulled
out suddenly and disappeared from sight. He decided then that if it came back, somehow
blew ashore or even came in on the next wave, where Zadie could reach for it, it would
mean that the muse had grasped the brim and returned it. And it would mean too, that
she was to walk next to him, huddle over the poems that he wrote, brush the hair from his
eyes. Until then, he would accept the same niceties from Zadie, who seemed glad to

extend them.

Ant loved Zadie because she was quick with stories, stories that were never quite
believable. She always had one on hand — it seemed he could not put her on the spot.
When he asked why his father had died and his mother had left she told him that they had
on them the curse of the noble families, and that “the curse that took its toll in human
potential first stripped the gild from the cup.”

Later, when he asked why his mother had come in the night — he’d seen her from
his window — and left with his bike and all of the clamming rakes that they used to dig for

steamers in summer — she told him, “Your mother got the lust for stealing because of me.



I was spinning wool on a wheel when I was prégnant and I pricked my finger, drawing
blood. On the window I grew a pot of poppies for the soldiers gone to the Great War.
Upon that plant a swollen drop of blood fell. That’s how it began. Lucky for you I didn’t
teach your mother how to set the wheel. So there is no worry where you are concerned.
You were born with the skin bonnet on your head, also, an omen that says that through
learning or visions you will break family curse.”

Grandma Zadie, as far as Ant knew, had never, ever tended a plant. And he didn’t
understand what stealing had to do with blood on flowers.

The story was odd, but it reminded him of what his mother told him when she
stuck the needle in her arm to take her medicine. She did that with Ant, in the living
room of their old apartment in Providence, the capitol city. She used his suspender to tie
off her leg. He would sometimes watch, pants sagging, and she would tell him that she
was sick and that the best cure was to plant flowers in her veins.

He got the feeling that both stories were fairy tales, made up almost completely
from scratch. But he loved and forgave. Especially his grandmother.

People took to Zadie. He could see that. She was known around the
neighborhood for saying things plainly and she worked hard. Even as the years passed,
she was never so old or proud that she didn’t put on her bathing suit and wade out into
the shallow waters of Oakland Beach to dig for quahogs that she could sell by the pound,
denoting the difference in the blunt clams by passing them through a ring that determined

the price they would fetch.
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The smallest and choicest of clams that did not fall into a class that disallowed
them to be taken were cherrystones, a delicacy on the half shell. Tender and sweet. The
next size up were the littlenecks, and these were ideal for steaming. Zadie said that the
Italian women, in the neighborhood on the hill, bought these in abundance and used them
to make zuppa or clam sauce. These were popular because they were cheap and
Catholics who worked in jewelry factories could make a quick meal with them on Fridays
and Wednesdays. The diggers always sold out, at least during the Lenten fast.

She had taught Ant how to dig for clams, where to find them and how to sell
them. Zadie said that the largest clams were the chowder hogs that could weigh as much
as two pounds each. She demonstrated weighing one by throwing it into the air and
catching it in her palm, letting her hand give in to its weight. She guessed laconically,
“Twenty-five ounces.” Then she handed it off to Ant who went to the grocer’s scale that
they kept in the musty cellar. “Twenty-six, Grannie,” he would call out. If she wasn’t
within an ounce or two of the correct weight Ant would hear her cursing. Later they had
contests to see who would get closest to the proper weight.

Zadie almost always won, by the slightest margin.

She taught Ant that chowder hogs were the least expensive clam to be sold per
pound but that the shuck house would buy them without question. Ant learned that these
clams were old, sometimes having filtered the bay for forty years. He felt bad for them
even. He felt bad that they were ground up, mixed with paprika and bread, stuffed back

into their shells and baked.
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He ate them anyway, stuffed and sprinkled with Tabasco. He liked them aiso
when they were dumped into red chowders, with onions and potatoes and salt pork. He
ate them like most Rhode Islanders did. They were a source of monotonous pride.

When the accumulating dusks gathered around Ant and Zadie they listened for
sounds, the rush of the tide, predicable in its rhythms, the tick of the clock. Ant felt lucky
then, when the darkness gathered , because he had Zadie, her stories and the bay full of
clams that they could dig for their dinners. But it seemed, even then, that they were
waiting for someone. Ant had convinced himself he wasn’t waiting for anyone, that his
mother simply wouldn’t come. He assumed that he could quickly forget that he’d ever
had a mother, that he’d be able to settle into life without any sort of aching for her.
During those evenings Ant was wishing still, wishing for a muse. When he saw his
grandmother looking out through the shaded windows into the street, shifting her weight

- from one foot to the other, he told himself that she was waiting for the muse too.
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2. 1952

Mrs. Lafferty

Ant was sleeping in his bed, one morning shortly after Zadie had stood in the
hurricane tide, dreaming. He was still twelve and having Mrs. Lafferty come to his room
was a pleasant enough experience.

He had started the winter delivering the thin local newspaper to many people on
the block, but his last house on the route belonged to the old Lafferty couple. He had lost
another customer, Mr. Jim, because of an article that he had seen with which he did not
agree, so Ant had an extra copy of the Warwick Beacon. This copy he had kept, instead
of calling the paper up and canceling it. He paid for it out of his tips because he enjoyed

giving the extra copy to the Laffertys.
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Ant did this every week by walking into their kitchen smiling, holding the two
copies. They were usually there at a small table sipping tea, waiting, and he would place
the papers next to each of them. Above their heads was a calendar from Saint Rose’s
Church down the street and Ant eagerly sought the approval of the Jesus emblazoned
above the Formica.

Mrs. Lafferty was a little woman who wore a tattered sweater closed at the neck
with a safety pin. It was light blue. Her skin had turned to paper.

It was so pale and fine, parchment, the lines across her cheek looked like they had
been placed there by God’s own pen. This was an unusual thing to find, skin so smooth
and delicate on the face of a woman who lived by the bay, who spent many days with the
skin of her face catching the reflected light off the water as she dug her heels into the
sandy bottom and twisted down, feeling the smooth shells of quahogs with her toes.
Sometimes she waded out — like they all did — and dove deep, bringing the clams up with
her hands. The salt of the water on her sunburned skin, day after day.

She was beautiful. Thin as a stalk of dune grass yet stooped. Because of her
fragility Ant brought her and Mr. Lafferty food. Through the cold months he brought bits
of things his grandmother cooked; lasagna, stuffed peppers, deviled eggs, fried chicken
leftovers. He wanted to put meat on her bones and imagined it possible. He was not
young enough to think food could pull the wrinkles from her cheeks, but old enough to
hold it as a secret wish.

Ant was sympathetic toward the couple also, because his grandmother had told

him a story about how they had lost their livelihood. The Lafferty family had been



14
commercial diggers and shuckers with some success until what the locals called “the
Oyster Wars.” A lot of natives had been. They had hogged for & living, taking only
clams while there were others, people called “oyster tycoons” who owned beds in
Narragansett Bay that they seeded with oysters. These the clammers left alone. The beds
were owned mostly by people from Connecticut, and had been for years. These people
were educated, aqua-culturists, who knew quite a bit about the ocean, and worked closely
with local government.

Anyway, Zadie had explained that the robber-tycoons fell into a spate of bad luck
— after the Great Hurricane of 1938. The hurricane had started the run because when a
real hurricane blew in it disturbed the sediment at the bottom of the bay. All of the tidal
shifts pulled it up, pulled up the algae and such. This choked off the oxygen in the water
and for this disturbance the delicate oysters paid with their lives.

The hardy quahog, however, became the king, enjoying the extra sediment. And
so, after the damage of ‘38’s storm the tycoons recouped by charging the diggers to
harvest their own clams, though they had never seeded them with hogs. They charged
them, Zadie said, though they never intended to grow the vines for oysters again. They
charged them as long as they could get away with it.

During these decades the local commercial diggers were put out of business
because they could not afford to pay fees, upfront or otherwise, to dig the bay. Others
started to raise cane over the hypocrisy of their native waters being dictated by
Connecticut outsiders who had less of a stake than even the poorest who dug, but owned

the little cottages that bordered the bay.
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Mr. Lafferty was old even during the wars and so he dropped off, afraid of
poaching by moonlight, and having nowhere legal to dig.

Ant knew all of this. He knew that the neighborhood was full of people who had
counted on digging, people who had lost their livelihoods. He saw it in the porch railings
that warped against the sea air. He’d heard about it. About a stabbing that happened
down the street, about the girl he knew slightly, the one who had left her storm door open
one night. She was also twelve, and asleep on the floor, someone had come in. She had
been raped. He was reminded that the people in this particular bay section had nothing to
do. On Friday nights they sat outside, and on Saturday mornings he saw the beer bottles,
some still whole and empty, others shattered along the rocks of the hurricane barrier. It
was sad because he’d imagined that this new home would be a perfect place. But it was
not a perfect place.

The Laffertys were a reminder. They were not the only ones forced to cut and
shine the purple from quahog shells as they washed up on shore to sell to jewelry
factories in the city. In the houses around the bay there were many fingers striped by
knife cuts that stung with the iodine of clams, and fingernails cracked and brown. He
could almost hear the polishers humming.

He thought of the Laffertys often as he walked from their house on Fridays.

Other times his thoughts were more typical of a boy his age. The shape of a girl named
Donna had starting to rise in his mind, like the resin from the hardwoods at Hillsgrove

roller skating rink rose when he skated over it, and he was always thinking of baseball,
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imagining days of putting line drives up the third base line, something that lefties
couldn’t always do.

But sometimes, when he left Mrs. Lafferty among spreading yellow shadows, her
life was his own stretched out before him. How quickly would it pass, turn frail, bend?
Not always of course, but often, more often when the sky was painful blue than on the

days of ice and snow, he felt a lump grow in his throat, her face too vivid in his head.

So he was not surprised when, on a morning shortly after the storm — it was 3:18
a.m. — he found her sitting at the foot of his bed. He had been sleeping under his blue
wool blanket and the afghan that Grandma Zadie crocheted for his mother. He could hear
his grandma snoring in the room below his own, while Mrs. Lafferty gazed at him. It was
a cool April night and he had opened the window, anxious to smell the first forsythia
blossoms and sea salt. The winter had been long and Ant had been forced inside,
smelling wet wool, because the wind chill kept him from venturing too far from home.

Mrs. Lafferty stared at him, and in the dark he made out the frayed sleeve of her
sweater but her face, silhouetted, looked like that of a younger woman. His room
suddenly smelled of mothballs, something that he had never noticed at her house. Her
house smelled like waxy candles. She touched his leg and told him to watch after Marty;
then she told him he was a kind boy. He stayed very still beneath the afghan. A breeze
passed through the window, lifting her hair like a bridal veil, but he wasn’t afraid. She
was patting him gently, and it was plain that she felt what was happening in his insides —

how could it be any other way? She shook his leg insistently. He nodded his head, that
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yes he would care for Mr. Lafferty. She lifted her hand, which was slender by moonlight.
He knew that she was signaling that he should close his eyes and so he did.

Next morning was sunny and when he looked out at the bay he noticed that some
rocks were scattered about from the storm but Zadie’s old straw hat was there, flapping in
the pile of wild sticks that would later bloom into a blueberry bush. He brought it into
the house and sniffed it. It still smelled like straw but the smell of the ocean was there
too and he decided that it was the smell of his muse. He carried the hat like a great crown
and, after much deliberation, put it on top of the refrigerator. If it were the crown of a
muse, or the muse herself, he thought, what better place to leave it/her to get dry and
warm than a kitchen? Sometimes he imagined sitting on top of the fridge himself, how it
would vibrate beneath his bum, how the heat would rise off the back.

Two days after the hat arrived, when he was walking up the driveway to the
Lafferty’s house Ant saw their cat, a hostile yellow Cheshire named Muffy. For once the
cat looked at him kindly. That brought back a little image somehow, an image of Mrs.
Lafferty in profile. Then the image shorted out.

The breezeway that Ant was accustomed to walking through to the open back
door was locked. He knocked and was greeted by a woman nursing her own thin
wrinkles. She was brusque and when she turned from him she yelled, “Marty!”

The image that shorted sparked and he remembered. The hairs on his arm stood
on end. Mr. Lafferty touched Ant’s shoulder telling him that his wife had passed and a

sorrow of knowing flowed through Ant. He was sad, but not for her.
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He was thinking of the times he had walked across certain stretches of land,
feeling a thickness in the air, a static charge that he could not explain. He thought of the
dreams he had dreamed, of hope or death or something dark in between. He had always
discounted them, reminding himself that Grandma Zadie laughed at his whopper of an
imagination. Now he walked on the street, imagining the parade of casseroles he would
march up the driveway. Ant was happy to have been chosen, but frustrated that there
hadn’t been a flash of light through his open window that night.

Sometimes he added to the memory later, a strobe from a police car, one
spectacular thunderclap followed by a bolt of lightning, even an unexplained flicker, so
that he might have seen Mrs. Lafferty’s face. He imagined her skin resuming the

smoothness of youth, and thought it a fair enough request because he had wished it .
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3. 1972

Kennedy Plaza at Dusk

Ant Malo is sitting in Memorial Square in downtown Providence on a bench
across from the Federal Building. This is his daily habit, to sit here, and talk and pass out
food, liquor, sometimes even mild drugs like pot and downers. He always sits here just
after work gets out, before returning home to his wife. On the weekends he leaves
Louise, explaining that he is going to fetch something for her, a little surprise, from the
store. And he tries to return with something for her, he tries hard to remember. Today
Ant sits with a boy that he has never seen before. The boy is wearing dirty jeans and a
navy blue blazer, the kind all the kids who go to Moses Brown School wear. Ant is not

sure if the blazer belongs to the boy, but it could, especially if he is a runaway. Some
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rich kids seem to have it bad. The boy’s eyes are glazed. He has reported to Ant that his
name is Jimi Hendrix.

Ant knows that most people who find themselves in Kennedy Plaza, or the area
known as Memorial Square, at dusk on a Wednesday night are not waiting for a bus. In
1972, before Providence’s renaissance (and occasionally after) people who roam the
square are junkies; they could be hookers or runaways, or a combination of all three. It is
a clear night and the sky has started to turn a dusty lilac. Both Ant and the boy who calls
himself Jimi have their feet resting on a blue ice chest.

They are eating beef jerky, a spicy variety that is tough on the jaws. They both
stare straight ahead, as though they are sitting on a bus. Ant thinks that the boy is
relaxed. Passersby glance their way, friends nod in Ant’s direction.

Ant leans his head toward the boy as he talks, to create the impression that he is
sharing a secret but he does not, at any time, look directly at Jimi. He remembers a time
when he was sat on that same bench, listening to an older man talk. He had come that
day to the square for the first time. He had come to find his mother. But he hadn’t.

Ant makes his voice quiet and far away sounding and the boy, probably against
his better judgment, leans in to the sound of the elder, though he keeps his arms tight
across his chest, protectively.

Ant starts with this: “The idea isn’t based on any kind of solid dogma or biblical

study, so in as much as it is intellectual I can’t say.”
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Jimi shifts in his seat, keeping his eyes peering straight ahead. Ant gets the
feeling that the boy is no stranger to conversation with men on park benches, even as
darkness looms.

Ant continues, “The idea does have an intuitive part. Let me put it in a nutshell.
God gave us the Ten Commandments, as a sort of survival guide for the moral idiot.

That said, I don’t think that it is true what they say about divine intervention or faith or
any of it. What happens is this. Now Jimi, I know that you’ve got songs to write, but
stay with me because here it becomes a thing that needs to be visualized.”

Jimi looks skeptical. Then the boy stares toward the courthouse at a bag lady who
lifts her skirt at the foot traffic from College Hill. Ant chews on the jerky and then
shaking it like a finger continues. “God has the world, and he creates it, sure. But to him
it is just a small thing, one story in a book full of stories.” Here he motions for the boy to
look at the burnt, brown grass of the square, as though it is a great kingdom.

“So he sets the earth to spin. We are here in his image; wear his figure casually,
like you throw on a sweatshirt to drag out the garbage pails. Look at peoples’ postures!
Hunched over, slouched. When we’re wearing the big man’s body for heaven sake?”

The boy sits up a bit and removes his feet from the ice chest.

“So he gives us the ‘do unto others,” and then he lets us go. He gives us good,
and he gives us evil. Sure he does. The possibility has to be there or all bets are off. He
wants us to do good in small gestures. And if we do nice then we are up. Collectively.”

Here the boy knits his brow warily but nods his head.
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“Like Heisenberg’s Principle of Uncertainty, you mean? So that even as we are
studying, say, how warm a liquid is, we are putting a thermometer in it that can’t be the

exact temperature of the liquid, and thus we change the results.”

“Yes. That would play an intricate part. Now, if I see a guy who needs some
change, probably some shell-shocked veteran, or a guy down on his luck, what should I
do? No real sermon here, just stating the facts. I should help out. If everyone just ekes
out the smallest bit, then we win. If not, we are led almost directly to events of
catastrophic loss. I could give you a laundry list of examples, times when power and
greed resulted in great loss but you can probably think of more examples than I can.”

The two sit in silence for a couple of minutes, passing a half-gallon of orange
juice that Ant grabs from the cooler back and forth.

“Samuel Taylor Coleridge used to say it to Wordsworth, ‘Did you ever hear me
preach?’ And Wordsworth right back, ‘I never heard you do anything else,” so we are in
pleasant company, lad.”

“Here, everyone views the game in an individual sense. Like God has enough
time to sit around judging the living and the dead. They take that literally. Well, if
anyone is going to get it, you are the man Jimi.”

Jimi stares down at the ground. Ant looks at his watch, and around the square,
where darkness is falling. “Okay, you are born of a mother and you have a navel and so
does she. And this provides some physical evidence of the chain of humanity, which can

also be linked by deeds. So every time you steal or Kill, or go to work with Mother
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Theresa, you become further entwined in the web. If is so interconnected that you can’t
get out, your soul can’t. How to escape? You have to move the whole web. Do you
think God punishes people who steal to feed families or that individual grace exists? He
gives a hint, Jim. The word ‘neighbor.’ It plays a big role in the commandments, doesn’t
it?”

Jimi stares down at his feet and replies, “Yes. And like Garrett Hardin said when
he wrote ‘The Tragedy of the Commons,’ ‘That morality is system-sensitive escaped the
attention of most codifiers, of ethics in the past. Thou shalt not...is a form of traditional
ethical directives which make no allowance for particular circumstances.’”

“Right. And he goes on about the fish, and sheep. How whenever there is
common space there will be abuse of resources. And here we sit in a square, itself a sort
of commons.”

Ant looks at Jimi and then leans down and retrieves several beer tabs from the
ground. He puts these in his pocket.

There are night people gathering in the square grouped around, waiting. Ant
recognizes some of them, and he smiles all around. He takes a wet bag from the cooler.
It is filled with: BBQ beef jerky, three packages of partially frozen Twinkies, a peach,
pear and one nip bottle of Smirnoff vodka. These he places on the boy’s lap.

Ant shifts on the bench and sits forward. “So endgame is this: we are all going up
or down. He watches us like a trader watches the stocks. He gave us rules and

mountains and streams and the ability to shed tears. So either we’ll all keep at it, or not.
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And if we don’t we’re all fucked. Excuse my French, Jimi. Keep the cooler. Pass out
the goodies.”
With this, Ant rises from the bench. He is no student of Latin so it is lost on him
when Jimi asks, “Quis custodies ipsos custodies?” Who shall watch the watchers

themselves.
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Same Time, Different Channel

Here we try to explain to you an event of import for us. But the language we seek
does not always come. Words are nebulous, tough to get at. When we write about our
experiences, it is slow going. It goes through a writer, who is a translator of sorts. There
are mistakes. It is like we are leading a dance while learning the steps. When we talk
from the writer’s view it is easier. We are privy then to her intellectual property —
language and such — for in those places she, accustomed to the dance, leads. We hope
some day, in the body of this work, to dance together, as partners do. But for now, we

are learning. Please, be patient with us, with our garbled narrative. (Here goes...)
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It was at the end of the third day of bright sunshine, just as dusk settled that we
saw Ant Malo. He was sitting on the park bench, smelling the river with his arms and
legs folded against the heat. Ant was wearing the buffalo sandals that, we have on good
authority, he purchased years before in Jamaica.

The heat of the summer sun was on the people in the city; it drew them in, left
them angry and dripping. It causes more than a few domestic arguments and even if we
couldn’t see them, we could feel squabbles carried on the air, carried over the cool, dark
shady spots right below the bridge. On evenings like this the earth’s heat was radiant,
beating the sand of Rhode Island beaches, and farther out heating the equatorial seas,
heating the water until it evaporated in great amount, until clouds started to fill with
moisture, until the off shore breeze from Narragansett Bay whirled and pulled, until the
temperature dropped.

The air was heavy with the ionic charge of an impending storm, and miles off,
where the neck of the bay opened up to the sea waves broke against each other in a
tumult of hoarse yelps. We gathered back around the shaft of the World War I
monument, the one in the middle of the square, waiting for it to begin as if it had been

promised, because in fact, weather indicated that it had.

To anyone else, people passing through the square, people walking to the post
office across from city hall, or to the Ming Garden Chinese Restaurant, Ant was no

oddity. But to me, and to the others who stood gathered around him, he was a solemn
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sight. He was special because there, sitting with his feet propped up on a blue ice chest,
he could see one of us.

Now, he was not the first, surely, who could see us. People see us often enough,
scurrying about in the shadows, hanging on their shower curtains, perched on the edge of
sugar bowls. They see us, people surely do. But then, almost always, they shake off our
images and look away.

We who are not like you are at a bit of a disadvantage. And the disadvantage is
this: we are in our second ages, without material. Otherwise we are like you in almost

every respect.

The reason that the man called Ant became an object of hope to us is not so
difficult to explain. He became a hope to us because that dusk, he could see so clearly
the one who called himself Jimi Hendrix. And this was inspiring because hitherto Jimi's
(and our) interviews had been nocturnal. But before I tell you that, I am obliged to
explain who we are and why we gather.

We are here, in an in-between place. We can see some things and hear still
others, but we can’t read every person’s thoughts. We remember little of our times of
quickening, if any at all. As days advance we think we are learning our way but then, in
a blink, we forget. We are the Alzheimer’s victim who puts his wristwatch into the
refrigerator. We cannot write by ourselves, not with hands. We can hear the thoughts of

only certain people.
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We can always hear you when you are reading, the text or sound, something we
recognize and decipher with ease, as it rolls past. We can hear you or read over your
shoulder, when you write by hand. And when we are very, very lucky indeed, we can
dash our thoughts onto paper through one of you. Sometimes this person will have a
knack for seeing our shadows, or hearing them. Sometimes not. Sometimes the person
will be in an altered state, which opens certain doors. That is how we are learning: from
those still in material, those who are old, those who remember, those who write.

We gobble memories — we follow them and order them — even when they are
scattered. We can piece them together to form a tapestry. It is a custom among us to
follow you in dreams. We can meet you there. We can see you there and talk to you and
even show you something of ourselves.

We love music and art, listening to people read and following memories. We love
also and especially kitchens. Our writer cooks there, and we grow accustomed to the
bubbling vats of tomatoes that she calls 'gravy.” We cling to the lace of frisee, and
broccoli rabe with its yellow blooming bitter, prickly artichokes with purple hearts, all
fragrant flowers. It is the same with ancient bulbs of kohlrabi, fennel, the tight lips of
endives.

We don’t like things that flash.

What we love is being near you at night. It is a harkening time; earthly sounds
and colors are muted. So there we may, if diligent, catch your attention. This is

something that we long to do, because we are afraid of the night; in it we seek company.
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Sometimes we get lost. We have trouble finding our way and we amuse ourselves
with the thought that some other helped us come together. The three of us did that, when
we found Ant, and as time flips along, like pages in a book, others come and go. We get
lost though. Sometimes, during stormy times, or on tremendous blustery days, if we are
not alert, an offshore breeze will whip one of us out to the sound or past, to the great
Atlantic. Then we get lifted like a dry and brittle leaf, spinning. Twirling. Or we can be
dragged down, to underwater caverns deep. That gives us a terrible fright.

Sometimes we know for three hours at a time, and other times we doze, and lose
ourselves. Once, I was without the spark of it, a knowing self of any kind, for some ten
years. I was in Ant Malo’s house — quite still — with my head propped on his toolbox. He
seldom moved it because he has no gift with such things and I could not be roused.

Meier and Jimi tried, but to no avail.

And so, our presence is tenuous. We are hére, learning what we need to know to
bolster our courage. We believe that, when the time comes, we will need great courage.

Lately, we have become frustrated and so in tracking and recording the memories
of others, we have set upon a difficult task. We have set ourselves to the task of
recording through a human writer, one who is as yet, untried. We do this by searching
and panning, gathering memofies. The writer of stories marries it to the paper. She
thinks sometimes that her own imagination has inspired the tales. Other times, she knows

better.
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5. 2002

Introducing the Writer

Today we entered Ant’s dream. This is something that we can do with some
people but not others. He is a young man in the dream. He is dreaming that he is making
love to a woman on his bed. There is a dark haired woman in the door, watching. She
sees him kissing the scrawny body of a red head, and comes at the two with a ladder-
backed chair. Ant’s grandmother is rocking in the corner yelling, as though she has been
cheated at the fish store, “You call this cod. Huh! Eighteen dollars a pound for the WOP
salted stuff. And it smells like dog, like wet fuck-ing dog!”

Ant thrashes, eager to escape the chair about to crash down on him, or to hide his
bottom from his grandmother — we know enough about him to see that this is a waking

moment — and we decide to hop out into the bedroom. When we do we find ourselves in
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his old room. It belongs to a couple. The bedroom of a husband and wife of a different
age. We see at first the high bed and the china blue pillows tossed about; we hear the
yelling of children.

“Look, look!” Meier follows the sound of their voices into a big playroom that
has a television. It has been long since we have been near children, any of us, and these
two are tiny. We like children and smaller is always better.

The children are singing funny songs, opening their fingers like mouths, their pink
lips the soft beaks of baby birds.

Open, shut them, open, shut them, give a little clap, clap, CLAP!

They run in circles, out of breath and yelling.

Open, shut them, open, shut them, lay them in your lap, lap, LAP!

Creep them, crawl them, creep them, crawl them, right up to your chin, chin, chin. Open
up your LITTLE mouth but do not let them in, In, IN!”

The father is exhuming slimy spinach, lettuce, and smeared, clear disks from the
ice box. And somewhere else we hear a tapping.

Jimi, always curious, follows the sound.

And so my friends and I came upon the writer. Jimi had found her work room.
And when he saw her he called us in too. After we watched her passively for a bit of
time we heard the house go quiet. The man had left with his children. She was alone.

We saw into her mind easily, as is usually the case with artists, and we felt a bit

lucky that we were able to see the words in her head that she typed upon the screen. We
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don’t like computer monitors so this makes things easier. By simply looking inside we
surmise several facts about her.

“She is thirty-four, and she thinks that it will be a banner year.” Meier announces
this.

“Dante fan. She has illusions of the Inferno all over this thing that she’s writing
now.”

Jimi is quite right. Iadd, “She knows too, that Dante was thirty-five when he
embarked on his journey through The Divine Comedy.”

We are quiet for a minute, resting with the possibilities.

“What do you make of the nose? French?”

Meier and her curious sense of nationalism. “No.”

“Do you think that she is any good?”

They hate it when I name drop, when I mention having been the muse of W.B
Yeats, when I tell the story of how I left him in an angry storm for James Joyce, so I
leave it at, “Good, schmood.”

Jimi left his first age at a time that youth are still saucy, “Tell us again about how
the muse is a conduit between the fierce and passionate ghosts of the ages and the writer.
Tell us about how the gift and power of women, the power of creation that blessed them
with motherhood in the first life, is in the second life conferred upon the rarest gems, the
leanan shiede and her lesser sisters. Please. I’'m curious about that story.”

I take care to avoid haughtiness. I change the subject. “Look! There on the

window ledge. Ant’s book! I’d recognize it anywhere!”
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“Yes. In fact, it is. He must have left it when he and Louise split up and left this
house. How curious.”

Meier moves closer to the writer. Closer to the book, which is the Mandelbaum
translation of the Purgatory. She attempis to move it, to toss it to the floor,
unsuccessfully. The writer, immersed in thoughts of marrying Dante images to a story
about an urban high school, doesn’t flinch.

We take note of the washing nook that doubles as a study, and a quick inventory
of the writing table.

“She loves her children.”

Meier points out rocks (treasures, we presume, from the wee ones) that are piled
on the table, parenting magazines, picture drawings, greeting cards with Pooh bears,
stencils, the bent limbs of Mr. Potato Heads who have long since gone to their resting
place in their blue recycle bin.

“No. She is an artist. Look at the writing magazines, the little bits scribbled on
candy wrappers and napkins.”

As Jimi points these out he brushes the writer and she jumps up, gasping.

“Sssshhh!”

We all move away, press ourselves thin as wafers against the walls. The writer
twirls around and with her eyes wide surveys the room. She does not see us.

She opens the door and runs out into the hall, arms akimbo, screaming,

“AAAAHHHHH!”

“She’s a bit aggressive, yes?” Jimi whispers.
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Neither Meier nor I comment. We stay pressed against the wall while Jimi
follows the writer around the house. “She’s checking the window locks!”

We start to hoot and bounce, to make ourselves small. It is okay that she doesn’t
see us. She senses us, which — with a writer — is all the better. I know this from
experience, but for Meier and Jimi it is intuitive.

“Easily angered as well as frightened. She is checking the door locks.”

Meier and I hop into her pencil holder, an old glass mason jar. Meier yells, “Has
she looked out the windows,” and I flinch against the great echo.

“No.”

“Not very logical then. Will that suit us?”

This question, pleasingly, is addressed to me. Leave it to Meier to surprise me
with short bouts of deference.

I climb onto an orange scented highlighter and shimmy up, eager to get a view of
her books, to make a determination. She has 4 Treasury of Irish Myth, Legend and
Folklore, by my own W.B. Yeats! Also, she has the Ellman biographies of Yeats and
even... ! The biography of J., and by J., I mean, o best beloved, the genius James Joyce,
though I remember him as “Jim.” I am startled, but not convinced. I am only
superstitious when the occasion warrants and this fact is not so unusual for a writer. She
has some books piled next to an NEC printer, collections of stories by Grace Paley and
Donald Barthelme. These sit buried under a copy of Harold Bloom’s Anxiety of
Influence. This may be intentional, our first indication of a disposition toward an ironic

wit,
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I drop from the rim of the jar to the hard wood of the table, approaching the edge
of the writing desk. I notice other books, books littering the floor that have been less
fortunate than those pig-piling the desk.

These faceless victims are scattered, covers shredded. I note this as the writer
returns, and spikes the volume on her computer speaker so that the blasting noise of rap
artist Eminem almost turns me to dust. I can barely make it out, but it seems that there,
on the pulpy book corpses, I see the name Alice Munro. I also note that she has penned
in Hoochie Mama Talk Literary Genius Sometimes, Volume I, 2, 3, and 4.

I have made my decision.

Jimi turns his attention to Eminem and then points out a mouse pad on the table.
It says Prozac, fluoxetine hydrochloride. The writer touches it, just as Jimi points and
then we all are lucky indeed; we hear her thought. It is a memory, and it reveals that the
mouse pad is a gift from her mother. It reveals too that she does not know whether it is
meant as joke or hint.

Joyce’s mother used to put his head in the toilet and yank the chain.

We huddle around, sniffing her, as she eats chocolate morsels by the handful. We
watch Jimi compute. He figures she types ninety words per minute with about 98%
accuracy, and I note that she has written one thousand words in ninety minutes time. She
keeps all that information in a log that she throws on the littered floor when she is done
with it. All agree that she is productive. Sloppy, but productive.

“But what about our material?”

Jimi is pragmatic.
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I see his point. We hear the narrative as she writes it, its echo in her mind. The
story is about an Asian girl who is trying to win a high school essay contest. The story is
fair, entitled “Ghetto Punch.” A bit oranistic — self-indulgent and not wholly creative.

It does seem that she may be better suited for realistic narratives.

“Her sensitivity to our presence can help her get over that.”

“If only she were single, a bit younger.”

“Dare I say? A poet. That would be more encouraging.”

All of these concerns are valid, but I do what I’ve always done when selecting an
artist, be it writer or poet. I go with the gut. I am about to declare it. To praise her until
my ambivalence fades. I grow, like most muses, ruddy with the challenge posed by
rising opposition. Conversely, I retract and fade when pandered to or patronized. I have
been fortunate. Having chosen both Yeats and Joyce through this arduous process, I am
secure. |

Just then the door crashes against the wall and there they are again! It seems
scarcely a moment has passed. They return from their sojourn, her children, and the big
one, a boy, flings himself into her lap screaming “Surprise,” while the small girl pounds
the floor mercilessly yowling, “We gots smarshmellows, yes we do!” Then the little ones
disappear from the nook, as quickly as they arrived.

The writer moves adeptly, using what she will later call “keystroke commands” to
save her document. Then she remembers a few words that need changing. She attends to
them while her little one hops off the potty and turns her shining upturned fanny to the

sky yelling, “Wipe my bottttoooommm.”
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The writer sighs, still in the world of essay contests and ghetto punch, saves again

and lumbers toward the bathroom.

Why we chose this woman to tell these stories, to create the art that we hope will
allow us freedom to depart this stifling realm, I still can’t say.

But choose her we did.
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Practical Jokes

It was the summer of 1972 and Douglas and Sally lived in a cape cod house and
so did Louise and Ant. Most of the houses on the street were capes, except for a
sprawling ranch at one end, the home of the builder, an old misanthrope who had
designed the plat in 1926. When you looked at the two houses, there were a few notable
differences.

The front lawn of Sally and Douglas was strewn with a plastic garden. Big
Wheels sat there, fading, with their little cracks full of rainwater; there were bright blue
shovels under the bushes, and abandoned Tonka trucks. That wasn’t the only distinction.

Douglas and Sally’s house was a teeming bed of activity. It was so active, in fact,

that when Sally left Douglas at home with the kids, pulling out of the drive in her VW
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Bug, she inadvertently thought of bees. The presence of the children was that strong. It
created a warm humming and whirling that made it hard for Sally to think straight, even
when the children were sleeping, which was odd. Sally always thought that the swarming
and buzzing would stop when their hot little bodies were turning and curling in their
beds, but it never did. And the house continually smelled like Play Doh.
Louise and Ant lived directly across Faire Street, which afforded Sally a good
opportunity to get a look, and keep on looking, at the place. This was convenient because
she was the landlady. She had been the landlady of that house even when she was single.
But now she was married, and was almost always pregnant.

She and Douglas liked their tenants, and they especially liked to socialize with
them, sitting out on their front lawn on still, hot summer nights. They would sit there,
wearing shorts, and listen to Ant tell his stories while their backsides waffled against the
mesh of their lawn chairs. In the light of Louise’s’ tiki torch, Ant’s nose was exaggerated
and his eyes flickered wildly. Sally sat with one eye on her house — the kids were all
asleep, but she needed to keep watch — and Douglas did just the opposite, sitting with his
back to his house. Ant and Louise sat opposite each other. Ant always brought out a
cooler, on these summer nights, a blue one filled with Black Label, and blocks of ice that
he ordered special, to fit inside the cooler, and Douglas would use it as a footrest as
stories got underway.

Ant was a Teamster and worked steadily with one outfit during good times.
Whenever the economy fell into a slump he would switch to another. If he had trouble

finding another company he worked out of the union hall, in order to keep his benefits.
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Sally loved the stories that came out of the hall best, because they seemed to make Ant
laugh the loudest. Sometimes she didn’t even understand what he said, but the way that
he said it made it exciting to just be there, listening. The last story he told today had
something to do with a guy who tarred roofs, which sounded abysmal, considering the
heat.

“So there he is. You got to picture it, Doug.” Ant pushed Doug’s feet off his ice
chest as he pulled out a fresh Black Label. He held one forward and when nobody
claimed it, he popped the top and put the tab in a glass jar by his feet. Doug put his feet
back up on the chest, stretching and crossing them slowly.

“It’s hotter than a glassblower in heil, with his pants full of sand, if you catch my
drift. Doug, do you catch it?” Doug worked in insurance and sometimes, Sally noticed,
Ant took care to make sure he got the finer points. Sally liked that about Ant, the way
that he took pity on her husband. He gave him special attention like they were true
friends.

“I get it all right. Sure. Hot.” Doug looked to Sally who leaned forward and with
a smile, pushed Doug’s feet off the ice chest. |

After pausing to take a big swig, Ant sighed and said, “Done some roofing and let
me tell you, the tar, it rises and it’ll singe the hair in your nose, flies up in hot waves, and
it is black. So, it absorbs the heat from the sun. It’s hot.” Ant swallowed up his beer
hard, as though swigging it down wouid provide some needed fluid for the roofer.

“So, I won’t belabor the point. The guy is hot. The job is at a manufacturing plant

— Kenny Manufacturing — over by Amold’s Pond. So, yeah, it’s against regulations but
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he takes off the blasted safety helmet that this particular outfit made him wear. Doug, I
know that you’re in the insurance business, so you have an eye on the details and possible
risks. But still. Heat rises. And this roof is wide, and flat. No slant at all.”

Doug pulled another out of the cooler and took to guzzling, then threw the pull-
tab into the jar.

A wall of smoke rose straight up from Louise’s cigarette. She liked to exhale
with her bottom lip pouting, though Doug, to Sally’s embarrassment, had more than once
told her that it made her look like a sad fish.

“Yeah, it was hotter than a witch’s tittie,” said Doug, looking at Louise, and then
turning with a smile to Sally.

She felt the color rising in her face, followed by a pinch of anger, so she leaned
across, yanking the brown hair on Doug’s leg until he flinched.

Louise threw her head back and laughed. When Louise laughed it echoed against
the houses of other neighbors, and changed the stakes, Sally thought. It was a man’s sure
laugh, but it suddenly made the evening jovial. It made Sally want to find funny points to
enjoy. Smiles didn’t come easily to her. When Louise laughed it made Sally picture her
tenant reaching a climax with Ant. She didn’t know why she related the two, maybe the
release of tension, but she kept that information to herself, for fear that Douglas would
somehow weave it into a future conversation.

Ant looked around, as though he was offended on behalf Qf Sally, and then he

looked at his wife and shook a naughty finger, before starting back.
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“Anyway. Poor bastard — he’s no suit, no offense. Just a Charlie Lunch bucket —
a working stiff like me. I mean he’s an Indian too, Narragansett tribe. But still, a
working stiff’s a working stiff, so I can relate. He just wants a bit of relief from the
damned heat and he takes off the blasted helmet. He wipes the sweat of his brow with
relief and despair.”

Sally was on the edge of her seat now, batting away a mosquito. “Why despair,
Ant?” She touched him gently on the wrist, then let go. With her neck bent back, she
took her own thirsty swig.

“Well, thanks for asking, Sally.” Ant turned a movie star smile on her.

“He knew the foreman would be blowing the whistle, and he just wanted a minute
of relief, didn’t have any of that magic Florida Gator potion on hand, and potassium loss
takes its toll. So guess what the hell happens to the poor bastard?”

Douglas was poking roughly inside the cooler but looking at Ant. “He got turned
in.” Ant laughed with his head thrown back and Sally noticed how a vein in his neck
bulged a little, in a vivaciously pleasing way. Douglas looked around with a dim smile.
He liked giving the correct answer; he liked making Ant laugh.

“No, Bud. That’s where you’re wrong.” Ant took care to toss the tab from his
new can into the jar, looking, with a short pause, at Sally. “A turtle of all the darned
things, a turtle comes flying out of the blasted sky and cuts him on the head. Good sized
snapper.”

Sally smiled in Ant’s direction. “Was the turtle killed, Ant?” The moment it was

out she realized it’d been a stupid thing to say. Surely this story was about the man, not
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the turtle. They were all looking at her. It seemed, by the torchlight, that Louise was
smirking.

Ant said, “Dead. Turtle was aiready dead, Sal.”

They laughed quietly, in a puzzled way.

“Okay, so here it is. A chicken hawk picked up the turtle and dropped it, from
quite a height, to crack the shell. Like gulls dropping clams. And of all the times, that’s
when the Indian decided to catch a little breather from the helmet. And worst thing, no
workmen’s comp. The whistleblower had his way, and the doctor thought the Indian was
off his gourd. Kept him under observation. Twelve stitches later.”

Sally watched Ant now. His belly was quite flat, and it started to quiver and
heave in a beautiful way. It started with a Heh, heh. And he shook his head, unable to
fill in the rest of the story — he caught a strangled breath — and came out with a, “but the
doctor...,” and then the guffawing started in earnest, and the real shuddering that made
the line of his jaw protrude. The shadow of a beard stood out on his thin red cheeks, and
a little mucous came out, in a bubble, from his nose. When that happened Ant started
pounding his foot on the ground, in his favorite storytelling rhythm, and he wiped his
nose. Sally and Louise and Douglas shook their heads, and because their friend was
shaking the green grass below their feet, and tears were streaming from his eyes, but still
he couldn’t get past, “...and the doctor sees him coming,” hoo, hoo, Hoooooooo! they
started a little, too. Louise with a sultry purr and Douglas who turned purple but didn’t

let out a sound, while his shoulders shook up, down, up. And then, when they were all on



44
the edge of their seats, sure that Ant had given up the story, and was going to enjoy
laughing for laughter’s sake, they laughed too. It was funny to hear him.

He wasn’t the least bit shy about it. Then the turning moment came, a moment
Sally waited for, when nobody, not even Douglas, stayed quiet. She listened for her
husband’s quiet, panting laugh. The others laughed loud and in unison, until the metal
frames of the lawn chairs squeaked from the melody and the tikis danced. It went on for
a hearty couple of minutes, while neighbors poked noses from behind curtains. Then
with a last hooo, Ant crossed his legs, and sighed, wiping his eyes with his hankie —
which was white, and monogrammed — then shook his head, and held his stomach. His
stomach must have been sore, Sally’s was, and she was warm and achy.

When it was quiet Ant said, “But you were right, Sally. The guy is an Indian, and
they put a lot of stock in the animal world, and turtles have a special meaning, so. Bad
news for the Indian.” It was quiet for a good while, like it usually was when they stopped
laughing. Ant’s expression turned dark and he gﬁmaced at a bird, cawing on a wire.

Douglas and Louise rose to blow out the torches and Sally watched Ant roll his
little cooler away. Their lawn chairs let out quiet squeaks as they were folded. They said
their goodbyes to Louise.

As they walked across the street Douglas scratched his chin, saying to Sally, “Big
deal. You understood about the Indian. Anybody could have figured it out. Anybody

who saw Little Big Man.”
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Sally did not reply but her feelings were hurt. Doug was clearly jealous, but not of
the attention that Ant had given her. He was jealous that he hadn’t had anything smart to
say himself.

Later that night, when Doug was far-drunk and snoring, Sally pictured Ant’s open
mouth. And then she was thinking about climaxes again. She had four children, twin
six-year-olds, one four, and her two-year-old girl, so she figured that much was her
private right. She had never had one with Doug and this made her sometimes think she
had chosen the wrong man.

When she had met Doug Sally had been dating a boy named Harold from her high
school. This boy had been a tall blond, with slender limbs and an intelligent brow. He
kissed Sally with an indifference that made her growl with the implicit challenge. When
he kissed her neck one night, during a particularly long make-out session on her parents’
back porch, Sally had climbed atop him. There she wiggled and squirmed against his
worn jeans, faster and harder, until she felt a sudden warmth shiver and pop inside her.

Harold had never been one for big responses, but at that moment he had grunted
deeply. Sally enjoyed the grunt, the spoils of her first feminine victory, then cast herself
off him and smiled, as though the entire encounter had been her exact plan. Harold had
called her “the wild redhead” then walked soggily to his Plymouth. And this had been
her too-fleeting brush with orgasm.

The topic was hardly at the forefront now; it hadn’t been a topic at the Pre-Cana
class, when discussing the obligations of marriage. Instead, Father Kane taught her and

Douglas about the marital act itself how it secured their places as representative members
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of the Roman Catholic faith. Father Kane said that marriage wasn’t a question of natural
instinct or emotional need. It was a friendship in which the couple shared everything,
even when it was inconvenient, and it called for the partner to love not for what they
could receive, but to love the partner for the partner’s sake.

When Sally asked about the natural cycles of the female reproductive system, the
priest explained that using this strategy could help a couple keep successive births
spaced, if dire need arose. Father Kane sat slouched, with his hands in his lap between
his legs and pressed together, as though he were praying up near his gonads. He told
them about the calendar of a woman’s menstrual cycle, and how Sally could take her
temperature to determine her fertile times. Then he explained something about feminine
discharge. Something about the egg dropping, and looking at the stickiness of the
discharge. It was disgusting, especially coming from him. And just as he said it, “clear
feminine discharge,” he took out a hankie and blew his nose grimly. Sally had looked at
Douglas in embarrassment, but Douglas was staring and glassy-eyed. He was probably
thinking about the gaggers they would eat at Haven Brothers afterwards.

She tried to respect Father Kane as a revolutionary because he discussed
contraception. But in the last years he had sided conservatively, going along with Pope
Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae, that banned all but natural contraception. Sally thought that
this had been a wrong decision.

She didn’t broach most of these controversial topics with Douglas either, not with
the church in such disarray. She would love to use birth control, to have a tubal ligation

even. But Douglas took these topics to heart. It was a fragile time, and she was a good
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wife, a woman having a deeply personal relationship with her husband. She had borne
four of his children, so they were united in the closest intimacy.

One part of her said that she shouldn’t be so particular. Wasn’t it the ‘deny
yourself nothing’ attitude that was destroying the country? Despite all that, she did share
with Douglas her concern and curiosity about climaxes, because that was the least of it.

So she brought it up when they were first married, during intimate moments. But,
the effort to please her overridingly resulted in a frustrated prodding and poking on
Douglas’ part, and a soreness on hers, that was far worse than simply keeping quiet and
going through. Whenever she mentioned it, or even hinted, Douglas had been receptive.
He began with some concentration, gusto even, but inevitably lost track of the task at
hand.

Sally brought it up with her friend Maggie Sanger, also a good religious woman,
who had discovered an article called “The G-spot revisited”. Maggie had never
experienced a climax either, and thought it a matter of some concern. The g-spot piece
sounded encouraging, but Maggie was in the hospital now, after delivering her second,
and she wouldn’t be out for another week. The baby had been breech, and she was
slowly healing from a twelve-stitch episiotomy. Sally tried to bring it up visiting her at
the hospital, but every time she got close to the topic, someone came in to examine
Maggie’s bottom — it looked like the doctor was making shadow puppets under the drape
—and she had to keep her knees askew, exposed to the application of a heat lamp.

On weekdays Sally tended her four children — the shorties, as Douglas called

them — and ran errands in the Volkswagen Bug that he’d bought for her, because he
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thought it made her look sweet and efficient. He liked organization, and efficiency, the
two things that Sally most sorely lacked. It was an impractical car for a woman with four
growing kids, she had asserted, but Douglas insisted. She also followed Douglas’s
instructions, tracking the gas that was pumped into the car and the mileage that
corresponded to it. This request, although seemingly minor, added to her stress.

One day, before an evening of sitting out with Ant and Louise, Sally thought
about making a snack, a grapefruit stuck with pineapple chunks and cherries. She wasn’t
sure. Ant was a fantastic cook. He did all of the cooking, Louise said, and Sally could
often smell sauces cooking or meat crackling, from her near-grassless front lawn.

She also was at a loss for what to wear.

Louise wore peasant style dresses, of the new wash-and-wear variety. She wore
avocado and fuchsia and cotton crepe. Stylish. Sally knew. She knew because she had
been a buyer for The Outlet Company, the biggest department store in Providence. She
knew fabrics. She still had two Chanels and a Pendleton shoved toward the back of her
closet. Suits that she had worn until she couldn’t because she was pregnant. Now, she
was as angular as a cow, with jutting bones in the shoulders and hips, but sagging all
around the soft spots. Since the children her hips had widened, and none of her nice
clothes fit.

After the kids were in bed that night, Sally and Douglas marched over with their
chairs and waited for Ant and Louise to emerge, as was their custom. The tikis torches
were staked but hadn’t been lit, and the chairs and blue ice chest were assembled. Also,

the jar, the enormous pickle jar, half filled with beer tabs. The couple opened their
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chairs, and Douglas lit the torches while Sally looked at the jar, which was sitting by
Ant’s chair. The tabs were meshed together and there were quite a few, possibly two
hundred. Sally tried to remember when they had started filling it. The previous summer,
on the night that Ant and Louise bought their hibachi. They’d had ribeyes.

Sally opened the cooler, proud and assured that she felt comfortable rifling
through her friends’ liquor, and grabbed two beers. Then they waited, sipping and
shifting, with their chairs in the traditional alignment. Sally had decided in the end to
bring Concord grapes; they were fat and fragrant, in a wicker basket that she placed on
her lap. When Ant and Louise emerged it looked like they had been tussling. Louise had
a strand of her long black hair stuck in the corer of her mouth, and Ant was flushed and
kept his hand at the small of his back. Sally drank her bitter Black Label, suddenly and
acutely aware that Ant and Louise had been having sex. She sniffed the air for
confirmation, but smelled only her grapes. They exchanged greetings and nestled into
their spots. The sun was setting and to the east there was a mackerel sky.

After a moment Louise started.

“Okay, you two. Tell us. We are going to ask you your opinions. Right Ant?”

Ant looked flustered, and waved his hand at Louise.

“Let’s see if they flip for this, okay?” Louise looked around, raising her glass.

Louise was sipping Inglenook burgundy, a wine that reminded Sally of blood.

“Spill it, Ant.”

Ant waved her away with his hand again, and picking the glass jar up, plopped it

into his lap.
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“Okay, me then.” Louise looked round and voluptuous. She was wearing another
peasant style dress, this one in flame and brown, with a smart tie up front. Sally noticed
she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples shifted and changed at the whim of the breeze;
Sally couldn’t avoid noticing them. Her own brassiere was stiff and chafed her across the
back.

“Mr. Ant Malo has decided to invade Mrs. Mahuika’s back garden.” She said it
as though he were about to rob a bank.

Sally and Douglas waited. They drew in their breaths.

“I can tell, you two have already guessed. Another gag. Well, right. Exactly.”
Louise looked around, out at the street, over their heads, while her mouth shared a private
moment with her Pall Mall.

“I prefer the term practical joke, Louise. It’s just a little — excitement. Just for
laughs. I’'m not replacing them with Whippersnapper cherries. Now, that would be cruel,
L.” Ant furrowed his brow.

“Well, now. We’ve got a captive audience so let’s just inquire. These two have
lived on the bookish diet their whole lives. Can’t hurt to ask now, can it?”

Ant looked at Louise like he was angry with her. Like she was an annoying pest.
Sally noticed this with more than a little glee.

“He is going into Mrs. Mahuika’s garden and placing tomatoes around her

plants.” She looked back and forth, kissing the butt of her cigarette in the silence.
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“Give them the context now, dear. Only fair.” Ant touched Louise’s knee for a
moment and she let out her smoke with bottom lip extended. Douglas had been right,
Sally thought. She looked like a fish, and a sad one at that.

“Okay. Mrs. Mahuika has been working in her backyard for the last month,
staking her tomato plants. She’s kept the skunks out, and she has given each of the
various breeds, Big Boys, whatever, a little stake, but,” Louise lowered her voice, “Ant is
stuffing the garden with Beefsteak tomatoes.”

“Okay, now. Here, first, she had Boosters, an early season tomato. No luck.”
Ant counted on his fingers. “Then, the Chathams. Nothing. The size of dimes. Now,
she’s waiting on the Golden Girls. Last chance, here, with the Golden Girls.”

Douglas looked reproachful and anxious. He crossed his arms.

“What gives, Ant?”

“Well, it is just a way to keep her, you know, up. She gave us a bunch of squash
flowers, for a dish I make. Right, Louise? I just want to make her to feel good for a little
while. When she wakes up, she’ll have a moment of kupua, as the Polynesians say.
Magic. It’ll make her happy. She just lost her husband. It could be her last season, for
Criminy sake.”

“Okay, Sally. Now you.” Louise was not looking; she was pouring another glass
of wine. Sally looked at Ant but stayed silent.

“Come on, Sally.” Louise sat forward and wiggled like a woman getting
comfortable on the commode. “Was it nice when Ant put the brown shoe polish on my

wood tone toilet seat, and you sat on it last summer?”
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This would have been an embarrassing incident, had it not happened after dark.
Sally had long forgotten it. And in her heart she knew the gag was meant for Doug. But
it had ruined Sally’s favorite miniskirt.

Douglas piped in with, “Not right, Ant. Not fair. Leave it alone.”

Sally looked at Louise, whose cleavage gathered in the circle of her peasant
blouse, “Well, it was all in fun. That’s finished now.” Then Sally turned to Ant. “It
sounds sweet. I can understand it.”

Sally detested those who quoted scripture as though it were absolute truth, but
Douglas was all for any behavior that embraced a passion for tradition. To keep him from
criticizing her later she added, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all
for the glory of God.”

Sally scratched along the back of her brassiere and unhooked its hinges from
outside her shirt. Then she put her hand inside the armholes, and pulled out the right loop
of her bra, and then the left. She yanked it out from under her shirt and, bending down,
folded it cup into cup and stuffed it into her pocketbook. Ant and Louise looked to each
other with surprise and cheered. Sally felt her husband’s eyes upon her. It seemed that
he was never satisfied and that realization sparked her to anger. She turned impetuously,
gawking at Douglas, boldfaced and taunting. Then she pointed her elbows to the sky and
stretched, trying to recall a summer’s night when she had felt cooler.

“Okay, good Sally. Good for you. So, he should let her think that by some magic
a few tomatoes bloomed out in the moonlight, that she has grown some big, wonderful

globes? Sally, give.” Louise said it rather commandingly.
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Sally looked to Ant as he fingered the tabs. He looked like her twins, brooding
over lost toys.

“Yes, Louise. He should fill her garden with tomatoes. He should do it like mad.”
Sally snapped her purse, angered by Louise and her breasts. Just because she had an
hourglass figure and was a natural born smoker didn’t mean that she was the absolute
queen of the universe. Of course, if she were to ask Ant, or even Doug, she suspected
their opinion would differ from hers. Sally smoothed her shirt, so that her own breasts
could take part in the dark night.

Then she stood up and flopped home.

She heard Ant behind her stirring, and then he said, “Well, that does it then. I'm
off.”

The screen door slammed like an exclamation point as Ant sought out tomatoes of
the beefsteak variety.

Louise and Doug talked into the deep night, while Sally felt the satin of her
nightgown make contact with the sheets: When he arrived home she was awakened to an
insistent contact against her bottom. Douglas was rutting against her and biting her neck.
His breath was hot and sour; she could smell it as it puffed over her shoulder. He pulled
the hair at the nape of her neck in a way that he had not done before. It hurt, so she
turned toward him. Then he yanked her nightie up and with his face close to hers, had his
way. He grunted and whispered in her ear, “Don’t take your clothes off like that again.”

A minute later he was asleep and when she went to the bathroom to wipe herself

with a tissue, she found it speckled with blood.
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In the morning, getting ready for church, they were silent. She watched Doug tilt
his chin up as he buttoned his shirt with his heavy fingers. Then he went to work on his
cuffs — she usually helped with that — and when that was completed she noticed that he
fluffed out his arms like a bird straightening his feathers. When he tied his tie he
considered his reflection in her vanity mirror and cocked his chin. The belt he slid into
the loops of his pants and then he turned with his spine arched to consider his backside.
The twins were running in the backyard, sweating on their church clothes.

She went to check Mary Catherine’s diaper, feeling a sting between her legs. Her
hair was frizzed and as she glanced in the mirror across from the crib she thought she

looked just like a clown.

The next moming she awoke to the sound of slapping. The boys were wrestling
and she broke it up by washing their faces and dréssing them. Then, while she was
pouring coffee, she noticed her wicker basket. It was out in the back yard, on top of the
cesspool cover. Inside it were four big tomatoes. She saw it in the early light, as the
steam rose out of her cup.  She put the children in front of the television set, which was
what she did when something needed doing, and she tiptoed out into the back, aware that
she was wearing only her favorite pink nightie, which was quite sheer. Today she did not
feel like finding a robe.

The tomatoes were large, glowing, perfectly ripe. Ant wasn’t gardening this
season, although he had a green thumb. She suspected the tomatoes came from

Dorrison’s Farm. But they were each without a spot or bruise. She lifted the one that



55
faced her — it fit exactly in her cupped hand. On the bottom was a piece of duct tape and
the scrap of a torn envelope. On the back, in Ant’s sprawling hand, it said: Ahmed’s
Den, 8:00 Wednesday.

Sally thought, with an angry thrill, what a nerve.

The hours until Wednesday dragged. Sally couldn’t bring herself to think about
meeting Ant, though she felt she had no choice. She couldn’t miss it. She pictured
herself telling him that she was flattered that he wanted her. Then asking, “but isn’t
Louise enough for you? She is a voluptuous woman.” Afraid to hear what Ant would
say, even in her imagination, she turned her attention back to household tasks.

She took the kids to the swimming pool up the road and then, with the late sun
streaming through the open windows, and their hair all smelling of chlorine, she went by
Dorrison’s Farm. There were no tomatoes there that looked like the ones in her basket.
The kids were fighting and screaming in the hot car, and all of them had sunburns. One
of the twins was in the front next to her, and then two in the back and the baby, just out of
her Moses Basket, hopped in the black well just above the engine. They were laughing,
howling and yelping, flicking towels from the front to back seat, until she screamed,
above the din, “If I hear another word from the four of you, I’ll knock you into next
week. Shut your little mouths, for the sweet love of Jesus!” It was quiet then — except
for the cries of the baby. Sally felt bad. She would explain to Doug that this car was
simply too small, even for such small children. They were growing all the time and she

would not be subjected to being marooned at home. They needed a station wagon.
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Later that night, when the children were asleep — Doug was out with a client — she
sat on the wet grass in the backyard, and ate the tomatoes, salted and dripping, one by
one. The stars were sharp points in the sky as some green seeds made a trail down her
blouse.

Wednesday ﬁnally came and Sally told Doug she needed to see Maggie. She had
arranged for her mother to come watch the children. It wasn’t that Douglas couldn’t do it
— he could — but not as well as her mother. Her mother was organized and smart and
always looked pretty even when she had something fierce and cruel to say about Sally’s
mothering skills, or her housekeeping, or the piles of paper that were stacked all about.
Sally left a pot roast drying on the stove, with the little potatoes that her mother loved.
She popped one into her mouth and checked the mirror, to make sure that she looked like

a woman going to visit a friend, one who’d had a baby.

She sat at the table in Ahmed’s, a Middle Eastern restaurant in downtown
Providence, ten miles from the suburb of Warwick where she and Doug lived. Hé
worked in Providence, on the northwestern side of town, by the banks and department
stores, but she was near Brown University, waiting for Ant. The place was packed with
people; the band set up. They were carrying instruments that looked foreign to her, a
little guitar that looked pregnant, a flute long enough to soothe snakes, and a series of

drums that were stretched with rawhide.
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Sally dimly recalled that there were dancers here, clubs or troupes of women who
did a dance of the seven veils. She strained her neck to look for Ant; her heart was
throbbing in her throat as she tried to swallow the tea that she had bought at the counter.
While she waited for him she milled about, clutching her tea, and looking at a case filled
with little finger cymbals called zils. Then she took a seat, nervously snapping and
unsnapping her purse. It clicked pleasantly and she shifted in the blouse that she wore
buttoned up to the neck. She had planned what she would and would not say. She would
tell Ant that if there was any question about the rent, he could ask her at home next time.
Or that she couldn’t have an affair, no matter how much she yearned and ached for him.
This she wasn’t sure she meant, but she at least wanted to see if he thought she was worth
convincing.

But then, with the lights at the counter still up, with the counter behind her still
serving coffee and tea, the guitar player spoke. He explained that he was a musician,
who had met his wife Gretchen through her dance. He advised them to sit back and listen
to the music. It was happening too fast for Sally. Where was Ant? She felt tears sting
her eyes.

She wanted to walk out, but she wouldn’t leave now. Sally was worried for Ant.
Of course she’d come to meet him, regardless of the circumstances. She couldn’t deny
him anything. He did have a restless nature; always in one fix or another, and it seemed
suddenly she didn’t really know him, but wanted to, maybe not as a man, but as a person.

She closed her eyes and let the fear of this knowledge pump through her. She listened to
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the guitar and smelled foreign spices with her eyes closed, imagining that she was
enjoying the experience just for what it was, dangerous and different.

When the first dancer came out, Sally stopped thinking of Ant. She wanted to see
what the invitation was really about. It was a code that she needed to figure out. What
message was he trying to send? There were veils, thin, sheer veils that the women
carried, and those tiny finger cymbals, zils, that she had seen in the case. There were
dancers all around, all kinds of women, tall and small, blondes, brunettes. They were
dressed in shimmering costumes. They smiled for each other. They smiled in unison as
each new dancer came out; everyone did. They were an extended family, watching,
huddling and hooting, yelling out Yah, yah, yah, yahhhhhh!! The room was intimate, but
it was anonymous too. Nobody even looked at Sally. All eyes were on the dance.

The first girl was in her early thirties, about Sally’s age, and she had a pitiable
number of stretch marks across her belly. Sally could almost feel the girl’s nervousness.
There were people in the audience watching and looking at her face as she raised the veil,
at her body as she made it shimmy. She was wearing a skirt that fell around her ankles,
and a short top with silver coins hanging down. The music started low and quiet and with
a twang it set the pace for the dancer. Sally thought about her, and the task that she had
to perform with her body; she needed to make her body rise to the wild tickle of the flute
and the patting of drums. She had to keep her face still and pretty, showing no sign of
pain or embarrassment, no hunched shoulders, and she needed her zils to clash and ting in

time with the music. And she needed to succeed at this half dressed.
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Sally felt uncomfortable looking at the woman, so for little bits she watched the
audience. There was one man in particular — behind him some passersby were peering
from the other side of the glass window — who looked foreign. The man had a pointed
beard and he looked Middle Eastern, his brows knitted and heavy in shadow. His face
seemed angry when the music started but then as the dancer shimmied he stared at her
luridly, and finally, when she neared the finish, he looked happy. Sally felt sorry for him.
He must have been homesick. Perhaps he was teaching at the university.

Sally was sure that she had figured him out and then his eyes turned and he rose
and walked to the counter. When he came into the light she realized, with some fright,
that he wasn’t foreign, that he in fact, looked like Doug. The long shadow lifted from his
face as he considered the coffee menu. His beard, no longer pointy, was full of cheer,
like the beard of Santa Claus. Then he kissed a dark haired woman who had slipped in
by his side and the two scurried to his booth. In that moment Sally realized she didn’t
know anything. She was just a little mommy, a mommy and housewife.

Everyone was watching the dancer, tables were flung back against the walls and
men were looking brazenly at the woman’s stomach, her pelvis, and her eyes, until she
shrouded herself behind the veil. When she lowered it, standing on tiptoes, she did so
with a thick smile because it was over. Sally clapped with relief. Her skin was tingling
and hot. Ant was still not there and her mouth still held the blandness of potato.

Sally looked around to see who would come to such a place. There were couples
leaning into each other, perhaps thinking of the night that stretched before them, and

there were men seated stiffly alone. There were young hippies sipping coffee, eyes red,
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no doubt, from marijuana. There were husbands and wives who let their kids twirl in the
narrow aisle around the coffee counter.

The second dancer was announced as Nora, and Sally noticed, with a little shock,
that they looked alike. They had red hair of the same type, and color, and length, and
they both bore the Irish stamp of freckles. The woman walked through the crowds and as
she did, two little girls, who looked strangely like nieces of Sally’s, clung briefly to her
skirts. They could have been twins to Sally’s own children, had she married another man,
a blond or a redhead. But Douglas had dark hair, and so did her children.

When Nora danced she stared boldly at the audience, daring them to look away.
She moved in a jerking way, less fluid than the last dancer, but more controlled. She
played her zils until the audience followed her beat, clapping softly, while she considered
her shimmy.

The band was playing, and Nora was moving with them, but controlling them,
especially the guitar player. Nora set the rhythm for him so that he needed to match her
turning and grinding. He needed to match her beat. The pauses were best — she made
them pause with the way she turned her hips — and she smiled and hit the zils, quieting
the crowd, slowing the song. The guitar player crooned, and while his guitar could not
set the pace without destroying the melody of the piece, his voice rose to meet the
dancer’s beat.

When Sally tried to make out the words it sounded like, “Cousin from the grave,
twinnn, twinnn, twinnn. Twang.” She knew that wasn’t right, and she followed her

instinct; she stopped listening for meaning. Then what she heard was some foreign
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tongue, Arabic or Farsi, ancient. When the guitar man sang he seemed to command:
shimmy, shimmy, shimmy. Turn, turn. Ya, ya, ya, ya, ya. Shimmy, shimmy, turn. Shake,
shake, shake. Nora moved first once, as though she would comply. Then she shook,
away from his song, breaking stride anew, and she didn’t do what he asked. What she
did instead was float toward the drummer, curving her hips to the right and the left,
rolling her pelvis and clasping her zils between hot fingers until she moved into a frenetic
shake and shake.

He played to her movements, on his drums, matching the furious clanging of her
zils, until finally he moved — with his drum strapped to him — off stage. He moved to her
place on the floor, to the place where she rolled her stomach and covered herself with her
veil. When she felt his heavy approach, she tossed it aside. Nora made the belt of coins
that sat around her waist jingle and jangle, and she hit the zils one last time, commanding
one clap, forcing the crowd and dancers and musicians into the same steady beat, until
finally they clapped their hands harder and louder, singing their song, her finger cymbals
guiding imploringly, while the drummer continued pounding his drum, heavy and hard.
Nora faced him slowly; approaching with a sway and a swagger and a jerk she seized the
drum by its barrel. She plucked the sheer veil from the floor. Curling behind its
sheerness, she rapped it around her head, slithered out of it like a cobra, rolling her
stomach, moving her breasts and pelvis closer and closer to him — until finally that large
instrument was the only thing that kept the dancer and drumming man apart, and then —

only then — she slowed her gyrations, allowing him to pound at will.
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She thrust her hips with him, forgetting the veil. It floated to the floor, wet with
the salt and sweat of her body. The room was hushed, the band and crowd silent. The
dance was done. Sally knew then that Ant was not there, that some insulting trick had
been played upon her. She left the restaurant abruptly, legs quaking, face flushed.

When she opened her car door she saw it, over the steering wheel, a thin pink veil.
It was exactly the color of her favorite nightie.

Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt a zap of shock. The smell of the night
city was in her nose, mixed with spice and fruit, sumac and curry and pomegranate. Her
car’s little dome light was not playing tricks. She took out the veil, cool and delicate as
an Easter lily, and headed toward the streetlight. Holding the veil over her head she saw
that it was the exact pink she’d imagined. She shut her eyes; a breeze was rising from the
Providence River.

Sally unbuttoned the top button of her blouse, and then she put the veil over her
face. It felt smooth and smelled of braised meat. Sally returned to her car through the
glow of pink light.

She put the veil in her lap and drove to the other end of the lot, toward the alley.
There she sat, heart pounding. At first she was afraid, because how could Ant have
known that this was the color of her nightie if he hadn’t been watching, spying from his
window? Or even! Through a pair of binoculars. It was frightening to imagine, yet a
warm glow spread through Sally, making her heart contract violently, while a slow
throbbing grew and extended and radiated toward her knees where it pulled the tendons

of her calves with yearning.
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She tied the veil under her chin and then she waited for him. After a while she
started rubbing the veil between her fingers while squirming miserably in her bucket seat.
She finally started the motor. She’d been sitting with the windows up and the doors
locked — she was in the city after all — and she was covered in sweat.

Surely by now Doug would’ve sent her mother home and fallen asleep. She drove
slowly, letting her foot come lightly off the clutch as she shifted. The vibration of the car
— it seemed tonight to be purring — excited her further. She was still not ready to go back
to the smell of Play Doh and she needed to think. She drove by her favorite houses in
Providence, the ones on Benefit Street. They were in the process of being restored by the
preservation society. They were quite old and beautiful. When she drove up Congdon
Street, by Prospect Park, she slowed to watch the college students necking by the statue
of Roger Williams.

The pink veil was on her lap and when she hit the long stretch of Narragansett
Boulevard, the part with a view of the bay, she had a thought. One day she had been
trying to show off for Louise. She had told her that Douglas loved fuchsia and that he
was forever buying her pink nighties. She stopped the car by the side of the road, and
staring out into darkness, realized with a start that Louise might’ve orchestrated her
evening at Ahmed’s. Maybe she had been in on it, or had an opinion on the joke. She
seemed to have an opinion about everything. What had she done? Sally felt a sting of
panic and humiliation. What did she know about her tenants really? Now they had

something to hold over her.
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She hoped that when she got home she’d see some sign at the Malo’s that would
calm her, but when she glided into the drive their house was dark. Still, she wore the veil
like Jackie O., walking into the house with her head back. She was still excited, and had
the acute feeling that she was being watched.

Inside, Douglas was indeed snoring on the couch, and the children were tucked in.
Sally closed the door of her room, feeling a restlessness that would not easily be quelled.
She went to her closet, and turning on the light inside, took off her clothes and slipped
them neatly on hangers. The veil she slipped from her head, and tied around her neck.
With the closet light still on and the shades up she slipped the pink nightie on and leaped
on her bed. The Malo house mirrored her own. The lights there were still off. She
propped the pillows up behind her back, took the veil from her neck and spread it over
her legs.

Sally felt like she had with Harold, that day on her mother’s porch. She knew that
she should lower the blinds, but if Louise had in fact played a part in the evening, she
wanted to impress her somehow. Louise, for all her worldliness, could still be shocked.
And if she hadn’t played a part, if she was sleeping in her bed, while Ant watched with a
set of binoculars, all the better. She had been issued some sort of challenge. This much
was clear.

She started by rubbing the veil over her legs, enjoying the gossamer against her
skin. Earlier she had shaved her legs with a straight blade, and applied baby oil to them.
This was a rare luxury — she had been lucky that the children had all napped at the same

time. She felt a chill from the fabric’s contact. She heard a strangled snore come from
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the couch and a restless turning that made the tuxury of careful consideration less
optional. Sally got to her feet and turned the lock on the doorknob, still clutching the
veil. Then, in one moment’s time she decided what she would do. She shut the closet
door almost completely, so that only a dim light filled her room and then she stood in
front of the window. There she stripped off her nightie and stood wearing pink satin
panties, holding the veil.

The neighborhood was dark and because she couldn’t see movement anywhere,
she was at ease. Sally took the veil and approached the window, then began rubbing it
between her legs, each hand gripping one end and moving it, as though she were shining
a precious jewel. While doing this she started to slowly tilt her pelvis and rock her hips.
Her breath came faster and she tossed her head back. She put one foot up on the radiator
that was under the window, and moaning came in a moment, so violently that it left her
seeing stars. She was at once euphoric and stupefied to find that this elusive thing could
be so easily mastered.

She repeated this process, staring out at Ant’s house, this time with the closet light
off. Then she slid onto the cool sheets and drifted along with the echo of Douglas’s horsy
snores.

The next moming she took the veil and slipped it into her husband’s briefcase,
feeling a mirth she’d not known before in married life. She did not know at the time that
Doug would find it, notice that it was soiled, and simply throw it into the hamper when
he returned home. But that is what he did, assuming that one of the kids had stuffed it in

his bag for fun.
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That weekend Sally sensed summer dying on the vine. Soon the sugar maple in
her back yard would droop with red leaves and after that the frost would overpower them.
On the day of the first frost she would tug down a leaf and hold it in her palm. She would
search for it in the frost — winter — and would find it in the superimposed image of a
snowflake. She always waited for that imagé, taking solace in change. Season to season,
it strung her years together.

In the neighborhood Mrs. Mahuika bragged about her Golden Girls and Ant
worked on another practical joke, one that he described to Sally and Douglas, on one of
their last nights out. He was waiting on his lawn, in the gloaming, as the sun limped
toward the horizon. The blue chest was conspicuous in its absence, and the tikis burned.
Sally and Doug settled their chairs. When that was through Sally asked her husband to
switch spots.

Doug, never liking change, was sharp in his reply, “This is my spot, for the love
of all that’s good and holy. I work hard all week and I ain’t movin’. Roma locuta causa
finita est.”’

Sally stood by Douglas’ chair, hating to be mocked, and hating how he mocked
the authority of that which he held in highest regard — Rome. It was hypocritical coming
from Mr. Tradition, and a sacrilege. Sally pulled her chair squarely away, placing it
between Ant and Doug’s, but considerably closer to Ant’s.

“He’s always saying that. Rome has spoken; the case is closed. I am sick of

being the one with an eye to the house, Ant. You can understand that, can’t you?”
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Ant sprang up in his seat nodding. Louise hadn’t emerged, though they heard the
roar of a blender.

“How about frozen drinks tonight? Picked up some rum from a guy I had to see.
How ‘bout it?”

Sally and Doug never brought liquor, never even offered, so to Sally the answer
was obvious. She glanced at Ant, feeling a brazen thrill — she was sweating though the
night was cool — and she let the thumping of her heart rush through her, a happy drug. It
was the only option she had, because if she didn’t act completely matter-of-fact, she
knew she’d lose control, that she’d run screaming back home.

“But Ant,” Douglas said, tilting his head like he did when he was upset, “where is
the blue chest and the tabs? These old dogs are barking and I was hoping for a place to
put them up.”

“The jar is full and the tabs’ll go to their rightful place. On that matter that’s all
I’ll say. And the chest I gave to a guy down on his luck, downtown, Wednesday night.”

Sally cleared her throat with a leap of fear. She had been waiting for the evening
on the lawn, even if the three had had some sort of creepy vicarious intimate experience.
She probably hadn’t had an audience, she decided, and if she had, so what? Who could
they tell? Surely not Doug. Ant wouldn’t hurt him that way; he was not cruel. In her
pocketbook she held a pair of zils that she’d purchased at a music store. She had wanted

to pop them into the cooler. Now, she didn’t know what to would do with them.



68

Louise was sun-kissed and grand, emerging with a tray of Trade wind cocktails.
They were cold on Sally’s tongue, too sweet. She’d have preferred the beer but she tried
to drink them with abandon.

Ant started up. Doug and Sally settled quickly, listening intently.

“So you know Mookie the Pollack got himself a new car?”

Sally had seen it, a blue Impala that he boasted about all over town, and polished,
and drove up and down the street .

“Well, he’s been a bother down at the hall, griping about every little thing. He
doesn’t want to abide by the call list, thinks there is some sort of conspiracy giving him
the bad breaks.”

“Okay, so Mookie’s Roman Catholic. No offense, we’re Protestant now, and we
orange and green agree on most things.” And here Ant rolled his eyes sarcastically.

“We were married Catholic, but converted after Vatican I1.” He touched Louise’s
knee like she was a sweet package that somebody had left on his doorstep.

“Okay, so Mookie the Pollack is the kind of guy who doesn’t think much.” Ant
took the pitcher of drinks and offered to refill Sally’s glass, but with the flick of her hand
she refused him.

“Now, no offense getting into the business of the Catholic family, but he’s
constantly got his panties in a knot because he’s got, like, what Louise?”” He massaged
Louise’s leg, “Ten? Yeah. Ten kids. And the guy is only thirty-three.” He looked

around, raising his hands, like the rest of the story would tell itself.
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Doug sat forward, looking earnest. And then he looked over at Sally, “So, are
you saying he’s miserable because he followed the Humanae Vitae? That he has some
stress about providing for his family? Or that he’s stupid because he’s a Catholic, or a
Pollack?”

“I’'m just saying, it’s no good. Ten kids. I don’t come from a large family. But
Louise does and her mother was dead at forty-eight. It’s not healthy in this day, with the
Pill and every other, excuse me Sally.” Ant’s face was red in the light of the tiki.

“He can barely keep track of them. They’re always in my yard, bare-assed, and the
wife’s so busy she doesn’t even notice. Then he yells at her. Maybe she’s got something
better to do. That’s all.” Ant squirmed.

The foursome was quiet. Then Sally, looking at Doug, spoke up.

“That might be true, might be right, Ant. Maybe she does have another thing in
mind.” Here, she turned, looking up from under her lashes at Ant, her face burning. He
did not give her a sign.

Doug crossed his legs.

“Thanks, Sal. Anyway, the guy thinks he can control everything, the way the bid
list works, the gas in his car. He was telling me he even tracks the mileage in the Impala.
He’s wound too tight. I could give you a long story; take my word. No telling tales, but
he’s overstepping.”

Louise looked proudly at Ant. “So Ant’s been messing him.”

Doug stiffened. “How?”
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“Well, I wait until after dark and get down under his tank and add gas or subtract
it. Depending.”

“How’s that?”

“Sometimes I siphon a couple gallons, other days I top it off.”

They shook their heads. After a silence Doug said, “Ant, you’re unbelievable.
But we put up with you because we are all in love with a good story, and when you can
finish one, you give yourself up to imagination. We hold that in our highest esteem.
Yeats would say that you can make something from the most ordinary of circumstances.
It’s your Irish parts talking.”

“I’m not creating anything. It’s already there. I just want to show Mookie that you
can’t control every blessed thing.”

Doug said, “Okay, now, Ant. I can see that. You might just do some good, get
him to lighten up.” Sally sipped her cocktail reminding herself that she had first loved
Yeats, though Doug could always quote him verbatim.

“Just Doug, do me one favor. If you see him, ask about the mileage.”

After a moment Doug said, “For you Ant, I will.” Sally couldn’t see Ant’s face.
The tiki blew wildly in the wind.

That night secrets were whispered — a rough estimate of the number of tomatoes
that had been placed in Mrs. Mahuika’s garden — an account of her story of their miracle.
They conspired, deciding to upgrade the gasoline that Ant added to Mookie the Pollack’s

tank. Next, they’d try the new high test.
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As the stories died Louise made a business of announcing a surprise for Sally, and
then stubbing out her Pall Mall fiercely, went into the house. Sally sat with the men, her
eyes bugging slightly from fear and guilt. When Louise emerged it was with a zippered
bag on a hanger. They were all silent, and in the torch glow they were long of tooth, their
noses hooked, their eyebrows bushier. Louise unzipped the bag slowly, letting the teeth
open. When the cover came off Sally heard a jingle.

Inside was a vest made entirely of beer tabs bent together, tab into circle, circle
into tab. It looked like the vests that some of the dancers had worn at Ahmed’s. Sally
felt it with a trembling hand, avoiding the gaze of her husband and friends.

She smiled and touched the glow, whispering, “You made it from our tabs.” Sally
didn’t know where to look. She certainly wasn’t going to look at her husband. She
stared at her toes as a production was made of trying on the vest. When Sally looked up
and smiled, Ant and Louise burst forth with an eruption of cheers and then hugs. Louise
returned the vest to its bag and Sally walked it home, putting it in her closet.

Once that was done she sat in the dafkness of her room listening for the buzz of
her children. All felt quiet. She checked them, feeling their warmth against her cheeks.

Then she returned to the bedroom and stood before the open window, looking at
her husband and neighbors. She stood waiting to see if Ant or Louise would look. She
turned the closet light on, hoping for something. If they looked over she’d take it as a
sign that they’d seen. But neither neighbor even glanced her way. Sally sighed, then

sauntered across the street to brave more drinks and stories. But when she arrived the
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laughter was subdued and because of the chill that grew in the air the couples went in

early.

Later that night Sally excused herself while Doug settled on the couch, waiting for
the television to warm up. She ran to her room where she took the veil out and stripped
down to nothing but panties, and then, with the challenge of taking matters in hand
burning, put on the vest. All of this she did with her shades up and the light on. Then she
walked lightly into the parlor and climbed onto Doug, who was watching I Love Lucy.
Doug was vulnerable, slow in his movements, slow from the drink. Sally felt giddy as
she closed her eyes and did an ancient lap dance on her husband. She moved her hips
teasingly for a while, until she settled herself on him and began to squirm.

She wrapped her arms around Doug’s neck, moving her fi