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  Introduction


  In 1990, a few weeks before the original publication of this book, I had lunch with a writer friend in New York City. I was thirty-one and anxious, having never published a book before. She was a much-published author close to twice my age. Since she had spoken candidly to me about struggles in her personal life, I allowed myself to reveal my feelings. She offered insights for me to hold on to over the emotionally bumpy ride ahead, but the one that has stayed with me was the one she uttered as we parted. “There is nothing like your first book,” she said, shaking her head with knowing wistfulness. “It is like a first boyfriend. You love it as fiercely and completely as a young girl in love for the first time. Eventually you’ll love again, but no other book will feel the same.”


  I walked off in a daze. I was entirely aware that Little Nightmares, Little Dreams marked the first time I had held in my own hands an elegant hardback with my name on the cover. I had even begun work on the next writing project, which would end up becoming my first novel, The Magic Touch. Yet somehow, I hadn’t thought of Little Nightmares, Little Dreams as my first book.


  I thought of it as my only book. A hard-won culmination of decades of work, starting when I was seven and decided to become a writer; proceeding through the short stories, novellas, poetry, and plays I wrote for the next ten years; stalling when college brought a writer’s block; and resuming with discipline and enthusiasm in my mid-twenties. From then on, I had worked on the stories that became this book, writing longhand drafts in libraries, typing them up at home, enduring bouts of insecurity, studying the craft, and finally gaining some degree of confidence.


  Aside from Little Nightmares, Little Dreams being the summit of a lifetime of writing, its route to publication felt like something of a miracle. I began the oldest of these stories as I was applying to graduate school for a Masters of Fine Arts. In 1986, when I was twenty-seven, I entered the two-year program at Sarah Lawrence College, setting a goal for myself of completing a collection of stories by the time I graduated. I was prolific enough that after the first year I started submitting stories to literary magazines, telling myself to be patient and persistent. I never let a rejected story sit on my desk for more than a day before sending it out again, thereby leading to almost daily hellos with the woman who worked at the post office.


  Early on, my efforts were rewarded, with a few stories finding homes in quarterly periodicals. (One was also accepted for a format that, in 1987, seemed impossibly obscure, an “online” version of the magazine. I was certain no one would ever read it.) But this quick luck was followed by a stretch when all I heard was no. The one exception was a prestigious magazine that held on to a story for over half a year, raising my hopes, until a chagrined editor admitted they’d lost it behind a desk. Now they would read it again, she assured me — only to reject it after all.


  In my final semester of graduate school the night I learned that frustrating news, I shared my sense of discouragement with a fellow graduate student. She responded that there might be a more promising approach than mailing stories to editors who didn’t know me: I could attend writer’s conferences, where I’d stand a chance of meeting editors who might then be more receptive to my work. The idea was appealing, I told her, though impractical. I was living on a tight budget, with no extra funds for registration fees, airfare, or hotel bills. My helpful classmate then mentioned one particular conference. Called Writers At Work and held in Park City, Utah, it featured sessions with major authors, editors, and even agents. Writers At Work also sponsored a short story contest where the winner would receive a financial prize generous enough to cover all expenses related to attending. I figured it was worth a look.


  It turned out that the judge for the contest was Richard Ford, a writer whose work I knew and loved. The next day, I selected my most Richard Ford-y story, “Skirts,” and sent it off to the contest. Two months later, I received a letter back: out of six hundred entries, Richard Ford had selected mine.


  I immediately recognized that the significance of winning this contest was far greater than I’d hoped for. I had, after all, met my goal of producing a collection of stories during my two years in graduate school. In three weeks I would be turning those stories in to my advisors as my thesis — and two months later I would be attending Writers At Work, where a spotlight would shine on me as the winner of the contest. If I could, by then, revise my work so it reached a higher, indeed, professional, level, I might actually stand a chance of getting prominent people in publishing to read my whole book. And these weren’t only editors from magazines, but ones from publishing houses like Norton and Graywolf and Houghton Mifflin. There were respected agents, too, and authors who were household names in the literary world. I understood that I was suddenly standing at the door of opportunity, and it had blown wide open.


  For the next two and a half months I worked sixteen hours a day to polish my stories. On the occasions when I took breaks, it was to familiarize myself with the work of everyone I was likely to meet. The day before my flight to Utah, I titled the collection Little Nightmares, Little Dreams, made ten copies, and stuffed them in my suitcase. Then I boarded a plane, and, having never been west of Buffalo, flew in something of a trance across the country.


  At the conference, possessed by an unfamiliar courage, I simply walked up to the many publishing professionals in attendance. As soon as I introduced myself as the person who’d won the short story contest, I would receive a hearty handshake followed by an invitation for lunch, a drink, dinner, a chat on the chairs over there. Needless to say, I followed up on every invitation. When the conversation drifted around to the question of whether I was working on a manuscript, I was able to say yes, and that I could, if desired, put it in their hands right away. Several people took me up on this. Others gave me their business card and asked me to send the manuscript as soon as we got home. I did — and six weeks later, the editor from Houghton Mifflin called, and made an offer on my book.


  So I sold my first book without the long slog toward publication that young writers never cease hearing about. Moreover, I had no agent, and only a few of my stories had appeared in magazines. (I soon acquired an agent, and within months I’d placed many more stories.) Working with my editor, I spent the next year fine-tuning the stories, and another year after that watching for the first time as the lengthy production process — copy editing, cover design, jacket copy, PR questionnaire, page proofs, proofreading, pursuit of blurbs, mailings to book reviewers, etc. — ran its course. It was at this moment, after the production was completed but just before the book appeared on the shelves, when I had my visit with my writing friend.


  For a few days I dismissed her analogy about first loves. But as publication day neared, her words rang increasingly true. I had written the stories that became Little Nightmares, Little Dreams with a passion akin to what I’d felt for my first love. I’d also written in a variety of voices and styles and tones, ranging from realistic to magical to surreal, innocent to humorous to sensual, romantic to nostalgic to dark, while portraying female characters of widely divergent ages and ethnicities who were, for the most part, pursuing emotional intimacy — much as I had spent my first romance wondering just who I was while longing for moments of genuine connection. In addition, during the four years I’d taken to produce the stories, I’d submerged myself so thoroughly, it never crossed my mind that my work would, at some point, come to an end. Now, like the forever love that turns out to be but a first, it had.


  By all but one measure, Little Nightmares, Little Dreams was a success. It was widely reviewed and well-received. Several of the stories won awards and earned me writing fellowships; the title story was adopted for National Public Radio’s “Selected Shorts” and the Lifetime Channel’s program “The Hidden Room”; the story, “Paint,” was adapted by the Arden Theatre Company in Philadelphia. The book’s publication date also coincided with the Philadelphia grand opening of Borders, the first in that chain to appear on the East Coast, and I was asked to be their inaugural reader. To heighten the festive mood, I wore the most splendid gown I could find, which turned out to be a secondhand wedding dress, with a veil loaned to me by a friend. I added the accessory of a bouquet of pens and pencils.


  But sales, though brisk at first, dwindled. My writer friend had warned me of this possibility, noting the challenges faced by most books in the marketplace, and especially books by unknown authors. I had hoped, perhaps even assumed, I’d be spared this heartbreaking turn of events. Hadn’t the almost charmed path my work took to publication amounted to something of an omen? Apparently not: a year and a half after it landed in stores, Little Nightmares, Little Dreams went out of print.


  This was a crushing blow, and I struggled for a time with feelings of failure, shame, and lack of confidence. I will not dwell on that time now, though I did later address these and other emotions related to the writing life in my third book, The Writer’s Survival Guide. Rather, I will say that, in time, I picked myself up, dusted myself off, returned to my work on The Magic Touch — and my disappointment faded. I went on to write many other books, and although none ever did feel the same as the first, the delight I took in producing them was, if less innocent, just as comprehensive and certainly more grounded. By 2002, when I published my first bona fide success, the bestseller Riding the Bus with My Sister, I rarely thought about Little Nightmares, Little Dreams.


  Neither did readers coming new to my work. Almost universally, they presumed my career had begun with Riding the Bus with My Sister. If I offered a gentle correction, noting it was not my first but fourth book, they would sometimes ask how they could read my earlier work. As it turned out, the two books that followed Little Nightmares, Little Dreams had also suffered the same out-of-print fate, as, I’d learned, do the vast majority of books. For the longest time I had no choice except to advise them to hunt for copies in libraries or used book stores. Occasionally a determined fan would do so. But like the golden days of a long-ago summer, Little Nightmares, Little Dreams receded ever further away.


  Then in 2014 came a sudden revival of interest. The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, an anthology that had published the title story in the early 1990s, tracked me down, asking for permission to include the piece in a new digitized edition. By amazing coincidence, the executive producer of chillingtalesfordarknights.com a website that produces audio recordings of horror stories, came across a library copy of that same anthology and asked to post an audio rendition of the title story for an MP3 download and YouTube video.


  Maybe it was time to get Little Nightmares, Little Dreams out into the world again — only now into the digital world. No longer must out-of-print mean dead and gone. E-books can have a long life indeed.


  They can also include new material. For a few years after Little Nightmares, Little Dreams was on bookstore shelves, I continued to write short stories. With all the moving I did for the next decade, some of these stories failed to survive. I have, however, been able to find four, which I’ve inserted throughout this e-book.


  Three of these new pieces were partially influenced by childhood memories: “The Bells of God,” “The Good Lie,” and “The Speed of Love.” In this way, they fit in well with several of the original stories, such as “Breath of This Night,” “The Long Sadness of No,” “Magnet Hill,” and “The Secret Lives of My Toys.” Most of these stories, new and old, happen to be among the shortest in this book. I’ll leave it to psychologists to theorize on why that is so.


  The other new story, “Better Than A Box of Dreams” also fits well with the title story, “Little Nightmares, Little Dreams.” Both are what I call magical love stories. Both also feature elderly couples who venture beyond the boundaries of love when they enter the world of dreams. And, as “Little Nightmares, Little Dreams” has been adapted for radio, television, and now MP3 and YouTube, so has “Better Than A Box of Dreams” been adapted for the stage, at the InterAct Theatre Company in Philadelphia.


  Other stories can also be clustered by their similarities. “Skirts,” “Paint,” and “Trains” are atmospheric tales that focus on troubled adolescent girls who turn to sexual behavior in an effort to find emotional connection. (You can skip the psychology here; these stories were sparked by my attempts to understand the habits of girls I knew in high school.) Calamitously difficult mothers and grandmothers populate the surreal black comedies of “The Greatest Mystery of Them All,” “Grandma Death,” and “Since Nanna Came To Stay.” Providing a counterbalance to that grimmer look at maternal love are the poignant, tonally realistic short-shorts about young mothers enjoying joyful moments with their trio of daughters, “Breath of This Night” and “Launching The Echo.”


  Readers of my later, disability-oriented books, Riding the Bus with My Sister and The Story of Beautiful Girl, will probably be particularly interested in “Twins” and “The Good Lie.” The former story was inspired by my sister Beth telling me about a pair of conjoined twins she met in a sheltered workshop; the latter comes from a message-in-a-bottle adventure we shared with our siblings during our childhood. The conflicts that can arise over family caregiving in general form the central issue of the short-short “Hearts.”


  Long a reader of fairy tales, I just had to have stories about young girls who are haughty and clever — respectively, “Magnet Hill” and “Afterglow.” Though it moves backward in time, the story “Sheets” is about a fairy godmother, and how she became who she is.


  Do I still agree with my friend’s musings about first books and first love? I suppose I do, but, having read through these stories almost a quarter of a century after I first committed them to the page, I have found her words taking on an additional meaning. When I met up with my first boyfriend years after we parted ways, I was startled to discover, along with the many fine qualities I remembered, less pleasing traits I’d once overlooked, such as things he did and said that were no longer in keeping with the person I’d become. The same happened as I reread this book. Here and there, a character will express an attitude about others or herself that I now find limiting and antiquated. I have also ceased gravitating toward characters with overt sexualities. And, while darker perspectives still run through my work, they no longer cast the spell on me that they did at times in my youth.


  Far and away, however, the writer I was then remains the writer I am today. Little Nightmares, Little Dreams continues to have a special glow for me.


  My hope is that, as readers proceed into this book, they appreciate it for what it is while keeping in mind that I have continued to progress along the writing trail. I also hope readers unfamiliar with this book will find much that enchants, and readers revisiting these pages will savor each story anew.


  Rachel Simon


  July 2014


  www.rachelsimon.com


  Little Nightmares, Little Dreams


  And now, he wants us to share our dreams. Not just talk about them in the morning over coffee, like we usually do. He means we should dream them together, at the same time. Try doing it this very afternoon.


  I say to him, “Fabian, isn’t it enough we’ve been married fifty-three years, that we’ve known no one in a biblical way but each other, and we’ve always made a point of having a real conversation every night in bed? That sounds about as close as any two people can get. This doctor you’ve been seeing — did he put something funny into one of those pills?”


  “No,” Fabian says, and he lowers his teacup to the saucer. He’s used saucers since the day we were married. I like how he respects the furniture, even now that he’s retired, sitting around eating cream cheese sandwiches and listening to talk shows on the radio. He never leaves a ring on the wood. Not even after he’s bought a can of soda on the way back from the doctor, and when he makes it up the front steps all he can do is fall into the nearest chair. Even then, he remembers to use a coaster.


  He says, “Elsie, maybe there are ways to get even closer. Wouldn’t that be something — dreaming together?”


  “Yeah, it’d be something.”


  “And I think I know how we can manage it. I’ve been doing some reading. Seems like it might just be a matter of physical position and will.” I look at him, smile, and shake my head. “Come on, Elsie. It’ll be easy. It’ll be worth it.”


  This is what he said about all his get-closer ideas, and he’s been pushing them since the night he carried me over the threshold. First it was doing the marital act with the lights on. This was not too hard for me, as I was young and curious about the curves and angles of the human body which I’d never been privileged to see before. Then, it was using the commode with the door open. I resisted this till I started shuffling diapers like stacks of soiled playing cards. After that, who can be modest? It’s no longer a secret what happens at the far end of our intestines. And, of course, those talks at night. His idea. And a good one too, I came to see. Those talks kept us linked all through the problems of loud music and sibling wars and dreary wedding ceremonies and two-home grandchildren.


  I used to wonder why it mattered so much to him to be close. This was not what people I knew expected out of marriage. He couldn’t have gotten the idea from the relatives who raised him. They were private people. They were good people — if a few too many in number. Once we took a vacation and drove by all his old homes; our route looked like we’d dropped a handful of lentils on the map of the United States, and they’d scattered to every corner.


  His only buddies — besides me, that is — have been my girlfriends’ husbands. Married couples would come to our house and split apart the moment they stepped inside, the wives drawing me away to the kitchen so we could talk about our marriages and children, the husbands urging Fabian to come out front and see the new car, or play a few rounds of gin rummy. Now, the few friends who visit come alone; they’ve all become widows. Fabian, for the last few years, took classes at the community center downtown. Legends of Imaginary Animals, Extraterrestrial Influence in Human History. I’d ask him, “Did you meet anyone?” He’d shrug, “Yes, but they’re too busy. Everyone’s too busy.” Recently he stopped going, saying the doctor visits take enough out of him as it is. Now all he does is sit in the house or backyard, reading and listening to the radio. With such a life, I’d be lonely. But he says he doesn’t need anyone except me.


  The closeness Fabian and I have had, it’s satisfied us both. Till the last few months, that is. Suddenly, get-close ideas are all he thinks about. Why, just a few weeks ago he set up two checkerboards, one in my sewing room upstairs, the other in his toolshed out back. My set had the red pieces, his the black. He said, “You move one man every other night, I go on the nights in between.” “How will I know where your men are?” I asked. “Marriage ESP,” he said.


  Now, sitting beside me in the kitchen, he says, “So I found this dream book at that flea market where I got those embroidered handkerchiefs you like so much. And this book, it says there are ways to dream together.”


  “You know, you’ve also read books that said the sun was going to blink off at six A.M. Christmas Day three years ago. And then there was that whole Inca power series you thought was so good.”


  “I know, I know. But those books, they didn’t give me any ideas on how we can make our lives better. They were just interesting to think about.”


  “They were.” This I had to admit.


  Fabian says, “Let me show you the book. Then you can decide.” He gets up and shuffles across the linoleum to the living room. The sun’s coming through the window, lighting up his hair like a crown.


  Fabian’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. Though to be truthful, since I got to be able to tell time by the different ways my limbs creak during the day, I have been noticing younger men. There’s one that lives across the street, divorced, women in and out of there every few days like he keeps trying them on but can’t find the one that suits him. He’s good-looking, this man; I almost want to put on rouge when I take out the garbage.


  Still, other men, though I think about them, they’re nothing to me. It’s been so long since Fabian and I walked up the aisle. Then and now, we keep each other from falling. That’s what those talks before bed are about. Holding out our arms as we stumble through life together, working each other loose if one of us gets stuck in some bad situation.


  He comes back into the kitchen, lays the book on the table. It’s dusty, smells like a basement, has mold crawling across the cover. The Greatest Intimacy. I have to put on my glasses; the words are hard to read, all squiggly like dripping batter. Like those posters Peggy used to pin to her wall back when she kept skipping school and staying in her room all day, smoking what kids did then, we later found out.


  “Looks like one of those Leary treatises,” I say.


  “Don’t knock it, Elsie,” he says. “Not everyone back then was a — what did James used to call them?”


  “Airhead.”


  “Yeah. Give it a chance, don’t fight this like you did some of my other ideas.”


  The book crackles as I open it. Fabian lowers himself slowly into the chair. “I picked this up because of that talk we had a few nights ago, remember? That talk where you said — how’d you put it? — that we could lay the maze of our minds on top of each other and they’d lock together just about perfectly.”


  He was right, I’d said that. Me and my mouth. I say things that sound grand, and I don’t mean them fully. See, he’d been talking about entering us in this Couple of the Year contest the local park’s planning to hold in a few weeks. Couples will sit under a tent and get asked questions to see how well they know each other. Like some game on TV, I’m told, though we don’t watch TV. Anyway, I said then that we were a shoo-in if we entered. Being married so long, we don’t even need to talk, when it comes to things like what’s for dinner and what our bodies are feeling and what mood we’re in. The kinds of questions I expect they’d ask in that contest. Skin questions, as Peggy called them when she was on her anti-superficiality kick. Nothing that shows you really know someone, know the parts of him he can’t put into words himself. Maybe even know something before he does.


  Truth is, though I admire Fabian’s get-close ideas, I’m of the opinion — and I do tell him this from time to time, but he likes to forget — that you have to have some private place inside you. Not for secrets, necessarily, though that’s nice too. But for a feeling of yourself and what it means to be alone, on two legs instead of four. Because I’m no fool, I know it’s all good now, but the time will come when one of us will be gone. Then where will the survivor be, if our I’s have always been we’s? I’ll tell you, this is my little nightmare.


  But I said what I said, and in marriage the words you speak to your mate are never forgotten. “So you really want to do this. But I still don’t even know if we’re playing the same game of checkers.”


  “We’ll look at each other’s boards tomorrow, OK? And as for this dreaming stuff— it’ll be fun. At the very least, we’ll have a nice afternoon together in bed. And it’s been a while since we’ve taken naps together, hasn’t it?”


  I think for a second. “Only about forty-five years.”


  “So we’re long overdue.”


  “Well, what makes it happen? Some weird contraption? Hypnosis?”


  “Says here” — and he flips through the book — “that all you have to do is lie on your backs with the arms that meet in the middle hooked together and the arms on the sides propped up on pillows. Says doing it in daylight is good too, because the sleep levels don’t drop as low, so it’s more likely you can dream.”


  “Sounds a little too easy.”


  “Humor me.”


  “First, tell me this: Do you make up a dream together? Or does one of you start and then the other joins in?”


  “It didn’t go into that,” he says, pushing his bifocals up on his nose and turning to the dog-eared pages. Then he looks at me. “Does it matter?”


  Well, actually it might. For the past few weeks, Fabian’s felt tired all day long. He keeps calling the doctor, who tells him to come by for more tests. They’ve tried five different kinds of medicine so far. I offer to go with him, but he’s got too much pride to let me come along, and I don’t push the issue. So, when he leaves, I lie on the beach chair on the front porch and wait for him to return. And this is why dreaming together might matter: once, while I was on that chair, I took a little nap, and dreamt about the man across the street. I’m almost embarrassed to admit it — in the dream the man took me into his house and, well, I actually felt a little guilty when I woke up. But now, sitting here across the table from Fabian, thinking about that dream, I realize: once the clothes came off, I was no longer with the man across the street; I was with my husband. “No, it doesn’t matter,” I say.


  I peer at him, with his white hair and white eyebrows, his brown eyes the color of coffee. Except for this dream with the man across the street, I don’t do anything without Fabian at my side in my dreams. He’s like the smell of my own body, the way my hair feels on my neck — something I don’t think about, he’s so much a part of me. And it’s nice, because when my dreams fade into waking, he’s next to me still.


  Sometimes I forget what Fabian looks like. I forget I’m there too; I can just feel us together. This is the opposite of how it was when we first met, my eyes following his lips as he spoke to me, following the skimming of his fingers over my porch railing as we stood in the brisk winter chill. I watched him so closely, I swear I could see his cells reproduce. When I turned away, it was only because my parents were calling me inside.


  In marriage, for years, this was how it went too. With each other but separate. Especially in our bed: very me and he. Air all around us, between us. Two bodies touching self-consciously, even when in rhythm hearing our own inner beat.


  Then — when did it happen? And how? The difference between me and Fabian just seemed to disappear. This even when we had to lock the door to keep the kids out, or when Barbara ran away to Montana and we were so worried. This even through my fifties, when my hormones surfed out of me on waves of sweat, and I dried up inside my private parts. And I can remember when our last grandchild was born. We got off the phone and stretched out on the sofa. Even there, we fell into step, didn’t hear anything but our own breathing, mixing with the sighing of the furnace. And this is how it is now, even when all we do is lie back and hold each other.


  “Come on,” he says, rising to his feet and tugging on the sleeve of my housedress.


  “You wanted to try marijuana too, after we read about it in Life magazine,” I tell him. “Look where we’d be now if we’d done that.”


  He shrugs. “As bad off as Louise, but as good as Peggy. Who can say what will happen?” He lowers his head and coughs. “Please. Do this for me.”


  I tell him, “All right. OK. I’ll try it this once.”


  We go upstairs. I have to walk beside him on the steps so I can hold his elbow for support. I move slowly because lately he’s had to.


  In our bedroom he lowers the shade. The afternoon sun lights it up from behind, and the shadows of branches and leaves lie across it like lace.


  I stand by the bed. He comes toward me. I raise my arms, and he works my dress over my hips, belly, breasts, head. Then he peels off my underthings. I am doing this to him too, unbuttoning, unbelting.


  We lie down. There is no blanket, just sheets, and we do not get under them. We breathe, the window shade taps against the sill. What does my body look like? My friends complain about theirs, about how fat or thin or weak they are, about how their imperfect bodies made them avoid intimacy when their husbands were alive. Me, somehow I always forget to notice my body when I’m with Fabian. And he’s with me all the time; I am never naked alone.


  Always we roll to face each other. But this time we don’t. Instead we each take one of the extra pillows at the top of the bed and fit it beneath our outside elbows.


  “And now what do we do?” I ask.


  “We lock arms,” he says.


  He lifts his left arm and hooks it into my right.


  “What do you want to dream about?” I ask him.


  “I don’t know. I just want to see what happens.”


  We lie there, looking at the ceiling. A few cars buzz by outside. A little girl down the street calls for her friend.


  Then I start giggling, and in a moment Fabian joins in. There we are in bed, in this crazy position, laughing. “I feel too silly to do this,” I say.


  “So do I,” he says. “Wouldn’t you just die if the kids could see us?”


  This makes me laugh more. I go on like this for a while, the laughter rolling out of me, the bed trembling. I go on until I realize Fabian is no longer laughing with me, and then it occurs to me that I feel more nervous than silly. I am panting as I laugh, the way a child does when he’s lying.


  I close my eyes. Fabian is breathing deeply already. He twitches, that teetering-on-the-edge-of-sleep twitch. I follow his breath like it is a broom sweeping my path clear. Time passes, I think I will never get there, I jolt awake, I sink back down.


  And then finally I fall asleep.


  The dream opens to me slowly. We are sitting on the sofa in our living room. At first this dream feels no different from any other; how can I tell if Fabian is having it too? “Are you with me?” I ask him. “I think so,” he says, but a look flashes across his face and then he adds, “Where are we?” “We’re at home,” I say, “See? There’s the lamp Louise made in school and the family photograph we got for our fortieth anniversary and that fern you bought last week.” “Yes,” he says, “I see.”


  Someone knocks on the front door. Fabian rises to answer and, since our arms are locked together, even in this dream, I must rise with him. Side by side we make our way across the room.


  When we open the door, the porch is empty. But then Fabian says, “Is that a man or a woman?” as he peers into the darkness.


  I am not sure if I should tell him I don’t see anyone. I can feel him getting scared. “What are you doing, just standing there?” he asks the invisible — to me — stranger. “What do you want from me?”


  I turn to Fabian. His eyes are wide, and he is sweating. “Is this your dream?” I ask him. “Or is it mine?”


  “It’s not my dream,” he says, still staring ahead. “It’s my nightmare.”


  My back tingles and I look away from him, down at my legs. They’re thick and netted with varicose veins. My eyes sweep up my body and I see myself now, as if I’m naked for the first time in my life. The dimples on my stomach, the wrinkles that fan down my breasts, my navel gaping like an open mouth. So this is how I look.


  I want to tell him this, and I raise my head to speak directly to him. But it is in that moment that I wake up.


  He is still beside me, breathing deeply. I look at his profile. I know every pore on that face.


  Lying there, watching him, this is what I feel: his nightmare was telling me something. Though maybe it was my nightmare, and all it was doing was making clear a fact I’ve suspected for the past few weeks but haven’t wanted to face. And maybe I haven’t faced it because he hasn’t yet, either.


  I unlock my arm from his and sit up. I could wake him to ask what he dreamt, see if it overlapped in any way with what I dreamt. I want to; but I can’t bring myself to do that. Not right now.


  I roll off the bed and throw on my dress. In the dying sunlight I see his body, white and covered with hair, his love handles and the smiles under his knees. I leave the bedroom and close the door.


  Light no longer shines into the hallway, so it must be near dusk. I walk downstairs. I’m not sure why I don’t go to my sewing room, where his shirts sit in my basket, waiting for buttons. I have let them pile up for months; now I wonder if I can finish them in time.


  I go through the living room and the kitchen, out the back door. The sky is deep blue, receding into black at the tree line. I pad across the grass, noticing his sandals, a book he was reading, a glass half empty. When I reach the tool-shed, I hear crickets, rising around me like hymns.


  It is dark inside the shed. I have to wave my arms in the air as I creep forward until one hand brushes against the hanging light bulb. I click it on.


  Everything — floor, tools, worktable — is covered with sawdust, as it was the last time I was in here. When was that? At least a few years. But there is regular dust now too, thick on everything, even the air. Well, almost everything. Not the checkerboard.


  I walk over and look down. A few of his checkers sit along the side of the table. I guess he thought I jumped them. I close my eyes and try to envision my whole board. That man here, that one there, those three kings.… And when the picture is sharp, I open my eyes and lay it on top of the board in front of me. He was right, we can play the same game without even looking. We do have marriage ESP.


  On the chair in front of the board is one of his shirts, a red flannel shirt that he wore all last winter. It has no dust on it. I pick it up and hold it to my face. It smells like a shirt; no, like his shirt. He does have a smell, I just never notice it; I forget and think it is me.


  I lift my dress up over my head and drop it on the chair. Then I fit myself into his shirt. It is large. I don’t button it; I wrap it around me, like his arms.


  It is dark when I make my way across the yard, back into the house, and upstairs. I feel my way along the wall. The house is so quiet when I think of him gone.


  In our room I raise the shade, and moonlight beams in. He looks like he’s covered with snow. As I sit on the bed, he groans and turns his head toward me.


  “You’re up?” he says.


  “Not for long,” I say. “What did you dream?”


  “Oh,” he says, rubbing his eyes, rolling over to face the ceiling. “I couldn’t figure out where I was.” He pauses for a moment. “You were with me. I asked you where we were, and you said we were at home. But it didn’t look like home to me. It looked like a combination of the houses I grew up in. Familiar and strange at the same time.


  “And then there was a knock on the door. I had to tug on your hand to get you up to answer it. I opened the door, and there was — someone or something. Not really a person. I asked who it was, and it wouldn’t answer, it just stood there, staring. I wanted to lock it out, but when I turned to ask you to help me close the door, you were looking down, away from me. That thing — I was looking at it again — wanted me to step onto the porch. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t walk away. All I could do was stand there like I was frozen. And then I realized that you weren’t holding my hand anymore; you were gone. It was just me and it. And we stared at each other so long …”


  My skin grows cold beneath his shirt; I grab it tighter around me. “Fabian,” I say, “that was the same dream I had.”


  “I knew we could do it,” he says, but he doesn’t sound happy. He takes hold of my hand. “It scared me, Elsie. It made me feel like something terrible’s going to happen. Did you feel that? Did you feel that in your dream?”


  I want to reply that it won’t be terrible, but I know it will. And I cannot be dishonest; after all, we have marriage ESP. I lie down on the bed and stroke his chest. His hair tickles my palm. I have not been aware of this, of him and me, for so long now. “Fabian,” I whisper, telling myself to remember how his hair feels beneath my hand, how his body feels next to mine, “I’m sure we’ll be all right.”


  Breath of This Night


  I have three daughters, young, pink, and brimming with questions. People tell me I am too young to have so many children. After college — bing! bing! bing! They came as if my life was a book in the wind, flipping madly to the chapter where the spine was made to bend. I love my little girls, my bevy of beauties. At night I gather them around me in their matching nightgowns of flannel rosebushes. I put the light on low, so my room looks golden and streaked with shadows, like the field behind our house at the end of the day.


  They climb all around the bed and sprawl across my legs, propping up their heads. “Tell us about when you were a little girl, Mommy.”


  And I ask, “What do you want to know?” There is so much to tell. Games, friends, schools, clothes. But always they pick the same thing:


  “Tell us about rock ’n’ roll.”


  These children. These babies suckling the curdled milk of Madonna. What do they know of rock ’n’ roll? Only that at one time it was more adventurous, more passionate. A time when old men, men now their father’s age, stood outside the world and made it come to them. A time when their mother was a child, sitting in the backyard with her brother’s transistor, hearing for the first time the deejays and melodies and harmonies of AM radio. “Radio!” “How’d they show videos?” “Is AM anything like B.C.?”


  So they lie there and I tell them about the garage band on the corner, spraying my street every Sunday with guitar solos and Farfisa organ; the light show at the school dance, where transparencies netted with India ink were slapped wet and wriggling onto an overhead projector. I tell them about my first forty-five. I tell them about my first concert. “The Yardbirds,” I say, gushing. “Who’s that?” my girls ask. I smile and tell them, “That’s where the guitarist in The Firm came from.”


  One night I tell them about when my brother took me to Woodstock, and all the people there, and how the bathroom lines were too long. “We couldn’t find a space as big as this bed to sit on.” I tell them to imagine an ocean full of people instead of water. “Oooh,” says Marjorie, the middle one, the one who believes in magic. Her round eyes echo the shape of her mouth. Liza, the youngest, asks, “Does that mean that when it rained, people fell from the skies?”


  Tonight they ask me again. “Rock ’n’ roll,” they say. And I wonder what to tell them. Nothing after Woodstock; hairs began sprouting in new places on my body after Woodstock. I am not ready for them to meet up with puberty.


  So I tell them this story. It’s a little story, lost for many years in my nightly rush of memories. I’m not even sure if I’ve ever mentioned it to my husband. I was in second grade. “Your age, Claudia,” I say to the oldest. Her face sits buried behind glasses, and she does not smile often. But for this, she grins.


  “My neighbors, Emily and Wanda,” I say, “were very rich, and their daddy worked in New York. One night he took them to see — the Rolling Stones.”


  They squeal, even Claudia, and roll all over the bed. The Rolling Stones, those trilobites of the Golden Age, those Angry Old Men, those Methuselahs whose wrinkles these young eyes so effortlessly iron out.


  “And the next day, Emily came over and brought me the Rolling Stones’ breath.”


  “How do you carry breath?” Claudia asks. Liza cups her hands, the tiniest in the room, and blows into them.


  I say, “They trapped it in a bottle. A little vitamin jar. Their father typed up a label that said, ‘Rolling Stones’ Breath,’ and the date.”


  “Wow,” Liza says.


  “That’s better than having a genie,” Marjorie says.


  “No it’s not,” Claudia says. “I bet all their daddy did was open up a bottle in the theater and then close it.”


  Marjorie protests. “But it’s still got the Rolling Stones’ breath in it.”


  “Breath is just air. That’s what my teacher says.”


  “But Rolling Stone breath is special breath,” Liza says.


  “All breath’s the same.”


  The two younger girls begin to wilt. “No,” I say. “Everyone’s breath is special because it only comes once, and then it’s gone. It’s like taking a picture, except you can’t see what it looks like.” Liza sucks her thumb with her eyes closed; Marjorie makes half-hearted hand shadows on the wall. I lean forward and touch their knees. “You know,” I say, “I wish I could keep all your breath, from the day you were born.”


  “You do?” Liza and Marjorie say, peering up at me, thumbs and shadows forgotten. I glance at Claudia. For a moment her eyebrows knit together as if she is working on a difficult arithmetic problem. But only for a moment.


  Because then I say, “I know. Let’s save some tonight.” And I grab their hands and we make a chain and jump off the bed and run downstairs, the four of us, even Claudia, giggling like sisters. In the kitchen I rummage around until I find four jars. Liza breathes in one. Immediately I screw on the lid and label it. Then Marjorie goes. Then me. Claudia almost refuses. “No,” she says, watching us. I begin to label hers “Empty,” and Liza and Marjorie wail and groan. Claudia stares at her jar, then pushes me away and exhales into it as if she is blowing up the biggest balloon in the world.


  Later, I line the four jars along my headboard. Someday, when I am old, and my husband is dead, and my children have children who ask about rock ’n’ roll, I will open those jars. I’ll turn the lids slowly, and sniff the contents like fine wines. I’ll put my face into each jar, as deep as the opening will allow, and breathe in my children’s breath. And I will remember this night. Suspended for long, then lost in an instant. So much, I’ll think then, like a flower under glass, crumbling into dust when its petals touch the air.


  Skirts


  He’s no different. That’s what I thought at first. He’s a townie from the streets like the rest of them. They come by, I do it with them, give them blow jobs, whatever. Him too, but he’s not like them. They’re easy. He’s not. He asks why I do it. I don’t have to tell anyone why.


  What do I do it for? Can’t say. The college shrink has some ideas. R. A. walked by in September just as three townies were leaving my room. I was standing in the doorway, wearing a button-down shirt, nothing else. Standard operating procedure. She looks at me, peeks into my room, recoils. “You’re crazy, girl,” she says. She tells on me. There’s a big uproar, they say I have to get therapy or they’ll tell my mother. I land in the shrink’s office the next day.


  I have to change where I do it, so the R.A. won’t know. I get word out to the guys; I lived in town last summer, I know how to reach them. I tell them, Meet me at the end of campus, by the brook behind Physical Plant, four o’clock every day. It’s still light then, and all the janitors are gone. I bring a blanket, a radio. Some Fig Newtons and M&M’s. Have my jeans off before they arrive.


  They come in groups, mostly. Two, three. They’ve got long hair and their backs are greasy. What do you expect when all they do is panhandle from the tourists in town and sleep in the Revolutionary War park at night? Sometimes their pubic hair’s tangled. Sometimes they watch before it’s their turn.


  I don’t know their names. A few tried to tell me, but I told them, Who cares, and they shut up. To myself I think of them like famous writers. Byron, Lawrence, Wilde.


  This new guy, he wasn’t around last summer. I call him Lewis. For Carroll. He comes alone. I mean, he comes every day, waits behind a tree until he’s sure no one else’s showing up. Then he pops out like he just got there.


  He’s older than the others. Got white streaks in his hair, wears a suit with holes all through it. First time he showed up, he says, “You got a skirt? I prefer to do it with skirts.” “No,” I say, “I don’t wear clothes like that, only men’s jeans, jockey shorts.” He reaches into his pants pocket, grabs hold of a white scarf, pulls and pulls and pulls. When it’s all out, it’s the biggest scarf I’ve ever seen. “Stand up,” he says. He gives me a corner to hold, then walks around me seven times — I count them — until he’s wrapped me almost as tight as a mummy from my waist to my knees. Fastens it with a safety pin he takes from behind his ear. “Now stand in the brook,” he says. I walk in there, almost slip on the wet rocks. He doesn’t take off his pants. He knows what he’s doing. He barely even wrinkles the skirt.


  His skin smells stale and wooden, like a rotting house on a lake. The hair on his head’s stiff as mannequin hair.


  He takes a long time. After, he asks about my orgasm. Nobody ever asks that. It’s a myth, I tell him, that girls have them. For us, that’s not what it’s about.


  “Then what’s it about?” he says.


  “None of your business,” I say. “Some girls scratch their arms till they bleed. I do this.”


  Every time he shows up, he stays longer. I take it for granted I’ll get to the dining hall too late for dinner. So I lie around on the blanket when he’s done, eating my Fig Newtons. The sun’s down by then, but there’s some light from the path in front of Physical Plant. Lewis likes to stay with me. I listen to the radio, watch the skirt ripple in the breeze. He smokes a joint.


  We don’t say much. That’s how I like it.


  My shrink thinks she’s sewed me up, that because of her, no man gets inside me. She crosses her legs under her full skirts, crosses her arms against her silk blouses. Her hair’s as meticulously styled as a model’s. Just like my mother’s. That’s why I wear a fedora, sometimes — to cover my hair. The shrink and my mother, they must spend two hours every day getting ready for the world. They must practice their smiles in the mirror when they’re done, making sure the corners curl up to just the right height.


  “Summer’s ending too quickly for me this year,” she says when I sit down. “Would you like some tea?” She lifts a white porcelain teapot and holds the spout above the lip of a matching cup.


  No.


  Her hand freezes, then she lowers the pot without pouring. “So,” she says, leaning back, “have things improved since your last visit?”


  There’s nothing to improve, I say. I’m fine.


  “You look good. Like you’re getting more sleep.”


  It’s still five hours most nights, four.


  Her eyes get wide. “That’s little more than a nap. Do you sleep straight through?”


  No. Never.


  “What happens when you wake up?”


  I lie there. Concentrate on the books I’m reading, keeping my eyes closed.


  “You don’t open your eyes?”


  No.


  “Why? Some sort of test?”


  I don’t need to test myself.


  “Have you ever slept more than you sleep now?”


  Yeah. Weekends when I stayed with my mother. She used to say girls needed beauty rest. She’d put me to bed at nine, wouldn’t let me get up till seven or eight. Checked on me during the night to make sure I was still asleep.


  “How did you know that, if you were asleep?”


  I could feel her. I’d be half-awake and I could feel her in the doorway, watching me.


  “Did that scare you?”


  I don’t get scared. I’d just roll over and sleep some more.


  She looks at me like I’m a war refugee. She pulls out a pad and asks about my father (disappeared before I ever knew him), my uncles (send stock reports, never visit), my mother’s father (came by once, didn’t meet him). She asks if my mother had boyfriends. Yeah, after she sent me to school. Rich guys who worked in big companies. The maid told me about them. They took my mother to company functions, dropped her off before eleven o’clock. She’d walk in sober as a stone, her dress clear of wrinkles, her hair perfect in its mold. She’d ask the maid to leave the lights on all night. She’d go to bed.


  “What did you think of her dates?” the shrink asks.


  Nothing. Never met them. I imagine they were all frustrated, couldn’t get anywhere with her.


  She scribbles. She asks more about men. She goes on and on, like if she lists enough, she’ll hit on the one who did me wrong. Like she’s going to win the lottery by buying every ticket.


  It doesn’t get her anywhere. Because, truth is, no man made me do this. I made me do this. Not for fun. Just for. Why do people chop off their arms? Why do people burn down their houses with their children inside?


  The days begin to get cold. I cut off all my hair. I’ve been making it shorter and shorter since last school year, and now I go at it until I can rest the sides of the scissors on my head as I clip. The cactus look.


  Lewis, when he’s done one day, walks me over to the blanket, takes off his jacket, drapes it on me. I wiggle around beneath it so none of the holes leads directly to my skin. I hate being cold.


  He sits next to me, lights a joint, offers it to me. I tell him I don’t do drugs. He laughs a little — first time I ever heard him laugh — coughs, spits, drags. Sounds sick, like he’s got cancer.


  When he’s down to the roach, he says to me, “What’re you doing here?”


  “Lying down. Watching the tops of the trees, the stars.”


  “No,” he says. “I mean in this school. This girls’ school.”


  “I’ve always been in girls’ schools. My mother sticks me in them. She wishes she’d gone to them. She thinks they’re safe.”


  “But in school, any school. You don’t seem to belong.”


  “You don’t think I’m smart?”


  “I couldn’t know. You don’t say much.”


  I listen to the water trickle between the rocks. Far away someone turns up a stereo. “I like it here,” I say. “It’s a nice place to live. I can do what I want. I get to read.”


  He lies back, puts his hands behind his head for a pillow. “I used to read,” he says. “But reading keeps you alone too much.”


  “I like being alone.”


  “You could’ve surprised me.”


  “This is like being alone.”


  He looks my way, waits a second. Then blows out a laugh like a bullet from a gun.


  The shrink is dipping a tea bag in a cup of water when I come in. I’m fifteen minutes late. She doesn’t say anything about the time. She says, “I got some hot chocolate for you.”


  I don’t want any, I say, though my mouth tingles when I think of the chocolate sliding down my throat, thick and warm as semen. I sit and look at the collection of ceramic lions on the shelf behind her head. The males stand with their chests thrust out, their manes wild; the females lie cute and hairless, huddling around the cubs.


  That’s such sentimental crap, I say. Idealized. Sometimes lions eat their young, did you know that? If they’re inexperienced and don’t know what they’re doing? They think the cubs will attract predators to the den. So they eat them.


  “Do you think your mother ever felt that way?”


  My mother? What way.


  “Threatened or confused enough to try to destroy you.”


  My mother doesn’t feel anything.


  “Did you ever see her cry?”


  She doesn’t cry. She’ll tell you that. She takes showers.


  “Do you cry?”


  Not now. When I was a kid I did. She used to brush my hair out every day. She’d rip through the knots. I’d cry. I’d tell her to stop but she wouldn’t till the brush made it from my scalp to my waist in one clean stroke.


  “You had hair that long?”


  Longer, even. She made me set it so the ends curled. So it looked perfect, and people would see it and know we were a respectable family. First time I ever got it cut was last May. Chopped it off myself. Used the gardener’s clippers. She wouldn’t let me stay home last summer because of it.


  “It must have been very painful when she told you that.”


  No. Years ago it might have. But not now. I know what I’m doing now.


  “If you weren’t hurt, what did you feel?”


  Cold.


  “In May?”


  Yeah. Even thinking about her coming to visit me here again. Looking at my hair, what I’m wearing. The thought makes me cold.


  North wind blows in, leaves scuttle around the banks of the brook. Some days I wear a tie. Some days I draw a mustache over my lip with an eyeliner, sideburns below my ears. I wear them to class, touch them up before I leave for the brook with my blanket. That’s when I put on aftershave lotion, sometimes.


  Lewis’s jacket is not long enough to cover my legs. And the skirt’s too thin to do any good. One day, I sit up, go to put on my pants. “No,” he says. “Wear mine.” He stands up, unzips, pulls them off. I ease them on beneath the skirt. They’re wool. When the wind hits them, it feels like waves of insects scrambling up my legs.


  Lewis sits in his shirt and underwear. “You may wonder how I can sit in the cold,” he says, sucking on a joint. He points to his head. “It’s control, self-control. Knowing I direct my own show, that I can take care of myself. I’d be crazy by now if I didn’t have it.”


  “You don’t direct this show,” I say.


  He scratches his chin, looks at the skirt, then up at my face. “No,” he says, “I don’t suppose I do.”


  I grab a Fig Newton, stick the whole thing in my mouth, chew while I talk. “What’d you read?” I say.


  “What?”


  “What’d you read, when you read?”


  “Just about anything. I taught English.” He waves his hand. “That way, a few towns over. It was a good life. I’d go back if I could.”


  I try to imagine him teaching me, in his dirty shirt and underwear. I bet he did it with his students, he’s the type. For a second I wonder if I’d have slipped him a note after class, asking him to meet me in the janitor’s closet at lunch like I did with Mr. Wallace. Or if I’d have just stopped by his office after school one day, snapped off the light, stripped off my clothes. Like what happened with Mr. Reed that one time.


  I wore skirts in high school. Had to. My mother’d thrown all my other clothes in the garbage, everything that wasn’t proper and feminine. Checked my closet when she came to visit once, turned around and faced me like I’d betrayed her. Yanked everything off the hangers, the floor. Carried it outside in a big bundle, pitched it into the dumpster. Right in front of the other students. After that, she had copies of her own skirts made. That’s what I got for my birthdays, then.


  I was always cold, especially outside. The winter air would snake between my legs, tickle my crotch. I wanted to bind my thighs together to keep myself warm. She wouldn’t even let me wear knee socks or pantyhose. Only stockings, the kind she wore, with lace at the top. She’d make surprise visits to check up on me.


  Lewis would have liked me then. Dressed so nice, looking so fine. Wearing all the right clothes. Skirts.


  “Who’re your friends?” the shrink says.


  I don’t much like people, I say.


  “But you’re a literature student. Literature’s about people.”


  Oh, yeah. But they’re not real people. They’re better than real. You can close the book when you want.


  “Those men — you couldn’t make them leave when you wanted.”


  Sure I could. I’m in control with them. I’m in control with everything here. My work. Myself.


  “But, honey, for any woman, what you did with those men was a way of giving up all your control.”


  Maybe for other girls. Not for me.


  “But don’t you see, that they could have done anything to you?”


  No they couldn’t have. They did what I told them.


  “Did you always do what you were told?”


  When I was at my mother’s house. Sure.


  “Always?”


  Once I didn’t. It was after dinner. I was getting ready for bed, and she ran upstairs and told me to leave.


  “Leave for good?”


  Leave. Take a walk. There was a man coming up the driveway. She told me she didn’t want him to see me.


  “And you didn’t leave?”


  No, I did, I left. Threw on a robe. She ran me down the back stairs and shut me outside.


  “And then?”


  And then I walked around. It was January — no ice, but all I had on was my nightgown and the robe and the wind was blowing like mad. I hid and watched him go inside, then checked out his car. The plates were a name instead of numbers, that’s how I realized it was her father. The engine was still warm. I sat on the hood till it cooled.


  Then I went to the kitchen door, tried to sneak in. Only she’d locked it. I walked around to find a window to climb through. That’s when I saw him standing in the living room. His arms were going wild, looked like he was yelling at her.


  “What was she doing?”


  Kind of cringing. Kneading the seat of the chair with her hands. Not saying anything. Her face was red.


  “And what did you do?”


  Tried to figure out what was happening. Kept shaking the cold out of my hands. Finally it got the better of me. I ran around the house. All the doors were locked. Felt like my toes were breaking away from my body. We have this trellis with vines on it. I ran to that and climbed it. I didn’t think I’d be able to hold on, my fingers were just frozen. And the wind was so cold, it felt like it was slapping me. Oh, just thinking about it.… But I got in. I climbed through my bedroom window.


  “Did she find out you disobeyed?”


  She went to her room right after he left. Turned on her shower. I waited a few minutes, then tiptoed downstairs, to see what would’ve happened if I hadn’t climbed in. And you know what? The doors were still locked. She’d forgotten me. I would’ve frozen to death. Can you believe that? Can you fucking believe that? And she didn’t even mention it the next morning. She didn’t even mention it ever.


  “Are you OK? Would you like a tissue?”


  No. I’m fine.


  “You sure?”


  I’m fine.


  “Did this happen before or after you started sleeping with men?”


  What?


  “How soon after this did you become sexually active?”


  She sent me away to school after this. To another girls’ school, but away.


  “The men — when did that start?”


  Men? I don’t know.


  “When you went away to school?”


  Couldn’t have been before that. Couldn’t breathe if she didn’t want me to.


  “So it started after you left. Do you have any idea why?”


  What?


  “Can you think of why you started to do what you did?”


  … I don’t have to answer you, you know. I can just get up and leave.


  “But those men — they didn’t help you with anything.”


  They don’t need to help me. I don’t need help. I can do whatever I want.


  “Can? You’re not still doing it, are you?”


  Whatever I do, it’s my business.


  “Oh, honey —”


  It’s my business. It’s my business. I have to go now. I have a test. I have to go.


  I skip my next appointment. The shrink calls me at my dorm and asks what’s wrong.


  I don’t want to come anymore, I tell her.


  “Why?”


  I don’t have anything to say.


  “But there’s so much to discuss.”


  There’s nothing to discuss. Leave me alone.


  “I know you don’t want to come back, but trust me — you’re in trouble.”


  I’m fine.


  “Will you just consider coming in for one more session?”


  I have too much work.


  “Then remember I’ll be here to help you, if you need someone. I’m concerned about you.”


  Sure, I’ll remember. When I need someone, that’s when I’ll call.


  The first frost makes our bed stiff and hard. I wear my jeans, my shirt, his wool pants, his tattered jacket. I unpin the skirt and wrap it around my head for a hat.


  “You’re not going to leave it there, are you?” Lewis says.


  “Yeah. My head’s cold.”


  He unbuttons his shirt, holds it out to me. “Pin this on, then,” he says.


  His nipples come out like the stars at night. Goose bumps coat his chest, making it look textured, perforated. He’s got no hair on his body, except of course the part still covered by his briefs.


  I say, “I can’t do this, take your shirt.”


  He leans over me, lowers the shirt onto my pelvis. “Lift up,” he says. I raise myself just a little, just enough for him to slip the shirt behind me. He ties a knot by my hip with the sleeves.


  “You’re going to freeze to death,” I say.


  “Then hold me close,” he says.


  I don’t want to. My hands are cold. I’m afraid to touch him, in that way. He lies beside me, turns me on my side, presses his chest to me. I can barely feel him through the clothes. I put my arm out, drape it around his back. Slowly, I rest my fingers on his opposite shoulder blade. His goose bumps feel as large as blisters.


  “You must be freezing,” I say.


  “No,” he says.


  I don’t want to touch him. I try to push myself back, away from him. “Don’t do that,” he says. I stop. I take my hand off his shoulder and swing my arm in front of me. It stretches straight down, between us, toward his pants. He wriggles nearer. He pushes up against my arm.


  I know what I want. I start to slide my hand inside his briefs.


  “No,” he says, “put it here.” And he reaches between us, takes my fingers, places them on his chest. His heart pulses beneath my hand.


  He inches closer, so we are pressed together, begins to kiss my cheeks. “Maybe you can dump those others and make it just us,” he says.


  I try to back away. He tenses his grip around me. His heart beats through his skin, pumps heat into my palm. My own heart is on the other side of my hand. I can’t feel it through all the clothes.


  The wind picks up. Cold air slips between us, sweeps down both sides of my hand.


  “Stay with me,” he says. “I know this place, we can do it inside. It’s got a bed. You could sleep over at night. We could have coffee there in the morning.”


  No, I want to say. I go to open my mouth and then I start to shiver, everywhere, my whole body. I can’t control it. Like it has a mind of its own.


  He pulls me tighter than ever. So tight, I feel like he’s moved inside me.


  The wind keeps gusting. I can’t stop shivering. “I’m so cold,” I whisper. The words tremble through my lips.


  “Just lie here,” he says, and he blows a long puff of breath onto my cheek. It’s soft where it hits my skin. Then he tilts his head slightly, and does it again, this time on my temple. He does this over and over. He rings my face with his breath.


  I am warm under it. But my skin chills as soon as he inhales again, as soon as he moves on to the next spot. “Do you like this?” he asks between breaths.


  “I don’t know,” I say.


  He lowers his head and exhales right onto my lips. It is a large, full, strong surge of air. It shoots veins of warmth into the rest of my face. I close my eyes. “Yes,” I say. “This feels good.”


  I want him to breathe over my whole head. I want him to breathe over my whole body. It feels so good, so warm, I worry I won’t be able to shake him off and walk away.


  “Stop,” I say. “I can’t stay here forever.”


  “Yes you can,” he says. He feels between us for my free hand, the one not on his chest. He finds it and draws it to his mouth and breathes onto the fingers. We are so close, the breath that passes between my fingers falls onto my lips. I open my mouth. The warm air, his air, steams past my teeth, across my tongue. It flows right inside me. It curls deep into me.


  The night is very far away. Something has lifted the wind up, and it is in the trees above us now. I can hear it, but I cannot feel it. It does not touch the two of us down here. It does not get near us at all.


  The Bells of God


  “What is God?” I asked my best friend Naomi, as we made our way in the afternoon sun toward the woods behind our New Jersey houses.


  “God is everything,” she said with some authority.


  “How’s that?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “All I know is he is.”


  I pondered this, as we followed a band of our older friends, crossing the last known suburban street in our universe, heading toward the discovered-only-by-kids entrance to the woods. Naomi and I were the little ones tagging along, five-year-olds who’d already enjoyed a busy afternoon on our own, doing entirely unspiritual things. We’d ridden our tricycles in front of our houses, then watched Let’s Make A Deal on Naomi’s color TV while savoring her mother’s tuna fish on toast. After that, we’d watched her father climb a ladder, and hook their new set of wind chimes to the eaves of their porch roof. He stood back when he’d finished, then lifted up one silver-hued tube and swung it lightly toward the remaining five. The sound they made, as each gently struck the others, made us think of the way rain pings into puddles. “Remember that,” Naomi’s father said, looking at her. “That’s our sound.” Naomi, memorizing the particular music of this chime, nodded. I nodded too, though in truth the cascading sound made me miserable. Naomi’s family was the last on our block to add bells to her house—besides my family. Now she would be like everyone else when the afternoons arced into dinnertime and the parents called their kids home for the day. Everyone in our neighborhood knew her own sound. My parents had held out for silence.


  I realized that, after hours of typical play, my questions about God seemed to come out of the blue. But I also knew that sometimes people prayed for things they wanted, and since I too wanted my parents to secure a cymbal or sleigh bells or even a gong, and allow me to feel like everyone else, I was wondering if I should learn to pray. Please God, make them go to Woolworth’s tonight. Besides, I felt certain that Naomi understood the material reason motivating my questions. With our birthdays only two days apart, and our houses only twenty yards, my golden-haired, sunny-spirited, all-day-every-day companion had come to feel like my third sister. We could ask each other anything at any time, and we often did.


  Now we snaked along the hidden path, the caboose of a line of girls, making our way between the huge, summer-green trees. We rarely ventured this far, deep into the uninhabited parcel of land wedged between the farthest houses in our development and the back of the synagogue that hugged the main road. But I always loved going here, exploring this mysterious territory. Not only was it off the maps and away from adults, it backed up to a building that my family never entered. God was an important word in our house, and Hanukkah a routine. But rituals, prayers, and sacred buildings were unknown to us. And no one had ever discussed what the concept of God might mean.


  “Well, okay,” I said. “But then, where is God?”


  Naomi pursed her lips in thought. I didn’t know if her family was observant, though they were Jewish, too, as was the whole neighborhood. “I think God is everywhere.”


  “How can he be everywhere?”


  “He just is.”


  I looked around. Brushes of sunlight gilded our skin, the shrubbery, the roots poking up from the earth. Above us stretched enormous trees, their leaves like small hands pressing toward the sky. In front of us, I now saw, rose a gateway of light, indicating that our path was about to reach the end of the woods and enter the field of tall grass. The meadow, as we called it, the far corner of our world. Bounded by the woods on all sides, it was numinous and private and made us think of different things than Barbie and Parcheesi and the other group of kids in the neighborhood, the boys. They called themselves The Cools. We, The Girls, saw The Cools as our adversaries, not that we’d had any battles. We just knew that they saw themselves as superior to us, and so in retaliation we looked down our noses at them. We’d even made up a song that we would sing when they gathered at Jimmy’s house, right behind mine:


  All the girls in France do the hula hula dance


  And the way they shake they could really kill a Cool


  When the Cool is dead they put rats in his head


  When the rats die they put spiders in his eyes


  When the spiders die, it is nineteen forty-five.


  Of course, the final line of the song seemed nonsensical to us, a fact that often made Naomi smile and shrug at me, but no one seemed to mind. We would jump rope to this song in the tool shed in my backyard, where The Girls convened. Our parents never furnished the shed, and it stored no tools; it had been purchased solely to become our giant playhouse. Other parents in our two-block kingdom possessed no such sanctuary in their yards, so ours was the only game in town. However, my brother and sisters and I were not smug about this distinction; other parents had come to favor that more melodic kind of purchase, the one we ached to own but my parents waved off. “That’s ridiculous,” they’d say. “These bells are just a neighborhood fad. We don’t need help calling you in for dinner. We’ll just yell out your name.”


  Only when Naomi and I left the playhouse, and were no longer able to see the familiar glint of brass bells or glass chimes hanging beside the back doors, and only after the grass-bordered sidewalks of our world were far behind us, did God ever come up. I had some notion of him on my own, but also a great vagueness. On the one hand, the thought of God provided me with much comfort, especially in light of the unprovoked Nyah-nyahs of The Cools, or the senility that had stolen my grandfather’s personality, or our family’s cheerful pet parakeet who’d died suddenly in her cage, or the eerie suspicion that kept appearing in my dreams that my father was unhappy in his life. The thought of God gave me the idea that there was something greater, a sense of justice, a goodness watching over us. On the other hand, when I closed my eyes and tried to envision God, I came up blank. And if you weren’t able to see God, how could you ever hear what he’d say, if he wanted to answer your prayers?


  Naomi said, “He’s all around us now.” She gestured, as we passed out of the shade and into the full press of light in the meadow.


  “Where?”


  “In the trees. In the clouds. Everywhere.”


  I turned around, wondering.


  My parents spoke little of God. Adults seldom did. I loved looking through the picture books we owned with Bible stories, but, I would eventually learn, when my father was only six himself, he had become skeptical of the existence of God. My mother went to temple on and off until she was almost thirteen, when, suspecting her family was too poor to cover her bat mitzvah, she stopped attending. She was in mourning for a God she had yet to meet. My father had concluded that God was an invention.


  How I wanted to feel certain about God. How I longed to see him, hear him, understand what God really was.


  “Is God the same as the air?” I asked.


  “I think so,” Naomi said, her tone growing more doubtful.


  “So are we always breathing him in and out?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I wanted to put my hand out to touch him. But there was nothing to touch, aside from the grass and the soil and the sunlight and all the other children with me, fanning out now across the meadow.


  “Well, he feels real to me,” I said. “Except you can’t touch him.”


  “Maybe you have to make that up,” Naomi said.


  For the next half hour we just made up games. There was much to entertain us in the meadow, from the iridescent bugs on the blades of grass to the vast variety of textures on the surface of the weeds to the ease with which we could appropriate petals for mustaches and seed pods for eyeglasses. I forgot God then, as I always did when the pleasures of life loomed larger than my questions. I forgot time too, as the afternoon aged. Soon, though, the sun was stooping lower, and shadows were wrinkling the veins in all the leaves.


  Then it came. They came. The sounds.


  Ting, ting, ting.


  Bong.


  Rinky-rinky-ring.


  Jingle-jingle.


  One by one, as each set of bells began to clap and the chimes began to tinkle, our friends raised their heads from their amusements.


  “That’s my mother,” Ruthie said first.


  “There’s my house,” Linda said, hearing hers.


  “Dinner’s ready,” Deborah added.


  They stood up from our games. “I have to go now,” Ruthie said.


  “See you later,” Linda said.


  Naomi and I were used to this. Many times she and I had remained behind in the meadow as the others ran off, alerted by the distinct harmonics of their family’s bells. Now, I braced myself, already angry once again at the injustice of my parents’ stubbornness, and already feeling so alone.


  Crouched on the ground, watching ants march through the grass, Naomi turned to me. Her eyes shone with the thrill of listening for the sounds of her home, calling out from far beyond the meadow. Until now, neither of us had had any reason to pay the slightest attention to the many bells that rang out at dusk every day, and so distinctions had blurred for both of us. Often we never even heard them at all. But now, she turned her head, listening for the chimes she knew were meant for her. I fixed my focus back on the ants, hoping they would never come.


  But then a voice joined the fray: Pinckle-jinkle-ping.


  She jumped to her feet. “That’s for me!” she said, bursting into a smile.


  I stood too. Already Ruthie and Linda and Deborah were running off down the path. Naomi took a step toward them, and I wondered what I would do here, all alone in the meadow. I wasn’t much for ants on my own.


  Then she paused. “Come on,” she said. “Come back with me.”


  I didn’t want to. My mouth tightened with resentment. My parents were being too mean.


  Naomi looked at me. She didn’t say anything. She just waited a second. When I didn’t move, when I didn’t even return her smile, she looked away. This is it, I thought, imagining that now I too would be like my poor parakeet, alone for good in her cage.


  But then Naomi looked back. And with a sudden movement that I didn’t even notice, she seized my hand, and yanked me toward the woods. Had she been any other child, I would have resisted. But she was Naomi, so I laughed.


  Off we ran, together, toward our houses. Her chimes kept ringing, as did the entire choir of neighborhood clangs and jangles and peels, and as the air rushed into our lungs, and the scents of the woods filled our heads, and our sneakered feet sprang down the wooded path and then out onto the sidewalks, I listened to the sounds for the first time. Each bell, I now truly heard, sounded completely different, yet inevitably sweet and soothing. Sort of like the way the sunlight felt sifting through the trees. Sort of like the way I felt, when Naomi went exploring with me, or my parents swept me up in their arms. Maybe, I thought, this is the way God speaks to you. Each person hears her own special sound. You just have to be listening.


  We rounded the corner and saw our two houses, side by side, and giggled with the fun of it all as we tumbled into our yards. Although her house still sang its Naomi tune and mine persisted in its silence, I decided, as we barreled toward our respective doors, that tomorrow and the next day and every day after, I’d have to listen to everyone and everything. I’d listen hard until I recognized his voice, so when God called me to dinner, I’d know.


  The Greatest Mystery of Them All


  My mother shot me to death last night. I was trying to keep her from going on a drug run, but she insisted. “It’s just this once,” she said, buttoning a purple blazer over her orange stretch pants. “Ha! You think I’m an idiot?” I said. “I know you’ve been doing this for ages. But this time is more dangerous — I can feel it. Please don’t go.”


  I started crying. I thought she’d respond to tears; mothers usually do. For the first time in my fourteen years, I felt desperate. I’d do anything to stop her: cling to the cuff of her pants as she marched out the door; call the police.


  I guess she knew that. But my mother is not a woman to be deterred.


  So when I grabbed her and hugged her tight to say goodbye, planning as I felt her large breasts pressing into me how I would turn her in just to stop her, she pulled out a pistol and shot me four times in the stomach.


  I stumbled backward and looked at her. She was calm as she fitted the pistol into her pocket, the same one where she kept her Kleenex and Chap Stick. I was stunned but I wasn’t angry. I knew she did what she felt she had to do. I said, “See you in Heaven,” because I had a feeling that she was going to die soon. She said, “Jews don’t believe in Heaven.” She was holding me in her arms, and I could feel her love for me. Then I faded into death.


  In Heaven my grandfather found me the first day at a corner playground. I was shooting baskets by myself. Here they let you look any way you wanted. I’d chosen to become a slender blonde with a little button nose and perfect white teeth. But Grandpa had stayed the same: short, round, and bald, still hunched over from the years in his tailor shop. He wore a yarmulke, like all the other men I’d seen.


  “Your mother,” he said to me after we’d hugged each other. “She’s up to no good down there.”


  “I know,” I said. “She’s how I got here in the first place.”


  “Nice here, isn’t it? No roaches. No rent.”


  “I didn’t think Jews lived after death,” I said.


  “Az men lebt, derlebt men zich alts,” he said, shrugging. “If you live long enough, you will live to see everything.”


  I never told the neighbors that my mother dealt drugs. “Oh, not her,” they’d have said, laughing. My mother was known for baking the best gingersnap cookies on our block. Also, she made excellent whitefish, and always got all the bones out. After school she and I would sit down and watch TV. My mother liked old movies best. Sometimes she’d get a call during a show and would have to leave the room, and then I’d change the channel to reruns of I Dream of Jeannie. All the while I could hear her down the hall, mumbling things like, “Is the recipe right?” and “Well, taste some of it, then!” I’d seen those callers when they pulled up to our house at night in what looked like normal pizza delivery trucks. Tall men with beard stubble and cigarette butts hanging from their lower lips. They’d do their transactions on the porch. She’d turn off the Chinese lanterns and slip the contraband into the metal credenza where she stored the badminton set.


  I watched from my window. My mother is not as she appears, I wanted to tell my neighbors. But I knew they would laugh me off. And what difference would it make to them anyway? They wouldn’t be affected by her actions.


  There are places up here where you can find windows in the ground. They take the place of manholes. If you want, you can look through them and see what’s going on below.


  My mother is now on a ship in the middle of a vast blue ocean, streaming toward some unknown destination. At her side she fingers the barrel of an Uzi submachine gun. She is still wearing her orange stretch pants, but has changed into a rayon blouse with a pattern of pink flowers splashed across the front. The buttons gap at the apex of her breasts.


  Her face is set into that hard look she always got when she told me I had to do something and I tried to resist. Like after the divorce, when she sent me away to that all-summer camp. Or a little later, when she joined a mah-jongg club and insisted that I attend the synagogue youth group. I knew she wasn’t playing mah-jongg; she was driving into the city to meet sinister types in back alleys. I could tell because she’d talk jive when she picked me up late at night. “Now, you best do your homework, girl, or you ain’t gonna get nowhere, dig?”


  Up here I get to meet all my dead relatives. Uncle Saul, who, my mother told me, observed the no-work rule of the Sabbath so strictly that he tore enough toilet paper on Friday afternoons to last him till the evening of the next day. My second cousin Mordecai, who, this again from my mother, lost all his money trying to find a way to make fortune cookies out of matzah. My grandmother, my great-grandparents, cousins — all long dead. They assemble in the Jewish deli on the corner of the street where my apartment is located. Once they get over the way I look — they have all retained their original appearance — they relax and seem pleased to meet me. We sit down and drink cream soda. They pinch my cheek. They speak Yiddish. I do not understand Yiddish. Even death does not change that.


  After the divorce, my mother became very strict. Suddenly, every week: Hebrew lessons, meetings with the rabbi, services. “Why do I need to learn all this?” I’d ask, yanking at my stockings on the way to synagogue. “Because our people have been around for thousands of years, and you have a responsibility to carry on the tradition,” she would say. I didn’t feel any responsibility. I didn’t even feel Jewish, except for how I looked and for my limited ability to stumble through the prayer books. I failed every test they gave me. The teacher: “Name four cities in Israel.” Me: “Uh, Jerusalem and, uh, uh …” The teacher: “Why are blue and white the colors of Judaism?” Me: “——”


  The kids at Hebrew school lived in large houses. The girls had their hair done at beauty parlors. The boys discussed politics in the Knesset. Their mothers held bridge parties in the den, their fathers hung PEDIATRICIAN or DENTIST signs outside the entrances to the additions to their ranch houses. Being a Jew meant being like them. My mother and I rented the first floor of a two-family house in a Gentile neighborhood. She was a salesclerk in a five-and-ten. We dressed in remainders from end-of-the-season sales.


  At Hebrew school, the other kids would compete to answer the teacher’s questions. Me, I’d sit in the corner, staring out the window across the room, stewing about my mother’s freedom. She could go anywhere she pleased. She could hang out with bums, if she chose. She could become a drug runner.


  In Heaven I go to visit God, but He is not presiding on a throne, the way I’d expected. Here there are different versions of Him, one to a neighborhood. Our God is a butcher. He stands behind a glass counter, taking orders for kosher meat. “How can I help you?” He bellows when I hand Him the ticket with my number.


  “I feel so alone here,” I say. “Not that I had flocks of friends down on Earth. But here I don’t have anyone.”


  “You have your grandfather, and all your relatives.”


  “But their lives were so different from mine. We have nothing in common.”


  He leans back and places His hands on the counter. “What would you like me to do?”


  I roll a few ideas around in my head. “Find me a way to occupy my time.”


  “Do you feel that’s the answer?”


  “Yes.”


  “Fine, if that’s what you wish. A few blocks from here is a library, and in it are books that will tell you about anything in history. Go ahead. They’re in English. That should keep you busy for a while.”


  What I like about Heaven is that I can learn all the mysteries of the cosmos. Like how evolution really works, and what religion — if any — is right, and if there is life on other planets. They are big questions, but actually they have little answers, and once you’ve learned them, there’s not much left to think about except the details. It gets kind of boring, with all this certainty. That’s what I don’t like about Heaven. There is nothing left to wonder about.


  I am watching my mother through the manhole. She is lying on a huge, round bed. Portholes look out onto the ocean. Beside her sits an Arab with a black-and-white checkered cloth hanging from his cap. The cloth covers the back of his head and neck like a curtain. I am surprised she is with an Arab, given that she always said they were crazy. She and the Arab are watching Wheel of Fortune on the television across the room.


  The Arab screws up his face in confusion. “Send me? Send my?”


  My mother says, “Send my regards to Broadway.” She sighs.


  “You are so smart, my little Ernestine,” the Arab says. He is smoking a fat cigar. The ashes are falling onto the sheets. I cannot believe my eyes. My mother does not wipe the ashes off or slide an ashtray under the Arab’s chin, though she wouldn’t even let me eat gingersnaps in the living room without a plate and napkin. I cannot understand it. Evolution and the universe are big questions, but my mother is the greatest mystery of them all.


  I used to wonder about Heaven. Even though my mother didn’t believe in it. Could Heaven be full of harps and mist and good-looking people wearing white robes? Did it hurt to have the wings put on? Or was Heaven more like a bop on the head — one quick thunk and then you’re nothing? I admit I liked the uncertainty. Why read a whole book if you already know the ending?


  My grandfather tells me he cannot understand my mother’s behavior. “She was such a good girl. She studied Hebrew. She did her lessons at regular school. Once she got married, she was not so good at keeping the Sabbath, and she did neglect your religious education. But still, she had a kind heart.”


  “She’s very good at acting,” I tell him. “The neighbors and the rabbi thought she was a model mother.”


  “Where’s your father?” he says.


  “Haven’t you been watching? Three years ago he left her for a lady professor. That’s when my mother started making me go to synagogue. That’s also when she started dating. The men were OK at first, guys who owned companies and did things like take me to ball games. But sooner or later, something would go wrong and she’d be alone again. She’d cry for a few weeks, then drag herself back out. After a while, I guess she lost her heart. First she took up with a bartender. Then it was an ex-con with a betting habit. And then a coke dealer who carried around the phone numbers of hit men in his wallet. And all the time she kept signing me up for more religious school activities.”


  “Have you told your father about this?”


  “He said I could stay with him for a weekend, if I really needed to. I told him I’d try to stick it out. I didn’t think things would get as bad as they did.”


  The Arab is my mother’s lover. That much is for sure. He arranges to have a carton of heavenly hash ice cream parachuted onto the ship. He never takes off the hat with the veil, not even in bed or in the shower.


  From up here, you can see people down there doing everything. Using the bathroom, fooling around in bed, picking their noses. You get used to it after a while. Maybe even begin to enjoy it.


  We don’t do much of anything up here. The books are boring once you’ve read a few of them. And my relatives spend their time gossiping about people from their past. All I can make out are phrases like “Finkelstein! Ach! Der mensch iz meshugge!” I go for walks and it’s the same thing: people sitting around, eating fatty Jewish food, speaking Yiddish. They glance at me, with my new photogenic looks, and pause for a second, as if trying to place me. Then they wave their hands, and turn away.


  On Earth I used to watch the models in commercials. They were all five feet eight with teaspoon breasts and teeth that had been blessed by an orthodontist. I made notes about them on a pad I kept on a shelf above the TV. I ate through boxes of pretzels and cans of macaroons as I followed the models’ careers.


  Before I went to bed I’d stand in front of my mirror. Face front. Turn to the right. The proportions were all off, and the shadows from my nose buried half my face in darkness. I would think of my mother’s line: “If a girl has no other virtues, even a freckle can be considered one.” I would scrutinize my reflection for a freckle. But even that, I could not find.


  My mother’s ship docks somewhere in Asia. The bay is cramped with small fishing canoes and ramshackle houseboats. Some people in the houseboats are leaning over the sides to scrub their clothes, while others stand on the decks and empty baskets of garbage into the water. My mother steps down the ramp in her green wraparound skirt and white blouse with the big bow on the collar. The Arab is at her side.


  Little Asian children swarm around my mother. She smiles at them and walks across the docks and into the streets of the city.


  In every doorway, people are selling their wares: vegetables, fish, shoes, dresses. My mother and her lover pay no attention as the merchants call out to them. She and the Arab stride with a sense of purpose. Children skip behind them.


  When my mother reaches a white house with one side settled lower into the ground than the other, she turns and addresses the little ones who are following. “Children,” she says, “you will have to leave us now. I have things I must do.”


  One of the larger children translates for the others. A few of them cry, but they all walk away. My mother and her lover enter the house.


  My grandfather is squatting beside me over the window. Company is something I never had before, when I looked out my window, waiting for my mother to come home from her dates. “I don’t know what I did wrong,” my grandfather says. Neither do I. I am wondering how she got into drug running at all. Of all the hobbies she could have chosen, why this one? If she wanted excitement, she could have put food coloring in her cake batter. She could have taken up smoking. Or even read dirty novels from the library. But no. She had to go in for danger.


  Inside the sinking Asian house is a huge room. It is filled with delicate plants and there are pillows on the floor.


  “Look at this place,” my mother says to the Arab. “Look at this mess. These people should put their things away the minute they walk in the door, not just drop them wherever they please.”


  The Arab lifts the lids of several tin boxes that are lying on the pillows. Inside each box is a colored powder, each a different shade of white or brown. He stuffs his pockets with the powder. His jacket bulges, and powder flurries down his front like snow.


  At the far end of the room, two Asian men appear with a large scale, the kind you use to weigh meat. “I’ll take two hundred and thirty-five pounds,” my mother calls out. She walks up to them. I think it humorous that she chose that number, as it used to be our address. When she gets close, she pulls out her pistol. “And keep your thumb off the scale. I’ve got my eye on you.”


  One time my mother discovered me watching the neighbors. “How could you do that?” she said. “It’s rude.”


  “It’s only rude if they find out,” I said.


  “But there’s so much around here for you to do. I bought you that microscope you’ve been asking for, and you’ve got your Hebrew lessons, and of course there’s your regular homework. You shouldn’t waste your time spying on other people.”


  “I wouldn’t have to spy on them if I could go out and be with them.”


  “During the day, dear, not at night.”


  “But all I can do at night is watch the neighbors or TV.”


  “Or do your homework.”


  “I’d rather go out.”


  “I want you where I know you’ll be safe until I get home from my dates.” She said this in a voice as sweet as syrup, and pulled the curtains shut.


  My mother makes the two men wrap each pound of powder individually. Then she has the entire shipment loaded into Acme shopping bags. The men make a series of phone calls, and in no time a squadron of tough-looking boys appears at the door. The men hand each boy a bag.


  “Now, don’t dawdle,” my mother tells them. “I must get back to the ship by lunch.”


  The boys nod and whisper to each other in Asian.


  Some people have joined Grandpa and me at the window. “This is a pretty good show,” they say. “Who is it?”


  “My mother,” I say.


  “Mothers,” says one of them. “My mother shipped me off to a military academy when I was seven.”


  “That’s nothing,” another says. “Mine ran away one night and didn’t get in touch with us for eleven years.”


  “Your mothers really did that?” I ask.


  “Yes,” the first one says.


  “You just can’t make sense of mothers,” the other one adds.


  I think about this. During my life — well, until the last year — my mother kept the house clean and the refrigerator stocked. She always sewed my Halloween costume from scratch and dressed me every morning during those months in fourth grade when my arm was broken. She was a great cook. She never bothered me about my weight. And at dinner every night she asked me how my day had gone, and really listened when I talked, and then told me how her day had gone, too, if I thought to ask.


  Maybe my mother was not so bad. Maybe, for whatever reason, she just fell apart. I would have to give this possibility some consideration.


  The crew of my mother’s ship lifts anchor, and the ship pulls out of port. My mother and her lover flutter down to their bedroom.


  “I do so love helping Third World economies,” my mother says, flopping onto the round bed. She leans against some pillows and clicks on the television with the remote control. Dallas is on. J.R. looks into the camera and says, “Hi choi, enki gen sheh, Bobby.”


  I realize I have seen this episode before, so I get up and walk to a shop on the corner. Through the plate glass window I observe stout young girls gathered around a seamstress, trying on bridal gowns. They suck in their stomachs and stand before the mirror. The seamstress opens her hands, palms up. “So, we can alter it,” I hear her say through the glass.


  I step in closer, until I can look at myself reflected in the plate glass of the bridal shop. My new blond hair is so well coiffed it seems dipped in glue. I touch my full, rosy lips, rest my slender fingers beside my watery blue eyes. Inside, I feel the same. But outside it’s wrong. This is a perfect face. It has never been slapped by truth.


  I go to God the Butcher and tell Him I want to look like myself again. Back to hips, breasts, nose, and belly. A body built to bear babies. He slices me some corned beef — my mother’s favorite meal. “Cook it up with some of this,” He says, handing me a jar filled with hyssop. “Then eat it. All of it. That should do the trick.”


  I go home carrying my corned beef, wondering if I’ve ever heard of cold cuts being cooked with hyssop. On the way I see Grandpa leaning over our manhole. He glances at me.


  “I think your mother’s on her way up here,” he says. “She’s about to get it from some drug pirates.”


  I scramble over to join him. My mother is standing on her deck, facing a pair of thugs with pronounced underbites. “You’re bluffing,” my mother says. She begins to turn away. One of the thugs whips out a gun and pulls the trigger. My mother crumples to the deck before she can show fear or surprise.


  “Well, that’s a shame,” Grandpa says, rising to his feet. “But I want you to remember this: A shlechteh mameh iz nish-tu. There is no such thing as a bad mother.”


  “How can you say that, given what she did to me?” I ask.


  “Bad acts do not necessarily make someone a bad person,” he says.


  I stand over my frying pan. The corned beef sizzles below me. Outside, on the street, I see God the Butcher talking to my mother. She looks the same except she teeters a little, as if she’s dizzy. Dying, she’ll discover, isn’t so bad, but death itself is boring. I’m sure this is not how she thought it would turn out.


  As I fork the meat onto a plate, I am surprised to realize I am getting excited by her arrival. I walk into the living room, pull up a chair so I can see out the window, and sit down with my plate. Then I start chewing the food, slowly, watching them talk on the street. It’s after midnight, but that’s all right. I’ll wait up for her till dawn if I have to. I don’t mind. I want to be here when she gets in, so I can hug her hello, and tell her I’m OK. And let her see how much she’s worried me. And finally give her a piece of my mind.


  Trains


  A young couple is dancing on a stoop. The boy, who wears headphones, pumps his arms and skips about in time to music only he can hear. The girl, who watches him as if he were a spotlight, sways back and forth in silence, her movements complementing his. She cannot hear a sound. She follows the rhythm of his body. I smile up at them as I walk by. This must be love.


  My new boyfriend says that he was sexually initiated at age eight. At the time, his mother was “sick,” either getting addicted to pain killers in the hospital or withdrawing from those same pain killers in detox. He was home from boarding school for the weekend. The only other person in the house was the maid, Annabel.


  Annabel was a stout, mildly retarded woman with flesh-colored hair. I imagine she had mongoloid features, though my boyfriend has never said this. Still, I see her eyes slanting toward the ground, her boxy head, her watermelon grin.


  That afternoon, she was sweeping the hallway. He was in his bedroom, reading train magazines. He loves trains. The first time he rode one, which was also the first time he visited his mother in the hospital, he decided he liked trains better than people. That was because trains are powerful and hold you securely inside themselves. Sometimes, when I walk home alone after our dates, I think he still feels this way, and I wonder, as I’ve wondered about other things with other men, what I can do about it.


  It was a late afternoon in the fall. Only a sliver of sunlight crept into his room from the westward window in the hallway.


  He got up and walked to that window; to this day, he does not remember why. Annabel was holding the broom. She brushed her hair off her forehead and said, “Sad your mom’s gone?”


  “Yes,” he said, and looked out the window. He remembers a band of red running across the horizon like a trail of blood and the silhouettes of trees stretching like a dozen empty arms into the clouds.


  Then he turned. Annabel was resting the broom against the wall. She stepped over, put out her arms, and hugged him.


  They did not kiss or make love. They did not even take off their clothes. All they did was hold each other and roll around the hallway like tumbleweeds, first in silence, then in laughter.


  This is why, he warned me at the beginning, he is attracted to chunky women. He warned me because I am a size five, four feet eleven inches tall. He said he likes me all right, and he’ll hang out with me if I want, but I must understand that his most erotic fantasy is to live on a bed in the back of a roadside diner that only serves fat women truck drivers.


  I try to understand him, why he feels this way. I try to be sensitive. This is what men like in women.


  Like last month, when I talked him into coming to my apartment. After dinner, I stripped off my dress and lay on my bed and called him over. He shuffled across the room and sat at the edge of the blanket. With my small fingers, I reached up and began to unbutton his shirt. He shivered before I had opened it enough to see any chest hair. So I stopped. I said maybe we should go for a walk instead. As soon as we stepped onto the street, I knew he was grateful, and I could feel that he liked me more than ever.


  Last night too. That was when I finally got some of his clothes off.


  We went to his room for the first time. He lives across the street from a bus station and a sexual aids store. His single room is empty except for a foam mattress and a folding card table. Its only window is large and dirty and has no curtains.


  We sat on the floor. He bent his legs in front of him like an upside-down V and told me to do the same. Then he pulled me close and clamped my legs between his knees, so everything from my ankles to my thighs was pressed together. I glanced out the window and saw businessmen furtively shoving packages of sexual aids inside their jackets, adolescent prostitutes calling to them from the corner, anxious tourists walking head down along the gutter edge of the sidewalk. No one looked up at us.


  I closed my eyes for a moment. Suddenly I felt like he and I were riding a train together, and we were the only passengers. I wondered if he would be able to hear me when I talked, or if the train was clattering so loudly as it rushed along the tracks that he could not.


  He unzipped his pants. He told me to stay dressed. Then he rubbed himself very delicately against my tightly squeezed shins. The motion was so slight, I thought he was sitting still.


  When he was done, I tried to touch him, but he whispered that since this was our first time, he wanted things to be perfect. I did not understand but said that I did. It was our first time together. I wanted things to be perfect, too.


  The Good Lie


  The afternoon of Halloween, as we four kids were trying out our costumes in our apartment and our babysitter was dozing in the kitchen, I got an idea.


  “Let’s put a message in a bottle when we go out tonight,” I said. “We can throw it in the brook at the end of the street.”


  “You know it’s not really a brook,” Susan said. Being twelve and the oldest, she had recently become more worldly than the rest of us. “It’s just a little trickle of a stream with big concrete walls on either side. It doesn’t even have a name.”


  “So what? We should still do it,” the youngest, Tom, said. He was seven, and easily attracted to the kind of adventures we never seemed to have. Our lives were more focused on school, our living room, and, at most, playing with friends on our little street, a dead end in a small city. Our mother, newly single after our father moved out, worked a lot, and the rest of the time she looked beleaguered and miserable. We didn’t want to make matters worse, so we all tried to be good kids. Tom added, “Maybe someone will answer us.”


  “They won’t,” Susan said. “The bottle would have to travel for hours to reach the beach.”


  “Lez go beach,” Lizzie said. Lizzie, who was born between Tom and me, was not like other kids her age. There was a name for her condition, which we never said around her, but basically she had trouble speaking, reading, and learning, so she was in a special class, and didn’t have any friends except us. But we didn’t mind this. Lizzie was energetic and spirited, and we’d do anything for her.


  For instance, we were making her Halloween costume, along with our own. Our mother used to do this, but costume-making was yet another casualty of our father’s absence, so we’d picked up the slack. Along with my coloring a mask to look like H.R. PufnStuff, Tom draping a dark towel for a Batman cape, Susan trying to curl her hair into a backwards flip like Get Smart’s 99, we were helping Lizzie look like a hippie. We’d strung love beads for a necklace and folded a scarf into a headband. She would be matching our dog Snoopy, who was going to be wearing a tie-dyed shirt.


  “We can’t go to the beach, Lizzie,” I said, drawing in PufNStuff’s orange skin.


  “Mommy drive,” she insisted.


  “Mommy’s at work,” Tom said, putting on a bat mask.


  “It’s too cold for the beach anyway,” Susan added, painting her nails hot pink.


  “I wanna go beach,” Lizzie repeated.


  We looked at each other. “Well,” I said, “would you settle on getting a message in a bottle from someone out on the high seas?”


  “Don’t give her ideas,” Susan said.


  “Like a pirate?” Tom said.


  “Or” — and I paused, thinking about any seafaring characters she knew — “Cap’n Crunch?”


  “Yeah,” Lizzie said with a shrug, though it wasn’t clear she knew that we were joking.


  Once our costumes were ready, Tom and I went rummaging around the apartment, looking for bottles. The only one we could find that wasn’t full was the Breck shampoo in the bathroom, which was almost near the end. We poured what remained into the sink and rinsed the bottle out. Then we found some writing paper and, with Lizzie at our side, composed a letter. We had no experience with messages in bottles, so, taking a stab, we just addressed the letter to “Whoever Might Find This,” described who each of us was, and provided our address, asking them to write back. I did the writing, and in script, so we would look grown-up. Since Lizzie was just learning letters, and only in the form of print, she couldn’t follow along.


  Then we rolled our message into the Breck bottle, screwed on the lid, and told Susan we were ready. With a wave to our babysitter, the four of us grabbed our Halloween bags and went out, a costumed Snoopy in tow. Other kids were already out, as dusk was falling, but before we rang any bells, we made a beeline for the footbridge over the brook. There we gave Lizzie the bottle and clapped as she threw it in.


  Night fell quickly. We walked up one side of our block and down the other, ringing every bell on the way. That meant at least twenty-four, since just about the entire block lived, as did we, in two-family houses. We were friends with most of the kids on the street so we weren’t surprised when Marisol’s parents gave us candy from her father’s home country, Chile, and Sophia’s parents, who’d just moved here from Greece, gave us homemade baklava. Mostly, though, it was the usual — Baby Ruths, Hershey bars, Three Musketeers, caramels, red hots, jaw breakers. By the time we’d reached the end of the block, our bags were filled to the brim.


  We knew we were being greedy when we decided to enter the three-story apartment building beside the brook. This was the one building where we knew no one. In fact, we’d heard that the landlord didn’t allow children to live there, so there had never been a reason for us to walk up to the door. But, wanting our hauls to be bigger than ever, we boldly let ourselves into the front vestibule, peered down the carpeted hallway toward the staircase, and randomly pressed the buzzers beside the little metal mailboxes.


  At first no one responded. We were just about to give up and head home when we heard a door open at the top of the stairs.


  Without being able to see our hosts, we yelled out, “Trick or Treat.”


  “Oh!” a woman’s voice called out. “We forgot.”


  We waited a minute.


  “Well,” she said, “just come up. We’ll do something.”


  We hurried down the hall and up the stairs.


  At the top, framed in her apartment doorway, stood a slim young woman with a pixie haircut. She was wearing a navy skirt and blouse, clearly just home from work, and behind her stood a guy in a red shirt and jeans. They didn’t seem married but they had a joking kind of ease with each other — and with us, because neither seemed to know or care about the rules of the holiday. Instead of making us wait in the hallway while they scrounged up some apples or pennies, they ushered us into their apartment, invited us to take a seat on their sofa, and offered us sodas. Other adults didn’t ever do this, holiday or not, and certainly it was not the standard procedure for Halloween. But it was nice to be around a woman our mother’s age who talked to us, so for the next ten minutes or so, we told her what we liked about Halloween — our favorite brands of candy, our best costumes, the silly ways we sometimes said Trick or Treat.


  When we’d finished our drinks, Susan motioned to us, and we stood up to leave.


  At that very moment, one of us passed gas.


  We looked at each other, too embarrassed to face our hosts. There was a silence in the room. Then the lady said, “Don’t feel bad.”


  How could we not? Here we were, laughing and talking, drinking her soda, keeping her from changing out of her work clothes. Not being bad, exactly, but probably, as our mother might say, adding just a teaspoon more stress than even Superwoman could handle. Which is to say, not being good, either. On top of that, we’d just made the most mortifying social mistake possible.


  We didn’t say a word. The silence hung heavy in the room.


  Finally the lady said, “Well, hey, we always did that too.”


  “What?” the man asked, looking confused.


  We peered at her. She had a pleasant look on her face, and as the man looked on at her, baffled, she said, “Fart contests. Every Halloween, we’d do it, just to see who could make it last the longest.”


  The man looked at her incredulously, and then she turned and nodded hard at him. “Uh … yeah,” he said, catching on, “we did, too. It was the big thing to do when we were kids.” He put his mouth to his arm and made a few sound effects to convince us that he was an expert in this form of competition.


  We were smiling by then, even the culprit. “It’s really okay,” the lady said. “You don’t need to feel uncomfortable at all.”


  And we didn’t, as we headed down the stairs, even though our bags were no fuller than when we’d started. In fact, we felt pretty giddy.


  “She lied to us, you know,” Susan said, opening the door to outside.


  “But she made us feel better,” I said. “So maybe that’s okay.”


  We mulled over this, as we made our way home with our loot.


  Soon the leaves shook loose from the trees, and Christmas lights were strung from the houses. We thought of Halloween only after dinner, when our mother, or, more often, our babysitter, allowed us to extract a single piece of candy from our bags. Occasionally we thought about the lady and her friend, but mostly they receded in our minds.


  Then one December afternoon, Tom, Lizzie, and I leashed Snoopy up for his walk. For some reason, we walked slower than usual. Maybe it was the break we were suddenly getting in the weather, since it had rained heavily for days and now the chill was on. Maybe it was the news that we were going to move again. The divorce was final, and our mother had gotten a new job, one that required we relocate. It would be the third time since our father left, and would be farther away from him, ensuring we’d see him even less. So once again we would be leaving our friends. No more of Maria telling me that in Spanish there are three ways to say “the.” No more playing with Sophia’s baby sister, admiring the gold jewelry in her newly-pierced ears.


  On the footbridge, we paused for a long time to look at the swirling water below. The rain had swelled from the little trickle of a creek to a swiftly flowing river, one that rose so high, we’d had to walk the long way to school. Now we could see that the water had flooded the patch of grass on the other side of the bridge. A lot of junk had washed up there: tires and branches and beer cans and shopping bags.


  “And,” Lizzie burst out, pointing, “the bottle!”


  “It can’t be,” I said.


  “It is!” Tom said.


  We ran across the footbridge, plunged into the muddy field, and jumped over puddles to reach the bottle. Someone had answered us! Our message had made it all the way to them and back!


  I leapt ahead of them, and when I reached the bottle, I knelt down, picked it out of the scattered refuse, and snatched it up. “There’s a note inside!” Tom called out behind me as I held it up, and Lizzie let out a squeal. But as I returned to them, knowing Tom and Lizzie were waiting to see our message from the other side of the world, I glanced through the glass, and made out my own handwriting.


  The note inside was ours. The bottle had probably been stuck right near the bridge all this time, and moved only in the last few days, when the water rose much higher than usual.


  “Let’s read it,” Tom said.


  “Yeah!” Lizzie chimed in.


  I shot Tom a look to calm down. He seemed surprised, but then, as I unscrewed the cap, and pulled out the paper, I could tell he understood. The writing had all blurred. The paper, damp inside, had bubbled. I unrolled the page in my hands.


  “What they say?” Lizzie said.


  I looked down. Behind my back I could feel the house of the lady with the pixie haircut, the lady who had made bad feel good.


  “What they write?” Lizzie asked.


  “They said” — and I looked up at Tom, and we agreed with our eyes that this was the right thing to do — “They said they couldn’t believe they found our bottle, and they were so glad they did.” And then, as she beamed, I read us all their letter.


  Twins


  They came on a Thursday. There were two of them, two girls, and someone told Brenda they were sisters. Brenda was confused about how that could be. She had a sister, and the two of them were girls, but Brenda and her sister didn’t look like Ramona and Remmie. Brenda and her sister were their own selves.


  Not Ramona and Remmie. When you got one, you got the other, like prickers on a rose. Ramona was the one with legs that worked. She had brown hair and blue eyes and she looked pretty normal, except that Remmie grew out of her chest. Remmie was cuter than Ramona, but she was smaller, and her legs looked like mashed potatoes, and were probably about as easy to walk on. Ramona had to carry her everywhere.


  It was a Thursday when Ramona and Remmie first came to Horizons. That’s the place where all the special people in town — people like Brenda — went to work every day. There they did jobs like make boxes and paste on labels: “Things that help out people in the post office or large companies somewhere,” Brenda’s mom once explained to her. On Thursdays Brenda stuffed her week’s load of envelopes into boxes. She liked that better than the jobs she did on other days because it was easy. She didn’t have to worry she’d do it wrong and get her supervisor angry.


  One of the bosses let Ramona and Remmie into the workroom. “We Are the World” was playing on the radio, and Brenda’s buddy Edgar was singing along. It was his favorite song. Edgar wasn’t too handsome — he was tall and fat, and when he worked he forgot to swallow and his chin got wet — but he was nice. He was trying so hard to get the words right on that song and paste his labels on straight that he didn’t even notice them come in.


  Brenda watched them go across the room and walk up to an empty table. Ramona sat down on the bench and put Remmie on the table in front of her, real gentle, like she was putting down a big dish. They both wore shirts that were bunched up around their chests, and the bunch on Ramona’s shirt was pressed up against the one on Remmie’s shirt. They sat close together.


  Edgar looked over their way. His tongue was sticking out like it always did when he took note of something. Brenda looked around and saw everybody else was checking them out. Even Lisa Cumbermiller, and she never noticed anything except her work and her lunch and her cigarettes. She even ignored her clothes — her bra straps always showed. But these girls were something Lisa couldn’t ignore.


  Brenda wanted to look too — they were so strange — and then this little voice popped into her head. It said, “Don’t stare. It’s not nice.” Usually Brenda heard voices saying that whenever she went out shopping. Not voices in her head, like Ritchie Vailer said he heard. But voices from people around her. It used to get to her when she was little, and she’d be in the Shop-Rite with her mom, and other moms would say it to their kids. “Don’t stare.” It used to make her cry. Her mom had to take her out and put her in the car and talk to her till she calmed down. But now she was used to it. She was grown up. Now she thought “Don’t stare” was a polite thing to say.


  So Brenda went back to work. She heard the supervisor explain things to the girls, like when they stopped for lunch and that there was no fighting over the radio and what kinds of jobs they’d do. He said that most of them on Brenda’s part of the floor did labels and envelopes, and the girls would be sorting labels today. The girls talked to him. Brenda couldn’t make out what they were saying but she figured the words were real and made sense, because the supervisor didn’t say “What?” or tell Edgar to turn down the radio so he could hear better. Then he gave them a tray of labels and told them to sort by letter.


  Brenda never sorted by letter. When she first came to Horizons three years ago, they taught her to sort labels by color. She was too old for school anymore, and her mom felt bad about Brenda sitting around the house by herself all day long, going out only when she walked the dogs or worked in the garden. The labels were tough at the beginning; Brenda kept picking up two or three at a time and not even knowing it. But finally she got it down, she did a whole box perfectly. Her mom told everyone on the block. She called Brenda’s sister, Ellie. Ellie didn’t need to live at home like Brenda did. A week later Brenda got a letter from her. Her mom read it to Brenda. It said, “Congratulations on your new success. I bet you feel so grown up. Now you can start being more independent.”


  After the supervisor walked away, no one talked for a long time, so Brenda could tell that everybody was still watching the girls. She tried to keep her mind on the radio, but the man who talked on it thought he was better than everyone else; he put anyone not like him down and acted like it was funny. Sometimes people at Horizons laughed along, but Brenda never saw the joke. So instead she listened for whether these girls talked, and once in a while she’d look up to see what they were doing. They were working, like everyone else. Brenda passed them when she went to the bathroom and checked out the bunch on their shirts; maybe there’d be a hole and she could see what was going on underneath. But there wasn’t a hole. And then when she was in the bathroom she wondered how they did that.


  By the time lunch rolled around, everyone had started to talk again. Some of them talked about TV from Wednesday night, but a lot of them talked about the girls. Brenda could hear them. They said, “Wonder if they’re people,” and other things like that. Nothing Brenda cared to remember.


  At lunch, the girls sat off in a corner by themselves. No one went over to them or sat at the tables nearby. And Brenda wasn’t going to either. She sat at the same table every day, with Marty and Edgar.


  Marty was one of the only black people at Horizons or in the whole town, even. He worked with the broom-and-mop guys upstairs. They came to work later than anyone else and stayed till after dark, so they could clean up the place before the next day. Sometimes they’d go on trips to clean churches, and they’d get to meet the priest there and shake his hand. Marty was skinny and his hair was cut short. He wasn’t bad-looking except for how yellow his teeth were.


  Brenda pulled out her sandwich and looked over to those girls. “What do you think’s going on with them?” she asked. They were sitting with their heads bent close together and weren’t looking into the room at all.


  “Ain’t got a clue,” Marty said.


  Edgar just rested his head in his hands and looked their way. “They’s pretty,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Brenda said. “Pretty as people on TV.”


  “They’re weird,” Marty said. “The Devil makes rats prettier’n them.”


  Brenda had seen rats a few times in books, and they sure didn’t look like those girls. But there was no use arguing with Marty. He stuck to his guns when he made up his mind about something. Brenda bit into her tuna fish sandwich. She wondered if the girls ate tuna fish.


  Then Lisa Cumbermiller came over, pushing a chair in front of her. “Those twinkies stole my place,” she said, pulling the chair up to Brenda’s table and plopping down into it. It was the first time she’d ever talked to them. Her bra strap was sticking out, and it looked like she’d never thrown it in the wash.


  Brenda said, “We don’t mind if you sit with us.”


  “I do,” Marty said, and he shot Brenda this look.


  Lisa Cumbermiller put her lunch box on the table and pulled out three sandwiches, two bags of Cheese Doodles, two Cokes, and a fudge brownie.


  “Why you eating so much?” Marty asked. “You fat enough already.”


  “That’s not nice,” Edgar said. He stuck his elbow into Marty’s side. Edgar knew good manners. He always said thank you when the supervisors gave him work.


  Once, when Horizons took the whole work crew on a picnic, a group of kids stood in the bushes and shouted things at them, calling them “retards” and “half-brains” and making sounds like they were monkeys. After a while, the kids rode their bikes off to the next field and started playing ball. Later on, they hit the ball so hard, it rolled clear over to the picnic. No one from Horizons wanted to get near it except Edgar. He just picked it up and carried it across the field to them. The kids asked him to stay. He said no and thanked them for asking. They followed him all the way back to the picnic and kept asking him over and over, and he didn’t even cry. He just kept saying, “No thank you, no thank you,” till the counselors got up and made the kids leave.


  Lisa chomped down on a sandwich. “I’m not fat,” she said. “I’m gonna have a baby.”


  Marty sat up taller. “Then why you working? Ladies who gonna have babies should stay home in bed.”


  “Not me. I can do whatever I want since I’m not keeping it.”


  Brenda had always wanted a baby, but her mom said they need to depend on you too much so she shouldn’t even think about it. “Why aren’t you going to keep it?” she asked.


  Lisa stuffed in half a sandwich and said with her mouth full, “It’ll have something wrong. I bet it will.”


  “How do you know that?” Brenda asked. “You can’t know that.”


  “Yes I can. I’m going to see my doctor and he’ll put a pin in my stomach to see if anything funny’s going on.”


  Brenda said, “What if they find something wrong?”


  “They’ll take it out so I won’t have it.”


  That made Brenda lean back and think. She wondered what kind of thing could be so wrong that they’d have to take the baby out of Lisa.


  They sat and chewed on their food. Marty finished before the rest of them and burped. Then he said, “My mama keep saying we might move back to where she from.”


  “Why does she want to do that?” Brenda asked.


  “She say she don’t want my sisters marrying white men. And the two in high school, only boys they talk about is white boys. She worried about them, and the younger ones too.”


  “You can’t move,” Brenda said. “You’re our friend.”


  Edgar looked like he might cry. “We won’t be able to eat lunch with you if you go.”


  “She say, ‘The world be a better place if people stayed with they own kinds.’ And sometime, like when we shopping in town and everybody be white and walking around us and holding they bags close, I think she right.”


  Brenda pointed across the room. “What about them? We’re not their type.”


  Marty nodded. “That’s right. And they shouldn’t be here.”


  “What are they, anyway?” Brenda said.


  Lisa Cumbermiller scrunched up a Cheese Doodles bag. “They’re twins. I heard the supervisors talking.”


  “They not twins,” Marty said. “They don’t look like each other. Look at that little one. She look like pot cheese.”


  “Twins don’t have to look the same,” Lisa said.


  That was news to Brenda. All the twins she saw on TV and in stores looked just like each other. If one had legs, the other did too. Even their clothes matched and their hair was done the same. But not these girls. Ramona had on a brown dress and wore a ponytail. Remmie had on a pink dress, and her hair was curly and long and she had bangs. Brenda didn’t see how they could be twins. And stuck togeher like that too.


  But she didn’t ask questions. She just worked on her sandwich. After all, Lisa was pregnant, so Brenda guessed she was an expert on babies. She guessed Lisa knew about things like twins.


  After work Brenda took the Horizons van to her house. She could hardly wait for her mom to get home so she could tell her about Ramona and Remmie. They didn’t ride with the rest of the Horizons people. Their dad picked them up. He looked just like other dads.


  At home Brenda did like she always did. First she walked the dogs. She really liked dogs, especially dogs with papers. She took care of four every day after work. The dog owners were different from most of the people who lived near her — they said hi if they saw her. The other neighbors just weren’t friendly. They usually didn’t even look Brenda’s way when she passed by. Except for the kids. Sometimes after dinner, Brenda would turn off the lights in the living room so no one outside could see her, and she’d look out the window and watch the kids playing in the street. They would say mean things to each other, but never as mean as what they said to Brenda.


  When she got home from walking the dogs, Brenda went out back to work in her garden. That’s how she learned to read — her mom put sticks in the ground with letters for each plant so Brenda would know what was coming up. Sometimes she wished her mom had put up whole words because maybe then Brenda would have learned how to read more than just letters. It didn’t matter, really. She did what she liked without having to read. And she liked gardens. The thing she liked best about them was making a plan and then watching it happen just like you wanted it to. As long as you were careful, it always turned out right.


  That day her mom got home while Brenda was still in the garden. Brenda knew she was there when she smelled hot dogs. She went inside and washed up and came to the table.


  Her mom passed Brenda a roll. “Any sign of the carrots yet?”


  “Just a little,” Brenda said. “They like to hide away from everything else.”


  Brenda’s mom put a hot dog on Brenda’s roll. “I hope they come up soon. I told the people at work I’d bring some in.”


  “Don’t they have gardens, too?”


  “A lot of them do, but the vegetables from yours come out especially delicious. You take such good care, everything’s so neat and evenly spaced.”


  There was a while when her mom didn’t pay so much attention to Brenda. That was because her mom used to need to sleep a lot; she’d come home from work and just conk out. Brenda guessed she was unhappy. But just before Brenda began at Horizons, her mom started staying up till bedtime and taking note of what Brenda did. Like Brenda had always forgotten when her period was coming and what to do when she got it. Her mom didn’t care for a long time. Then when the Horizons people called and said Brenda could start in a month, her mom said she should learn. Her mom got a doll and fed it red water and made Brenda practice helping the doll till she got good at it. Now, Brenda can even figure out when she’ll get it and how much napkin stuff she’ll need for the day. Her mom calls her an expert.


  Brenda sat down to start eating, but before she picked up her fork she said, “Mom, we got these new people at Horizons today. Lisa Cumbermiller says they’re twins. They’re, like, stuck together” — she tapped her chest — “here.”


  Her mom stared at Brenda for a second. “Do they look the same?”


  “Sort of. They’re both cute and got the same color hair and eyes. But one can’t walk. The other one holds her.”


  At first her mom looked like she didn’t understand. Brenda wondered if she’d messed up her words again. She hadn’t done that in a long time.


  “Oh,” her mom said suddenly, “they’re Siamese twins. I saw them in the paper.”


  “What’s that?”


  “They’re like regular twins, except when they were inside their mother they never split apart into two independent people.”


  Brenda said, “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”


  “That’s because there aren’t many of them. And this pair at Horizons, well, they’re extra-unusual, even for Siamese twins.”


  “One’s got funny legs.”


  “I know. In the newspaper they said that one of these girls didn’t grow right, and that the other one has to carry her around.”


  Brenda wondered if Lisa Cumbermiller’s baby wasn’t growing right. Maybe it had bad legs too, or a bad head. She said, “If I’d been like that, would you of gotten rid of me before I was born?”


  “How can you even ask me that?” her mom said. “You’re my baby and I love you, no matter what.”


  “Well, Lisa Cumbermiller thinks she’ll get rid of her baby if something’s wrong.”


  “That’s Lisa. I wouldn’t do that.”


  Brenda bit into her hot dog and chewed for a minute. Then she asked, “Mom, can Siamese twins come apart?”


  “I don’t think so, most of the time. I think they usually share something too important. Like their stomachs, maybe.”


  Brenda considered that. Since the other person had to eat too, and there’d be only one stomach between them, Brenda would have less space for food than she had now. That didn’t sound so good.


  “Why don’t you talk to them?” her mom asked.


  “I don’t know,” Brenda said. “It’d be weird. I wouldn’t know which one to talk to. I wouldn’t know what to say. Anyway, I have all the friends I need. I was just wondering, that’s all.”


  After that first day, Brenda tried not to stare at Ramona and Remmie. She’d look their way every time a new song came on the radio, but that was just to see if they liked it. Only they never noticed the songs. All they did was talk to each other, real low and quiet. Sometimes they’d laugh and shake their heads. Brenda couldn’t hear their words. Ramona did the label work and Remmie looked on. Everyone except Brenda and Edgar kept their eyes on the twins as if they were watching a TV set.


  At night Brenda talked to the dogs. She asked them if it was OK to act like nothing had changed at Horizons. She asked them if she was doing the right thing. Ramona and Remmie didn’t seem lonely, so she didn’t have to talk to them. But for some reason she began to want to. Maybe it was because they wore pretty dresses and smelled like flowers. She didn’t know. But she didn’t do anything, and the days kept passing and passing, and she just felt a little worse all the time.


  Time went fast that summer, faster than Brenda had ever remembered it going. And a lot seemed to happen. The biggest thing was that Marty and his family moved away to Detroit. Brenda didn’t even get a chance to buy him a present.


  She cried when he got off the van that last day. So did Edgar. He leaned across the van seat, and they waved bye to Marty out the window. After they drove away, Edgar told Brenda that Marty used to help him in the bathroom. She asked who’d help him now, and he said no one. He said he just wouldn’t tuck in his shirt so you couldn’t tell that his pants were unzipped. Brenda told him she’d help if she could, but she couldn’t because she was a girl.


  Around that same time Lisa Cumbermiller got rid of her baby. She told them all at lunch, even though they didn’t want to hear about it. She said it happened fast and was hardly sloppy at all. She laughed. Brenda threw her lunch in the garbage when she told them. The next day Lisa Cumbermiller moved away from their table so she could sit with the other fat ladies at Horizons. Good, Brenda thought. Let them stuff their faces together.


  Then one of the little kids on Brenda’s block fell off his bike and broke his head open. She saw it happen from the living room window, the ambulance taking him away and everyone in his family crying. A week later they brought him home with a big white towel wrapped around his head. He didn’t look the same. And whenever Brenda saw his mother, she’d be crying. Soon she began calling Brenda’s mom every night. They’d never spoken before this, and now it was like they were best friends. They’d talk a long time, and Brenda’s mom would make a mess of the kitchen. After they hung up, the table would be full of fat books that didn’t have any pictures, only letters and drawings of bent-up black lines that made Brenda think of lightning.


  Brenda’s garden did real well that summer. She kept the rows neat and tidy. She cleaned out the weeds every day, sprayed the plants with a hose when the ground got dry. Her mom said it was the best garden she’d ever grown and sent a picture of it to Ellie. Ellie wrote back and said it looked like Brenda knew what she was doing and that maybe she should go work at a real place, like the Shop-Rite, so she could make enough money to move out on her own. Brenda’s mom shook her head when she read that. The whole idea sounded strange to Brenda, since she’d never seen gardens growing in the Shop-Rite. But who knew what it was like where Ellie lived.


  In the fall a terrible flu came around. Brenda’s mom said walking the dogs made her as healthy as a St. Bernard, and she must have been right, because Brenda didn’t get it. But her mom did. She missed three days of work.


  At Horizons, people started dropping all around Brenda. Poor Edgar got it so bad he had to go into the hospital. The counselors called a special class and told them ways to fight it off. They said they should try extra hard because the sort of people who work at Horizons get sicker than most people. But it didn’t help much. Every day fewer and fewer people came in.


  Brenda thought about Edgar and Marty all the time; she missed them something awful. Her mom let her call Marty once, and then wrote his name on envelopes so Brenda could mail him some of her pictures. A few days later her mom took Brenda to see Edgar in the hospital. Tubes were twisted all over him, and his parents told her he’d filled in eleven coloring books. He could hardly breathe when she saw him. He smiled but when he started coughing, they rushed Brenda out. At lunch every day, she’d think about him.


  Pretty soon most everyone got sick from the flu. All over Horizons, all day long, it was quiet. Brenda could even change the radio from that show with the guy she didn’t like, because no one who liked him was around. She thought that’d make her feel good, but without Edgar there to be glad with, it didn’t much matter.


  Finally there were only a few of them left. Brenda, Elise Sandover, Ritchie Vailer, and those twins. Brenda didn’t like to eat alone, but she had no choice. Elise made funny burping sounds all the time, and Ritchie’s nose was sort of near his ear. And, even though Brenda had been noticing the twins looking her way, she was too scared to ask them to sit with her. She wasn’t sure why they were taking note of her — if they wondered whether she had the flu or what. Maybe they were looking because they were jealous that Brenda had a friend, or because she was normal. She didn’t have a twin. She was her own person.


  So Brenda ate by herself at a table in the corner. There wasn’t much to watch. Just the walls and Elise and Ritchie.


  Brenda was hunched over her tuna fish sandwich, humming one of Edgar’s favorite songs and thinking about trying to visit him in the hospital again when someone touched her shoulder.


  “Can we sit here?” a soft voice said, and Brenda smelled that nice flower smell. She looked up and saw Ramona and Remmie. They’d come over to her! At first she didn’t know what to say — no one’d ever come over to her except Lisa Cumbermiller. And Brenda hadn’t wanted to talk to her.


  “Yeah, sure,” Brenda said. She moved her food over so Remmie could sit on the table. After Ramona set her down, Remmie leaned over and spread their lunch out next to her. There were bologna sandwiches and hard-boiled eggs and chocolate milk. Food like Brenda ate.


  Remmie’s bangs were pinned back with blue and green barrettes that sparkled, and all the rest of her curly hair just hung on her shoulders. Ramona’s hair was straight as always. Her ponytail was tied up with purple ribbon. When she sat on the bench, Brenda said, “You two are real beautiful. You should be models.”


  They looked at each other. “I don’t think people who hire models would be too receptive to us,” Ramona said.


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  Remmie gave Ramona this look, like she’d done something wrong. “She means they might not find us pretty. We’re too unusual.”


  Brenda looked down at her food. She still had half a sandwich left and she didn’t know what to say.


  “You like dogs?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” Remmie said, “we have a German shepherd and a very old —”


  “Very old mutt,” Ramona said. They said “very old” at the same time. Brenda wasn’t sure which one to talk to. She looked from one to the other the way she used to watch her mom and Ellie play Ping-Pong.


  “I like dogs that have papers,” Brenda said. “They’re better-looking that way.”


  Remmie twirled one of her curls in her fingers and said, “Actually, our mutt is very good-looking.”


  Ramona said, “Yeah. And in general, pedigree dogs tend to be more neurotic than mixed breeds.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Neurotic?” Ramona said, scraping the floor with her feet. “That’s when someone’s unstable emotionally.”


  Remmie put her hands flat on the table between her and Ramona, and gave Ramona that look again.


  “You mean sick in the head?” Brenda asked.


  “No,” Remmie said. “Just troubled. Not crazy.”


  Brenda wondered if her father’d been neurotic. He’d died when she was a baby. Her mom said he drank so much, it was like he was from Mars. “If someone’s like that,” Brenda asked, “do their kids get it too?”


  “Sometimes,” Remmie said.


  “It’s not something you’re born with. It’s something you acquire,” Ramona said.


  “She means you become that way.”


  “Oh,” Brenda said. “Did you two become that way?”


  Remmie laughed, but Ramona didn’t. “No, we were born like this,” they said at the same time.


  “So you’re not neurotic?”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Remmie said, picking up a sandwich that was sitting on the table next to her, and smiled at Ramona.


  “Can you ever come apart?” Brenda said. “I don’t think I’d like to be stuck to my sister, and I know she wouldn’t want to be stuck to me.”


  “We don’t enjoy it,” Ramona said.


  “But it has to be like this,” Remmie said. “If we had an operation to take us apart, I’d probably die. And I’d rather be stuck to Ramona than not be here at all.”


  Brenda looked over at Ramona. She was picking the crust off the bread from her bologna sandwich.


  Brenda couldn’t imagine being stuck to anyone. Not even Edgar. What if she was stuck to Lisa Cumbermiller? “You don’t have it so good,” Brenda said.


  Ramona sighed. “Very perceptive,” she said, and she looked up in the air away from Brenda and Remmie and ran her fingers through her ponytail like a comb.


  Remmie said, “It’s not so bad. The only times we have trouble are when I set my hair at night, because the curlers poke Ramona in the face while we sleep. And also when she drinks. I can’t stand alcohol. What makes her drunk sometimes makes me sick.”


  Ramona peeled the top slice of bread off her sandwich, then bit into what was left. “I really hate being like this,” she said. “The only thing that’s good about it is that I’m never lonely.”


  Brenda looked around the lunchroom. Elise and Ritchie were gone. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been lonely.”


  Ramona crossed her legs. “Where’s your friend?” she said. “That guy you sit with all the time.”


  “You mean Edgar? He’s sick.”


  “Well, imagine how you’d feel if he never came back,” she said.


  Brenda hadn’t considered that. She’d just taken it for granted he’d be back. But if he didn’t get better, it’d be awful, especially with Marty gone. No one to talk to, no one to eat with, no one to look at when a song she liked came on the radio. It made her think about how her garden looked in the winter, or how she felt in the living room, watching the kids outside. “I don’t know what I’d do,” Brenda said.


  “You’d make new friends,” Remmie said. “I bet anyone’d be friends with you. You seem to be very considerate. That’s why we wanted to meet you.”


  That made Brenda’s face warm, and she felt like she was in the sun. Then she remembered that her mind was not neat and tidy. “But most people aren’t like me,” she said.


  Ramona said, “So make friends with people who aren’t.”


  Brenda didn’t know if she wanted to do that. She didn’t know if she could. She put her empty Coke can in her lunch box.


  “Girls!” A supervisor shouted into the lunchroom. “Didn’t you see the time?”


  Brenda felt her cheeks turn red. She’d never been late before. Quick as she could, she packed up her lunch and went back to the workroom.


  Brenda worked hard that afternoon so her boss would forget what happened at lunch. But Brenda didn’t forget, and she didn’t want to. Every time she looked up, she’d see the twins watching her. They weren’t just staring, either. They were smiling, Ramona a little, and Remmie a lot.


  After she walked the dogs that night, Brenda went out to the garden. The pumpkins were coming up and there was still some squash left, but most everything else was gone. Red and yellow and brown leaves from all over the neighborhood had blown onto the yard and were covering the dirt. Brenda didn’t go over to pick them out. She just stood at the edge and looked.


  With all the leaves there, the garden didn’t look so tidy anymore. But it was kind of nice that way, and Brenda didn’t want to clean it up. All she wanted to do was step in just far enough to get some pumpkins. Then she could go to the hospital and bring one to Edgar. She figured he’d really like it. And the lady down the street, the one with the little boy who’d been hurt. She might feel good if Brenda brought her one, too. Her mom would know for sure. Brenda could ask her if it was OK to give pumpkins as presents. And, if she said yes, the first one Brenda would pick would be for the twins. She could bring it to them tomorrow. The prettiest and most perfect-shaped one she could find.


  Hearts


  We think my father will die suddenly. We imagine a heart attack. He is a fat man, a lover of latkes and blintzes, who smokes cigarettes and is given to rages of such volume that my mother, sitting on the sidelines all these years, suffers from eardrum damage.


  He frequently brings up his death at family gatherings. “I want to talk about my will,” he says. “You must use the money to care for your mother. She is not to live in a home.” Then he explains, once again, what each of us will get, how we should invest it so our mother can avoid taxes, what we should buy for her. Above all, we are told, we must never forget that every penny is to be spent on her. I always reassure him: “I will take care of Mama.”


  At my birth, he named me Hermina, so his name, Hermann, could live on. But I will not be passing it on; I have never married and, though I date and on rare occasions have allowed a man to spend the night, I am beyond the age of childbearing. This angers my father, and is the cause, he says, of his sporadic chest pains. For years, he has sent me an unsigned card every Mother’s Day. I feel chest pains then, too.


  It has long been understood that I will take my mother in after my father’s death. Early on, my sisters told me they would never allow one person to carry the entire burden. But, as each began to make her own family, I would be told in private: “I have too many other things in my life. And we must think of what is best for her.”


  When I moved out of the house nine years ago, my father insisted my apartment have two bedrooms. He then furnished the second one for my mother without her knowledge, so that it will be ready and welcoming when the time comes. Sometimes men peer at the closed bedroom door and ask if I have a roommate. “Not yet,” I tell them, “but I will.” My sisters, married and therefore certain they are wiser than I, tell me that somehow I must want to make men fear entrapment; I make them run.


  Following my father’s suggestion, I have been lining my shelves and filling my closets with gifts for my mother. He sends me lists of things she has always wanted but he has been too cheap to give her: Eastern European novels, an Israeli mezuzah, gilded Pesach dishes, embroidered antimacassars, real linen sheets, crystal atomizers.


  Given what it costs to pay rent on an apartment in a neighborhood that my father considers safe enough for my mother, I don’t have money for luxuries like a car and fancy clothes. My sisters visit reluctantly, and only during the day, when they have little to do. They click their tongues at how long it takes me to get home from work, at the pills on my sweaters, the outdated length of my hems. And when they discovered my stock of gifts for our mother, they shook their heads.


  My mother pulled me aside last Saturday while my father was out buying cold cuts and my sisters were playing badminton with their families. “Hermina, I have been doing a lot of thinking,” she said, “and I realize that I don’t expect you to take care of me when your father dies. Just because we took in your aunt after the war doesn’t mean you have such an obligation. She spoke no English. She’d lost all her dignity. I’ll go into a home.”


  “I will not hear of it,” I said. “It’s my responsibility.”


  Later in the week, she calls and tells me what she has thought all these years: she does not want to live with me. She feels I should have a life of my own. She feels I have wasted too much of it already.


  I tell her she is mistaken. We will both be happier if we stay together. “That’s what family is for,” I say.


  There is a silence over the phone, and then she says, “I am going to cash in those bonds your father gets me for my birthdays. I plan to put money down at Merry Heart next week.”


  “But he will be furious,” I remind her.


  “I am not going to tell him,” she replies.


  But he will know, somehow. And it will destroy him. It will destroy her.


  When we get off, I walk through the apartment, taking out her gifts, setting them on the table. I sit and look at them and try to figure out how to stop her. I must protect my father. I must respect my mother. The gifts are beautiful, and so elegant. I cannot bear to think about what might become of them. They are nothing I can ever use.


  Paint


  He paints me.


  He lays me down on his drop cloth, dips his brushes into cans of paint, and runs the tip of the bristles up my legs, over my hips. The paint tickles as it goes on, like a fine tongue licking its way up my body. He coats me, front and back. It must be done in a single day, so dust doesn’t blur his designs before he raises the curtain that hides me at the university gallery. There, I stand on the pedestal. People walk around me, pointing at the amphibians on my breasts, the starfish on my thighs, the feathers painted in my pubic hair. I focus on the other works that surround me. And whenever he walks near, I focus on him.


  The figures on me are not like tattoos, because I can wash them off, and because, over the seven weeks that we are in this show, they will tell a story. For each installment, I will change; it is a show of works in progress, where each week the paintings and sculptures will be one step closer to completion. He thinks of it as similar to a seven-part TV series. I don’t; I think of it as the first step.


  I am his canvas, his art form, his ticket to fame.


  He is my provider.


  I am fifteen.


  For this first show, he paints shapes, fat clouds of turquoise and lavender outlined in black. He tells me they’re amoebas, and shows me a book that describes how amoebas reproduce; they split in half, making a child identical to the parent. You mean there’s no men and women? I asked as he painted me. I cannot imagine that. I can, he said.


  Now, during the cab ride home from the show, my long white hair and its painted designs sprayed against the back of the seat, I watch him sip wine from his flask. He settles back into the cushion and says, The amoebas are over. What’ll I do for the next installment?


  You have a whole week, I tell him. Didn’t you make a movie once? You can come up with something.


  I just hope I can keep up the energy.


  I tell him, Look, why not try this, and I pull a scrap of paper and a pen out of his coat pocket and draw creatures I learned about in the amoeba book.


  He mulls over my scribble of jellyfish and coral, rubbing his chin. You can do it, I say, You could paint history.


  He sighs, turns to me, pats my head. You are the perfect model, he says. Gorgeous. Inspiring.


  He leans his pale cheek against the window and gazes out. A stoplight tints his black hair red, making his straight strands look dyed. I curl the ends of my own hair in my fingers, remembering I have only another six weeks with him. After that the show will be over and he won’t need me anymore.


  He does not know my age. He does not know my past. He does not know that I used to live in another city with my mother, or what I left behind in the streets of my old neighborhood.


  In that city, I left behind a pride of boys, clustering in the dark alleys between apartment buildings, in the space where the skeletons of stairs were drawn up high and windows flashed white and blue from the safe world of television. The boys met there and counted their money, smoked dope, laid their weapons on the ground for trade or show.


  Girls hid in the apartments above. They knew that the alley was not their world. A girl was afraid to look down from her window in case boy eyes traveled up the side of the building, reading each row of dark glass until they locked onto her face. If she was pretty, the boys would glance at each other and nod. Then she was lost the next time she went out alone.


  My mother told me I was too beautiful; she said to stay inside at night. But she went out whenever she pleased, and left me alone. I cannot stand to be alone. So I kept the lights off in my room and hid behind our curtains and looked down; I could see the boys, but they couldn’t see me. For months I watched them. Finally I climbed onto my fire escape. You’d better look out, baby, they yelled up. I’m looking, I said, Look out for me.


  I did not know if my mother was in the arms of an old boyfriend or the bed of a new. I stepped back inside, then skipped down the stairs and into the alley. The boys were at the far end; as I shuffled in from the street all I could see of them were the tips of their cigarettes and joints bobbing in the darkness, all I could hear were their murmurs. In the back of the alley I made them out, boys with fingers hooked into belt straps, blowing ripples of smoke out of their mouths. I faced them with my whole five feet. I was thin enough to be carried off by wind, a David facing Goliath. Hey, I said, I want to join, can a girl join? They looked at each other and said, Only one way a girl can join. I walked up to them. One I grabbed, pulled him to me, slid his hands up my dress. Like this? I said. He kissed me. I leaned against the wall and spread my legs. The bricks dug into my back. All around the boys clapped and hollered. It was a big show and I was the star.


  Long as I went outside after that, I didn’t have to worry and I didn’t have to be alone. They took care of me, let me in on their money and dope, kept a watch out when I passed by other gangs. This worked well, though when some of them, the older ones, the dropouts, pressed me into the bushes behind the school, laid me down in the dirt during lunch, I wondered if I’d keep liking it. I wondered if it’d always leave me feeling safe.


  When I shower after our first show, paint flows down my body and swirls into the drain. I turn off the water, and a trace of the images remains on me, as though his creatures are lurking beneath my skin.


  In his studio I stand wrapped in a towel, dripping on his drop cloth. A documentary about women in other parts of the world is on the television. It started before I stepped into the shower: pictures of bound feet, elongated heads. The sound was off so I couldn’t tell if it hurt to have these things done. I wanted to turn the TV up and find out, but he was sitting right there, so I left to take a shower.


  Now, wet and clean, I watch women in black pad through a city street. The veil, he mumbles.


  The women look as alike as ants. The only ones who stand out are those with glasses. That last film I worked on, he says in a voice like he’s dreaming, was about clothing that hasn’t changed for centuries. I did a section on veils.


  Do you know how to make them? I ask as I watch the women clutch one end to cover their faces.


  Sure.


  What did it feel like? What did they say it felt like?


  He pauses for a minute. I don’t remember. But I could wrap you, if you want to find out.


  What — put me in a veil?


  If you’d like.


  It might make him feel good to show off what he knows, and he needs that. OK, I say.


  He switches off the television, then goes to the window and unhooks the navy blue sheet that covers the glass. City light fills the room. Across the street in the junkyard are the silhouettes of cranes and the cars they were hoisting when the yard closed today. The metal dangles high, waiting to fall.


  I lay my towel on a chair. He tells me to hold one edge of the sheet, then he walks around me, threading it this way and that. There are different styles, he says, but as far as I know, the piece for the head is always separate. He pauses to scan the room, then scoops up the Indian print cloth that covers his pillow and drapes it over my head and neck.


  When he is done, I am covered everywhere except my eyes. I turn to see myself reflected in his window. There is almost nothing left of me at all; with my body hidden this much, I could be anyone. A panic rises in me, and I want to rip the whole thing off. I don’t like this, I say. I feel like I’m lost.


  Try closing your eyes, he says, see how it feels from the inside.


  I think it will be the same, but I close my eyes and take a deep breath and feel for a minute. It turns out not to be scary.


  His smell permeates the Indian cloth. It makes me feel like I am wearing his hair, his face, his sleep. It gives me a feeling of belonging.


  My mother used to say: You’ve got a fine body. Use it. That’s what it means to be a woman.


  The day I started menstruating, she told me to take off my clothes. Now stand here, she said, and she walked me to the mirror on her closet door. Look at yourself. This is all any girl’s got.


  My body was still coated with baby fat; it made a belt around my waist, a ring around my cheeks. You have to start taking care of yourself, she said. You’re a beautiful girl, but watch that fat. Boys want their girls skinny.


  She’d told me ever since I could remember that I was born with it all: perfect face, perfect eyes; perfect hair. Use it right, like I do, she said. Don’t blimp out; you’ll end up as lonely as other girls. You’ll have nothing. Go on a diet and you’ll have it made.


  Later that afternoon, I told her, Don’t bring home so much stuff from your boyfriends anymore. I’m just eating once a day from now on.


  In a few months, I leaned down to almost nothing. I stopped menstruating heavily. That was two years ago; I’ve bled lightly, and only once or twice, ever since. I guess that’s why I don’t get pregnant.


  Thanks to my mother, I can get men to take care of me, drive fifty miles out of their way to drop me where I ask, share their bed with me for the night. My looks let me get anything I want.


  Today he did not feel like working. He slept late, and first thing when he woke up poured himself the wine he hadn’t finished last night. Now he wants to pick up more. He drinks too much, but I’m not going to say that. Finish what you’ve got slowly, I tell him. Let’s get some painting done first.


  It is the practice session for the second show. He is working on colonies of corals and long-stemmed sea plants. This was my idea; when I took off my clothes today, he couldn’t decide which of his drawings to work on. I picked up his sketch pad and flipped through. Do the corals and the crinoids, I told him. He glanced at me for a second, and I wondered if I’d pronounced them correctly. But then he spread the drop cloth without a word and we went to work.


  Where did you get such white hair? he asks. It’s whiter than paper.


  Genes, I say. But that’s not true; I got it from a box. It’s still down to my waist, but white, so no one can recognize me now. But he doesn’t know that and he never will.


  He sips wine from a jelly jar. And your lips — they’re what fashion writers call petulant — do your parents have them too?


  My mother does. Not my father. She told me his are as thin as pencil marks.


  You don’t see him?


  He hasn’t been around since I was a baby. But there’ve always been guys. She has lots of boyfriends.


  I’ve got an ex-wife, he says, trailing the brush across the divide between the cheeks of my ass.


  You got bored with her?


  No, she kicked me out. She says I’ve got to get my act together before she’ll even talk to me again.


  You want her back?


  I don’t know. He places his hand on my hipbone, turns me so I’m angled away. You know, he says, some people accuse me of not finishing things. My marriage, my films, my whole goddamn career.


  What’s wrong with you? I want to ask. You have talent, after all. You have ideas, you have me. I glance at the jelly jar, and I hold myself back. I must play these cards right.


  He glances up then. Any chance you’ll get disenchanted with modeling before the seven weeks and move back with your mother?


  No, I say. This is one thing you’ll finish.


  He nods, his eyes wet and big. He lowers his gaze to my hip.


  Before I turned up he did a little of everything. Performance art, film. He came close to finishing the clothing movie but never edited the final print. Why don’t you edit it now? I asked. Oh, he said, it’s been so long, I couldn’t concentrate on it anymore.


  What he did finish were paintings of action, where he tried to present people in motion. Their arms and faces are blurs. We think we’re here forever, he said, but life is so transitory. I asked what that meant, and he pulled out his dictionary and read the definition to me. That’s how I learned how to look words up. But I don’t feel right doing it in front of him. He might think it’s weird.


  When I first came to this city, my hair newly white, my shoulder bag dusty from the cabs of trucks where I’d slept, I found one of his ads on a bulletin board at the university. Artist model wanted, it said. That I can do at least as well as anyone else, I thought. I walked to his house; it was far out on the edge of the city, across the street from a junkyard. I waited on his steps as the air grew crisp and the reflections of sun on the mangled fenders softened into darkness. It was night by the time he showed up, but in the light from the junkyard I could see his face: cute as a boy, with eyes as deep as an old man’s. My mother once told me, You can see everything in their eyes — if they can love, if they have disease. His eyes were special, a mix of sweet and sad, and somehow I knew before he said a word that he was a man I would wait for. I’m a model, I said. Let me come in and show you how I look.


  Inside, he poured himself some wine, then studied me. I was wearing a pink dress, one of my mother’s I’d taken from her closet. You look so young, he said. I’m not sure I’d feel comfortable painting you nude.


  Oh, I lied, in my family everyone looks young. I could vote this year, if there happened to be an election.


  He said, Balthus couldn’t ask for more. Only, I’ll be honest with you — I don’t have much money, so this isn’t a full-time job.


  That’s OK. My mother pays the rent on my apartment, I said. More lies.


  He sipped his wine and told me what he paid an hour. And I’ll feed you when you’re here, he added.


  I asked him if he thought he’d ever make a name for himself. A few galleries like my work, he said, but in the art world you have to promote yourself. I guess sometimes I lose my drive, can’t finish or don’t push what I do.


  I’ve got loads of drive, I said. Maybe some can wash off onto you. He smiled and raised his glass to his lips.


  I found out about other projects, the few he’d finished, the many he hadn’t. I asked him about them until cars stopped passing on the street and the room broke apart into shadows. It’s late, he said. I’d hate to have you waiting for the trolley now. You can stay on the couch if you want. I took off my clothes as he stood there, stripped down to nothing and lowered myself onto his sofa. He turned and climbed the stairs to his studio, where his bed was, and shut off the hall light. I waited till I heard his mattress sigh, then went upstairs and lay down beside him, fitting my legs between his. You don’t have to do that, he said, sliding away. I like you, and you can stay here tonight. But that’s not necessary.


  Right from the start, even before the show, he painted me constantly. He thought I was an experienced model; I could hold poses with barely a twitch. It was his fatigue, the cramps in his body, that made us stop at night. Then he would suggest I sleep over. Nothing funny, he’d say. But it’s too late for you to go home.


  Most nights went like this. Those that didn’t, when instead of painting he met with gallery owners or rich people or friends at a bar downtown, I found other places to sleep. That meant, always, looking into eyes and saying words I didn’t believe, letting my hair be touched, my breasts cupped, my thighs parted by the hands of a face I would never see again. I am lucky this way: the genes that made me up were a perfect mix. The bones go just so far, and no farther — right to where they should be. I should have nothing to fear; I should do well in life.


  We are watching TV. The news is on. I never watched it before, but he likes to at night.


  I look down. My knees poke out from the opening of his bathrobe. Even though I have just showered, I can see all the paintings that have led up to today layered under my skin. He tells me my flesh is recording time, like the earth.


  The Cambrian period, he says, pointing to the remnants of the amoebas during a commercial.


  The Silurian, I add, outlining the coral from today.


  He blinks. You’ve been reading my books? he says, glancing toward the corner, where the entire Life Nature Library is heaped. Each book is open; the glossy pictures of prehistoric creatures, fertilized eggs, transparent fish, have lain on the floor for weeks. I didn’t know you liked to read, he says.


  I don’t, I say, though it’s hard to know; books were not something I ever had at home. Just because I look at pictures, I say, doesn’t mean I like to read.


  He nods. His bottle of wine is empty. I can find stronger soap, if you want, he says.


  I don’t mind, I tell him. I smile and let the robe fall open. He smiles back at me, then turns and faces the television.


  Three days till the second show, and the review of the first comes out in the paper. There is one review for the whole show, but our piece, me, is the subject of two small articles to itself.


  One is a regular review. It says we are innovative, that my painted body evokes the beauty of a primeval sea. The writer compares me to Gaia, a mother-goddess, a life source. “Some would call it a throwback to the body painting of the ’60s, but this is different,” he writes. “This body penetrates to our collective unconscious, and with its careful strokes and evolving story it is far from the stagnant though pretty wallpaper that was painted on women’s bodies years ago.”


  The other is an article about the reactions of groups at the university. Some claim we are indecent; others claim we are exploiters. “Women have stopped defining themselves strictly by their bodies,” one is quoted as saying. “This show suggests that such a change never occurred; that women are and will forever be objects. What we have here is a public celebration of misogyny.” Another group says, “Art can encompass many things, but live nudity belongs in the domain of the pornographer, not the artist. We are appalled that this university is funding such a flagrant display of decadence. Parents who care about morality would do well to think twice before writing that next tuition check.”


  He snaps the newspaper closed. Censorship, he says. They tried it with that guy who used body fluids. They’ll try it with anyone who challenges their run-of-the-mill conceptions. Fascists.


  I glance toward the dictionary. This is all getting so involved I suddenly feel over my head, but from the tone of his voice I figure out what to say. It’s a free country, I blurt out. If we want to say something, we can say it.


  He sits back in his chair, staring at the table.


  I go on, though I’ve never thought about this before: If I want to define myself by my body, that’s fine. Because if we don’t do what we want, we risk being forced into something else.


  What do you mean? he says.


  Like — I don’t know. Like something we’re not.


  He peers at me. Do you really think this? he asks.


  Yeah, I say. Sure.


  But sitting here, watching his hair wave in the draft from the window, I realize they are just words I am saying, words he wants to hear. They sound right, but what do I care about this. What really matters is permanent warmth. Everything else is nothing.


  People flock to the second show, some inside the gallery with glasses perched on their noses, others outside with placards raised high. On my legs, sponges cluster in colonies; they seem to be streaming down my body, toward my extended foot. Amoebas take refuge on this foot. A few are incomplete, their other halves having been chased off my toes into oblivion.


  Most of the people focus on me.


  Through the windows I can see handwritten signs. SLASH THE FUNDS: STOP THE PEEP SHOW, says one. Wait a minute, I want to say, isn’t a lot of art about naked women? Then another sign comes into view: IN HERE ALL WOMEN ARE OBJECTS. But I am not all women, and I am not an object. Besides, who are they to tell me what to do with my body? On the opposite side of the building are more signs. One reads, A WOMAN’S BODY IS HER CASTLE. I prefer that, though in a way it is as offensive as the others. I am only one woman. My body does not stand for anything. It is mine. That is all. It is mine — and it is his.


  I think, as I stand, about him, about us, about how he does not know I am lying to him. I think about those first lies, and the ones that followed; how quickly they slid from my lips, as easy as a kiss. But he’s never doubted what I’ve said. He needs me too much.


  And then I think about the morning after a gallery had decided against taking the action pictures he’d painted of me. He had pinned all his hopes on getting in there, and the next day when I came by, he was still in bed. I thought you wanted to work today, I’d said. I can’t do it anymore, he’d replied, and he rolled over and faced the wall.


  I sat by his pillow for a minute. After a while I said, Let’s do something different today.


  It’ll all be the same. It’ll never change.


  Maybe not, but we can still have fun. Look, why don’t you try painting something new.


  Like what.


  Like, and I’d looked out his window to the junkyard, like hubcaps or bottles or car roofs.


  He didn’t say anything.


  Or an animal. Paint some animal. A dog. Me.


  It’s been done, he said.


  Then do it new. Do it your way.


  I don’t know what that is anymore.


  Come on, I’ll help you figure it out. I’d taken hold of his arm and pulled until he sat up.


  And you know that Works in Progress show at the university that you wanted to enter? With such good money in it? Enter me.


  He shook his head and laughed. That’s a long shot.


  Maybe, I said. Maybe not.


  We have three weeks to go. Every morning, we read the newspaper to each other. He reads me the news. I read him the editorials. I am getting better at understanding what they’re about, and asking him to define the words he uses: Machiavellian, seditious, parasitic. I will not look them up in front of him, but when I ask him questions, he seems to feel so good. And sometimes, just to show he’s had an effect on me, I use the words later, if they seem to apply to the paintings. Like these fish and the seaweed — that’s symbiotic, right?


  He starts, stares at my leg. I guess so, he says. You know, I think you’re smarter than you give yourself credit for.


  I tell him to keep painting.


  Every few days, there are letters to the editor about the show at the university, and inevitably, they focus on me. There are so many arguments, I can’t keep track of them all. “Now you see what happens when we fund any Joe Quasi-Artist off the street. Money should not be squandered on immorality,” one letter says. Another, anonymous, is so short, I almost miss it. In its entirety it reads: “And they wonder why they get raped?”


  I know it is not hopeless if I work things right. I did it once before, when I lived in that other city.


  A boy, that first one in the alley, became my brother. His father moved in with my mother and brought him along. That first night, we eyed each other across the living room, waited till we heard the springs creak in my mother’s bed, then stole into my room. Below us the boys were getting high in the alley. We closed the window. I’d never felt a sheet beneath me when I did it. It made me feel like an angel.


  We hung out every night. The other boys didn’t like it. You’re ours, they’d say. We’ll take you back soon enough, soon as he bags you. Don’t worry, he’d tell me. You’re my woman. I’ll take care of you.


  And he did. He was strong, with a body so big that when he stood in a doorway, he could block almost all the light; when he lay over me, and came down low on his elbows, he would cover me completely — he became my ceiling and sky. Other boys never dared go after me with him around. He walked by my side always, his arm around my shoulders.


  Then one of his old girlfriends called him up and said she was going to have his baby. But I haven’t seen you for months, he said. Sorry, she said, four more weeks and I’m popping. You want to see it, you come by.


  I got to go, he told me, packing. I can’t do nothing.


  Think you’ll stay with her? I asked, throwing some things in a shoulder bag, thinking stupidly that maybe I could go along.


  Till the kid’s born, he said. After that, I don’t know.


  Next morning I told my mother I was walking him to the bus.


  He’s a good kid, his father said. My mother put her arm around her man. What did she know. I hiked my bag up higher on my shoulder and cursed this old girlfriend. If only I could have gotten pregnant first. But then I’d have to share him.


  The other boys ground broken glass under their sneakers as they watched my brother and me walk down the block. They said nothing. He held my hand.


  At the end of the street I turned and looked at them. They shot kisses up the sidewalk at me. My brother jerked my hand. I turned my back on them. All the way to the bus, I could feel them staring. They would be waiting for me to return. They would gun me down on the street with their eyes.


  The sixth show is packed. Around me, canvases are filling up, marble is smoothing down into figures. Dinosaurs are dying across my body. The protesters are still outside. They will argue their case before the finance committee tomorrow, but we are planning that Homo sapiens will cover me next week.


  The show is almost over, and I am looking forward to going home, when a large man with skin the color of gray stone comes in. I am twisting at the waist, my arms reaching toward the ceiling so the pterodactyls appear to be flying. The man heads right for my side. He winds through the crowd, brushing people out of his way like weeds. They sway back, unaware, it seems, of his touch. There is something familiar about him, not his face but the way he moves, the way his eyes are lit. He reminds me of the boys.


  I am standing there, posing as though I am trying to climb into Heaven, when this man walks up. His head is even with mine, despite the pedestal. I glance away and find my artist. He is talking to someone. He is in the middle of saying something and he freezes, his hands caught spread and speaking, and he turns his head toward me. I peer back at the man. My eyes are looking right into his. He is staring at me.


  And then he grabs me and jerks me down from the pedestal and presses me into him and clamps his mouth onto mine. I try to scream, but my voice cannot get out. His breath tastes of onions and beer, the wool of his coat scratches my skin like a brick wall, I try to push away but he’s too strong, I can’t wriggle out of his grip. All around, I hear the cries of people, the artists — my artist — the security guards, the stomping of feet. Clear the way! Doors are slammed shut. His tongue twists into me. I can feel his rough hands kneading into my waist, kneading the paint right off my skin.


  All right, buddy, they shout. Dozens of fingers squeeze between us and try to pry him off me. The skin of one hand is covered with bumps — the raised paint of my artist. He is here. He’ll do something. He will —


  But the stone man won’t let go. I’m squirming, I’m kicking, the hands are like crowbars, I’m wrenching my head this way and that, there are bodies all around me, men everywhere: Let her go! they yell.


  I open my eyes. He is looking right at me. His eyes are as gray as the stone of his skin. The lines in them run wild, like someone carved up the whites with a razor.


  And then I feel air on my skin, he is breaking away from me; they’ve got him now. His mouth drops off mine, but his eyes are locked onto me, and as the police wrest him away, he leans toward me and rasps: Baby, baby, you are a gift from God.


  Once he is off me, he holds out his hands, and the police slap on the cuffs. I cough and gasp for air. He grins at me until they turn him around and lead him out.


  It is then that I see the gallery has been cleared. Outside, voices are shouting so many things I cannot hear any of them. Security guards linger at the door.


  You all right? my artist says, and he lays his hand on my back. I lower my head, cover my eyes with my fingers, breathe. I thought you were going to get him off me, I say. I thought you were going to take care of me.


  He was a big guy. Strong. Think I broke some fingers.


  He holds up his right hand, his painting hand. The three long fingers are swollen, bent sideways and backward, and covered with blood. Looks like this counts us out for the finish, he says.


  I am changing the dressing on his fingers. The seventh show is tonight, but we will not be there; we had to withdraw. The finance committee, seeing no reason to pursue, canceled the hearing. It will be several weeks before my artist can paint again. I’d tried to relax in what would have been our last week together, but instead I worried about my future with him. So I have been cooking his meals. I have been scrubbing the paint off his bathtub.


  You know, you don’t need to stay here, he says when I finish wrapping the bandage.


  But I want to. I want to keep you up and busy.


  I can’t be busy if I can’t work.


  Sure you can. Let’s go somewhere. Let’s do something.


  What.


  Anything to get out of your studio. It’s still light out; how about if we go sit on your front steps and watch the sun set over the junkyard?


  He brings a jug of wine. I sip some water. Trolleys and cars pass by, men in overalls stroll home from work. A fine mist has settled onto the street; there are no colors in the sky.


  I know I cannot wait any longer.


  I take his hurt hand and press it between my two. He does not resist. His skin is rough and hard, as coarse as the bandage that surrounds his fingers. Do you like me? I ask him, placing his hand beneath my skirt, squeezing it between my thighs.


  He turns to me and smiles. Yes, he says, and he outlines my cheekbones with a finger from his other hand. You’ve been what I needed. I’ll always like you.


  Will you stay with me? I ask.


  I feel his hand go limp. I’m not the person you want, he says. I can’t even take care of myself.


  But we’re a team. Look at the publicity we got.


  Nothing lasts long in the art world. Something new will come up, and people will forget about us.


  I want to make us last, I say.


  He smiles quietly into the distance.


  And then he bends over and kisses me, for the first time, on my lips. Our mouths are closed, our lips puckered like little hearts. This is what I’d wanted for so long, this is what I’d worked for. But as he pulls away, I realize: there was no passion in his kiss. Nothing I’ve done has worked; he did not touch me as a lover. I cannot believe it. I swallow to stop shaking inside.


  You are not like a father, I say, stroking his face.


  You are too much like a daughter, he replies, removing my hand.


  He folds my arms in my lap and turns. I follow his gaze, but there is nothing I want to see.


  I could sit here until I found a man walking by who appealed to me. Then I could stop him with a toss of my hair. Or I could leave right now, go downtown, find a man on a corner licking his lips, sweating, burning to guide my fingers toward his belt. I could do whatever I want, but as I sit on these steps watching possibilities stroll by, I decide to stay here, just one more night. Tomorrow I’ll say goodbye and walk to a store, and there I’ll put on a little eye shadow, a little lipstick and blush. I’ll check myself in a mirror. I’ll decide how I’m going to look.


  I peer down at my legs. Below the stockings, I spy the outline of the paintings, frozen in motion. Then I look harder, and I realize that I am seeing nothing but the chilly rising of my own veins. The paint has washed away. All that is left is me.


  The Long Sadness of No


  When my mother turned seventeen, she fell in love with a man who had multiple sclerosis. For dates, she and Peter rode buses, looping through one town after another in the slanting sunlight of each afternoon. They sat close, the sides of their bodies touching, their hair weaving into the wool of each other’s sweaters. He whispered funny stories about other passengers; she giggled. They rode until night fell, and on that final run they would slouch down and kiss, stopping only when my mother noticed that they had passed Peter’s stop. Then he reached for his cane, and shuffled off the bus, and poked through the brown leaves shriveling on the sidewalks. She inched along, holding on to steady him. The few blocks to his house often took an hour. Afterward, she ran home, keeping in the street, as far as she could get from shadows and strangers.


  If my mother was awake during the afternoon naps we took together before I was old enough for school, I would ask her about Peter. She told me about the stars he notched into his cane after their trips, about the melted-chocolate sound of his voice. She never refused to answer my questions. And I asked so many. Sometimes, when she and I were riding in the car, or cooking dinner, and there was a lull in our conversation, I would pick up where we’d left off the day or the week before. On occasion, her stories about him made her voice crack, and she would turn and hug me. I always squeezed hard when I hugged back.


  Once, when the whole family was at the shore, and my father was hauling the beach chairs back to the car, and my mother was holding the baby, and the rest of us were grumbling about the hot sand, I ran up to her and asked why she hadn’t married Peter. She did not say, “I fell out of love with him.” Nor did she say, “He fell out of love with me.”


  She said, “Because then I’d have to do everything by myself. Like carry those beach chairs and your sister at the same time.”


  I tried to protest but I didn’t know what to say. It simply made too much sense.


  Later, after the divorce, when my brothers and sisters and I pleaded with my mother to explain why she ever married my father in the first place, she told us, “I was so depressed after I broke up with Peter that I couldn’t see straight. I used to walk in front of cars.… Then someone introduced me to your father…”


  Now she is almost sixty, and has gone through two more marriages and countless other men. Sometimes she goes to singles dances. Inevitably she ends up in the ladies room, weeping behind a stall door so she doesn’t have to face anyone, not even herself in the mirror. She calls me from a nearby pay phone, where she twists the segmented cord around her fingers like a spiral of rings, occasionally pulling so hard she breaks the connection and has to call back. I come and drive her home. She begs me to spend the night on her sofa. I cannot say no.


  Last night I had a dream about Peter. In it, I find him in an institution, sitting in a wheelchair. I come up to him and tell him who my mother is. His eyes widen as he takes me in — I have my mother’s body, I have her skin and her lips. His face grows flushed, and in that melted-chocolate voice I’ve imagined so many times, he asks, “Can I see her? Can I see her?” I run to a phone across the room, call and tell her that I have found him. “It’s a miracle,” I say. “He is waiting for you to drive over.” “After all these years?” she says. “I can’t. I feel too guilty.” She hangs up. I stare at the wall while I gather the courage to explain this, and then I turn around, but even across the room he has heard everything; already he is crumpled and sobbing in his wheelchair. When I wake up, I am crying too, and my body is stiff with the paralysis that comes from sleeping in the wrong position.


  I will not tell my mother about my dream. It would only be cruel. Life is hard enough without your children tugging at your sleeve, bringing up things that cannot be changed.


  Grandma Death


  I found the first one on my way to work. It was in the bathroom at the bus terminal.


  I’d just come out of the toilet and was slinging my purse over my shoulder when I happened to notice, under the stall door right in front of me, a dark hand with blue-gray nails and fingers curled in like a claw. I looked harder and could make out the arm behind it, soaking up a puddle of water. I bent down and peeked inside the stall. That was when I saw the head, resting against the base of the john. The legs must’ve been back there somewhere, but I sure wasn’t about to look for them.


  I ran to the sinks, didn’t see anyone, so I went out to the ticket booth and told the man behind the counter. I wanted to stay for the big scene — ambulance, doctor, body bag — but I had to get to work. George, my boss, says I’m lucky to have a job at Shop-Rite, they usually don’t hire old women like me because we work too slow and suffer from arthritis and eye trouble. I myself don’t work too slow, and all he can say about me is I’m stout and short. But my friends from high school, those that’re still alive, are half blind and humpbacked and move like molasses. They would’ve had a stroke just walking into the bathroom at the bus station, let alone finding someone on the floor. So I know what he means.


  Next morning I saw it in the Daily News: Drug Death in Philadelphia Bus Station. I’ve read the paper every day of my life, but this was the first time I saw my own name in it. I cut the article out and at work taped it to my cash register. Freddie the stock boy said I was brave, especially for an old lady. I said, Bravery had nothing to do with it, and stop calling me an old lady. He said, Sorry, and just before closing he took the shoppers’ music off the loudspeakers and rapped a little song about it. Lazy kid. Should be working, not wasting his time.


  That night I called my son Jacob. He’s the best of all my kids. Can talk about current events without getting too far from what I think or pushing any cockamamie ideas. Comes over to play pinochle when I ask him to and otherwise leaves me alone. Not like the others. They’re always calling up, You all right, Ma? We’re worried about you. I can predict every word they say — anything too deep for Erma Bombeck, they don’t even think about. Never visit when I want them and always bothering me when I don’t. Jacob’s wife is pregnant. My sixth grandchild but first from her. Finally. He said, Be careful, Ma. We don’t want anything to happen to you. That bus station’s in a bad part of town, you know. I said, Don’t get all worked up. I’m no junkie like that bimbo was.


  I thought that was it. But two weeks later I found the second one.


  I’d gone out back and was dragging the trash cans down the alley to the street when I saw this big green Hefty bag lying crossways in front of me, just below the living room window on the side of the house. One end of the bag looked like a cantaloupe, the other like a big carrot, and in between like a sack of potatoes. I went to kick it out of the way and my foot hit something soft. I decided it wasn’t potatoes.


  So I put down the trash and ran inside and called the cops. This time I didn’t have to go to work so I was able to wait around. Two cops came, two know-it-alls who thought I was making a big deal over a sack of litter till they untied the bag and we all got a look. That’s Nicki Lazaro, I told them — he’d never shown up for some big trial, who wouldn’t know his face. Damn if it isn’t, they said. They shook my hand and radioed for help.


  Two cars came, then three, then four. Soon the whole sidewalk was full of them, talking and taking fingerprints and shooing away reporters. My neighbor Nadine came home and had to get escorted to her door. She looked like she was going to cry. Me, I never shed tears, not even when my husband died. He kept a bottle of schnapps in the glove compartment, drank to and from work, and at home whiskey in the basement. I learned early, there’s nothing to be gained by crying.


  The next day George himself taped the new clipping onto my cash register. I was right up there on page one, side by side with heads of states. A lot of the shoppers recognized me from the picture, and half a dozen stuck around to ask questions, making my line get all backed up. I didn’t want to be bothered, but what can you do. Everyone wanted to hear about it. They treated me so special, it was like I’d been the one that died and I’d come back to tell them about it.


  That night Donna, my youngest daughter, called. She’s always whining about something that’s not right, her job, her house, whatever. She’d been planning her wedding, all the time yakking about pleasing everyone — Politics, she informed me, must be handled with subtlety, feelings are as delicate as doilies, Mother, I’m sure this is something those diplomats you read about know all too well — until I told her I didn’t want to have anything to do with it. I couldn’t stand to spend seven months of her juggling the bridesmaids, the seating arrangements, the colors of the clothes, everything. Why doesn’t she just elope. That’d spare us all.


  Donna acted all upset. Ma, what’re you doing living in a place where the Mafia dumps bodies, she said. I said, Just one body, and look, I’ve lived here since you were a baby and I’m not going to leave now. Besides, it’s close to work. She said, Arthur says you can come stay with us when we get married. I said, Nothing doing. I can live how I want here.


  Donna made sure everyone else called me, but I held my ground. Dead bodies can pop up anywhere. There’s a lot of us living, so there’ll be a lot of us dying. That’s just the way it is.


  A few days later, I gazed out the window at work and in the street beyond the parking lot a teenager who was being chased by a woman in curlers ran in front of a car and got blown clear across the roof of the A&P. The next night, while I was out buying a present for the new baby, I glanced at the guy in front of me. One minute he was tapping the sales counter with his credit card, the next he was sprawled on the floor, hands clutching his chest. That weekend I was walking down the street to buy a can of soda. Two sisters in separate cars slammed head-on into each other. While riding the Monday bus home from work, I looked out the window. The Aliens and the Boostmen broke their truce and stormed onto enemy corners, slicing one another into coleslaw. Even strolling in the park a week later, I saw a retired gym teacher skid on his bicycle, sail over his handlebars, and smash into a brick wall.


  Every time, I was quick to find a phone and call the police. They’d come and pat me on the back and say, Good work, Bea. They got to know me. They started calling me their divining rod. You got a nose for death, they’d say. You’re better than Jeane Dixon.


  Freddie thought it was great and began keeping a Bea Glatt bulletin board in the front of the store. He called me Grandma Death. People would come behind the belt so their relatives could snap a picture of them alongside me. George said we were beating out the A&P across the street for the first time in years.


  My kids phoned all the time until one night I yelled at them to stop. All this attention, it was really starting to get to me.


  The next day my children showed up at my house. All five of them plus spouses, and the grandchildren too. The girls wore party dresses, the boys suits, and the women new curls and flowers in their hair, even Donna, who usually lets the weather do her styling. The first thing I said was, What’re you doing coming here dressed like refugees from a wedding. There’s no party. I got things to do. They said, We just wanted to visit you, Ma. You’re precious to us. See? We brought you a cake and some presents.


  So everyone sat around the kitchen table and ate the cake. I cleared my throat and did some laundry and showed my general irritation. I told them to wash their own dishes and while they did I sat in the living room, nose in the paper. When everything was clean and put away, they packed themselves around me and pulled out presents. One of the grandkids gave me a silver star made out of tin foil which he pinned on me so I’d be the official sheriff. Another handed me sea monkeys. They never die, Grandma, she said. You just add water when they stop moving.


  I said, You’re trying to make me feel bad for finding all these dead people. Well, I’ll have you know I have nothing whatsoever to do with it. They just appear and I report them.


  We’re not trying to make you feel bad, they said. That’s the furthest thing from our minds.


  They took a roll of pictures — the first time in maybe three years anyone but Jacob thought to bring a camera — and Donna’s fiancé made a videotape of the kids kissing me. I told them I had to take a nap. From my front window I watched them get into their cars. I wondered if any of them would die soon. Not that I wanted them to, especially not Jacob. I just wondered.


  A month and eight corpses later, I got a wake-up call from a producer in Hollywood who asked to make a movie of me. He just called out of the blue. A story of your life, Mrs. Glatt, he said. At first I thought it was a joke, but he wired me a contract the same day. I stared at the letter in the Western Union office. With this money, I could pay off the mortgage and my debts and even panel the living room in gold if I wanted. Finally I’d have the good life. I signed the contract right there in Western Union and sent it back. On my way out, a truck on the street lost control and plowed into an office building. I didn’t wait around to see what happened.


  That night, all these reporters came by with their cameras running and mikes growing out of their hands. We hear from our sources in Hollywood you got a movie contract, they said. You’ll put Philadelphia on the map. They asked if I’d ever seen anyone die before the junkie in the bathroom. No, I said. Not even when I miscarried twenty-eight years ago. Not even when my husband died.


  Then one of them laughed nervously and said, So tell us, you’ve seen so much death — do you have a way of knowing ahead of time who’s going to die?


  I said, Hey, I’m not the Grim Reaper, if that’s what you mean. I just see what’s already there.


  He said, Well, there’s a lot of people out there who think you have magic powers, that you’re making this happen.


  That’s crazy, I said.


  The next day at work, shoppers peered inside the plate glass and when they saw me, spun around and headed to the A&P. The place was so empty that I had time to browse through a tabloid at my register. The lead article was about me, my face covering the front page and under it the caption, Grandma Death. I glanced up to mention this to the other cashiers, but they’d all called in sick, so I read the two pages, then turned to the crossword puzzle. Halfway through my shift, George tiptoed over, head down, and said, I’m asking you nice. Please go home for the day. I said, Paid? He said, Anything you want.


  So I went home and settled down to some soap operas and potato chips and waited for Donna or Jacob or any of the others to call and congratulate me for making it into the movies. The soap operas turned into the evening shows. I ate a bowl of soup, watched more TV, and still they didn’t call. I’d raised them to read the paper every day. I used to tell them, The world is bigger than your own backyard, and knowing how things work is the only way to feel you’ve got any control at all. But here they were, ignorant of my fame. Well, it wasn’t going to be me that told them. I waited up all night for someone else to do the enlightening.


  In the morning the phone rang. It was George. He said, We’re going to have to let you go. We’ll send you a check for the next ten years.


  Fine, I said. Who needs Shop-Rite anyway, when Hollywood’s waiting.


  I brought the phone into my front hallway, where I could hear it when my kids got wind of the big news, and I sat on my steps in the sun to catch Nadine the minute she came home so I could crow to her about the movie. All day long, not a single car passed on the street. Not a single person, either. The block was quiet, and when it got dark Nadine’s windows were still black. At eleven-thirty I went inside.


  Three days I waited, first on my steps, then in my living room. Finally I called Donna, just to see if she had any idea what was going on in the world at all. Her phone rang twice but when a voice came on it wasn’t her, it was a recording saying the line had been disconnected, and there was no forwarding number available. One by one I tried the others and with each I heard a recording and that’s how I started to get the picture. I saved Jacob for last, but even with him it was the same.


  So I called the only person I thought would care. The Hollywood producer.


  Hello? I said, Is this the office of Mr. So-and-So?


  Yes, it is, a woman said, but he’s not here anymore.


  Don’t tell me he moved too, I said. Everyone’s taking off on me.


  He didn’t move, she said. He had a coronary. Yesterday. Haven’t you heard?


  I threw down the phone. If I didn’t figure something out, I’d spend the rest of my life stuck in that house with nothing to do, seeing car accidents and CLOSED signs whenever I went out.


  For days I sat on the sofa, not doing anything. Sunlight would come in the east window, creep across the rug, and slip out the west window. Water dripped from the kitchen sink. I waited for the mailman, but he never came. Waited for the gas reader — once a month would be enough for me, but he didn’t come when he was supposed to either. I listened to what the city sounds like when there are no voices. Except for the clunks of the corner traffic light as it changed green to yellow to red, I didn’t hear a thing, not birds, not even insects. No oil truck filling my tank, no young couple fighting next door. The quiet was so loud it hurt my ears.


  After a few weeks I figured I had to do something. I tried dealing myself up for solitaire but got nothing but face cards, nines, and tens, and then I remembered Jacob’s pinochle deck was all I had in the house. So I turned on the TV — reruns only, just to be safe — only every person reminded me of someone I’d known, and later that afternoon the picture blinked out because the electricity stopped running. And when I picked up the phone to call a repairman, I found my line was dead. That night, in the dark and the quiet, I puzzled it out: I hadn’t got mail so I hadn’t paid my bills. Soon everything stopped working except the water.


  It’s been maybe six weeks. I stopped going upstairs or showering; now I live on the sofa. My food’s almost gone so I make half a can of soup last a day, and with the heat out I’m always huddled under a blanket. I want more than anything to go to a sale in a department store or get stuck on a rush hour bus or even haggle with Donna over the cut of her wedding dress. But everyone thinks I can cause deaths, and it’s reached the point where I’m not sure if I can or I can’t.


  On the sofa, under the blanket, I keep busy by thinking about Jacob. I wouldn’t risk getting in touch, and besides, I have no idea where he is, so I’ve taken to writing him letters in my head. Stop by for a round, I tell him. Bring your deck, we’ll mix it with mine. We’ll take our sweet time playing.


  By now I’ve written about fifty letters. I don’t sleep much anymore, my mind’s so busy scribbling.


  Jacob, I say, I’ve been wondering if you’re thinking about me. I want to hear what you would have to say about my life. I wish I could even imagine your reply.


  Magnet Hill


  You need A way out when you date idiot guys. I mean something to shove between you, something to hold them off. Like doors, they’re good. And streets, they’re better. Busy streets. Fat, crowded, city ones. Me, look at me, I lost my worst date in Philly, took off when his eyes were turned. Slipped into this record store across the street, watched him through the window with cars shooting by, watched him look for me, his mouth hanging open like a door in summer. Got bored and bought some records, then checked out a bar on my fake ID, met a few guys, drank beer. Had a good time.


  This is what I say to my girlfriend Jeannine. We’re on our lunch break at Burger King, where we work. Jeannine, I tell her, guys are what I know best, you should listen. She says, You’re right, but sometimes it isn’t so easy for me. You’re smart, you can think fast. I can’t. I just end up going along for the ride.


  Girl, you gotta use your head, I say, use your noggin, God gave it to you for some reason right?


  Jeannine, she’s a wimp, never knows what to do, and I tell you, I can’t stand it, she goes along with everything. She’s still in high school and hates it. Won’t do the smart thing and leave. Her folks would throw her out if she did. No problem, I say to her, there’s a room open down the hall from me. No, she says, I gotta stay, they’d hate me if I left. She doesn’t need the money, but since her brother runs the Burger King her folks make her help.


  While I’m talking, Jeannine’s playing with this gold necklace that spells out her name in script. Fine, right, she says, but what if you’re with a guy and you’re not near home? This last guy, Bob? He took me to the mall, took me to this sick movie with blood, and I said I didn’t like it but he wouldn’t leave —


  Hey, Philly’s near Wilkes-Barre? I say. But I was smart, I brought money. You gotta take care of yourself.


  Well, OK, what if someone asks you out when you don’t have money on you but you like him and then it stinks. Then what do you do? Once I was hanging in the mall and the hottest guy came up and we started talking and he asked me to go for a ride so I went, but it wasn’t what he wanted, a ride, I mean.


  Well, you figure something out. Did you?


  She shakes her head no, looks down at her fries.


  You shoulda done like me. I do what I need to. The motto is, Don’t let them win, never let them win. Like once I was down in Wildwood and I met this guy who drove me to his hotel to do some coke. He wouldn’t stop talking, went on and on about his ex-girlfriend, his parents. A real bore. I said, I gotta go now, and he said, But it’s been so long since I’ve had someone to talk to, and he laid out another line. Finally I went to the bathroom. At first I thought about the window, but it was the fourth floor, I couldn’t do that. So I found his shaving cream, sprayed it on my hair till I looked like I was in a Prell commercial. I came out, said, coke makes me wild, I drank all your Listerine. You wanna take off your clothes? I got this thing about ripping off Band-Aids.


  He drove me home fast, you’d better believe it.


  Jeannine looks at me, sucks on a fry. She thinks over what I say. To her I’m like a big sister, like a teacher. I’m eighteen and tall and my tits are big and stand up without a bra, and guys can’t help seeing me. I’m a neon sign on a back country road. Jeannine respects that, it’s how she wants to be.


  Jeannine’s sixteen, dumpy, cute like a puppy. She’s got good hair, and she highlights it too. Laughs a lot around guys, never knows what to say. Gives in even if it’s not what she wants because she doesn’t like to hurt them. It’s crazy she’s that way. I coach her. I say, Hey, don’t worry, they’re flies at a picnic. Swat them, and others’ll buzz right in to take their place.


  She listens to me. Not like the other girls here. They’ve got boyfriends, one each, some of them guys I dumped. These girls, they talk about me over the grill, call me a cold bitch, a ball breaker. Right before Jeannine came to work here in June, I almost told them off. But I felt the same way I did a few years ago, when I finally got wise and left my father’s house — not that I didn’t want to chew him out, but I figured, why the hell bother.


  Jeannine, she likes me, calls me her best friend. I got her to stop playing rusky roulette, got her on the pill. Made her wear make-up, learn to dress tight, so guys look. I tell her, Remember: always be in control. You’re the one who makes them look, you’re the one who makes them get lost.


  Sometimes I get angry with her, she’s such a kid. Doesn’t know what to do with herself. Sometimes she makes me think of people on TV, in places where they get these floods. You see pictures of them getting carried away by the water, reaching out their arms.… Sometimes they grab hold of a house or a tree and save themselves. But sometimes they get swept away with the brown water and broken-up cars. That’s how I think about Jeannine. And it drives me nuts that anyone can be like that.


  In August, a couple months after we got to be friends, these two guys start in on us. Right away, they come three times a day, order Pepsis. They pull their money out in balls from their pockets, it’s all wrinkled. I like the tall one, Lion. His eyes are green, his hair’s blond, and it’s got a good, strong wave that carries it like a thick rope down the back of his neck. When he gives me his money, he slides his fingers slowly over my palm like it’s cat fur. I look at him, smile, let out air through my mouth. He nods once, quick.


  The other guy, Johnny, is scrawny-looking, but Jeannine tells me she likes him. I don’t know why, all he does is laugh and his hair falls in his face. One of his eyes keeps drifting off to the side like it keeps remembering it’s got somewhere else to go. But who knows about these things.


  They start asking us stuff like how old we are and where we live. The taller one does the asking. Jeannine blushes, puts their Pepsis on the tray. The smaller one watches. She looks up at him every few seconds, bites her lip. I answer questions for us both.


  Then today before her shift, her brother — the manager — comes up to me. I been watching you, he says. Be careful what you do with my sister, she’s real young. Hell, you were born older than she is now. I won’t say you can’t hang out together, but keep an eye on her, OK? I don’t want nothing bad happening.


  Yeah, I say. I can’t believe she puts up with this crap, but I don’t tell him that.


  He must’ve seen it coming, because at dinner the guys ask us what we’re doing after work. I feel Jeannine look at me. Nothing, I say, and glance at her. She nods, eyes wide. The big one says, So let’s go for a ride, what do you think? Sure, I say, great, fine.


  Her brother sees them waiting in the parking lot at closing. When Jeannine’s in the kitchen, he says to me, Remember what I said.


  Don’t worry, I say, Control is my specialty, it’s where I get straight A’s.


  In the ladies room, we change to miniskirts and sandals. She curls her hair, I mousse mine, and we go out. It’s still hot and sticky, the kind of weather that makes you want to pull your skin off and fan it back and forth so you can cool down.


  Lion shows us their car, a ’71 Chevy. The hubcaps are smeared with mud, the bumper sticker reads: ROCK ’N’ ROLL ANIMALS. I get in front because Lion’s driving.


  The radio blasts out soon as he turns the key. I look at him from the side. This way I can see his cheek, between his ear and his lips, where it makes a smooth valley. I want to reach over and skate my fingers down that valley, down his neck.


  But I don’t. I gotta watch out for Jeannine.


  We turn off the highway when we hit the end of the strip and head out to farmland. I don’t know this area. I say, You guys live here? Naw, Lion says, we live over in Trucksville, we just like cruising around. We found this place we want to take you to. Ever hear of Magnet Hill?


  No, I say.


  That’s ’cause we just named it, he says. Right, Johnny?


  M-m-m-m-m-agnet Hill, yeah, Johnny stutters from the back. He beats out the drum parts to the song on the radio, fast, it sounds like he’s running. I glance over my shoulder. Him and Jeannine are sitting close, not looking at each other.


  You brothers? I ask Lion.


  Yeah, he says, think I’d hang out with him if we wasn’t? He laughs, and so does Johnny. Johnny sucks in when he laughs, like the Burger King door when it closes too fast.


  We drive down roads I’ve never been on, up and down hills, into woods, past fields and barns. Everything twists around. I lose track of direction, I keep waiting to hit the Susquehanna or the mountains so I can figure it out.


  The radio’s up real loud and they pass around a joint. Lion and me say lots of stupid things. I ask about his name, and he says it’s because of his hair and also he’s not afraid to do anything, anything at all. He winks at me. Then he faces the road again and says, Why d’ya think Johnny’s called Johnny?


  I don’t know, I say, Scotch, right? He doesn’t answer, they both just laugh. Jeannine squeaks out a tiny giggle, I can’t tell what she thinks is funny, maybe it’s just the pot.


  Finally we come to this place between two hills. The land scoops in like it’s a hammock with a fat man in the middle. At the tops of the hills are trees, but where we are, in the center, it’s just grass or weeds. With the moon on so bright, it looks like frost. The sky around the moon is dark, I can see a million stars, and the roach has gone out in my hand.


  This here’s Magnet Hill. Lion turns off the car.


  We sit there. The crickets sing away. I wait for Lion’s hand to sneak up my leg or for Johnny to make some crack.


  But no one does anything. We sit and wait. And when it happens, it’s not what I ever thought.


  What happens is the car starts rolling up the hill — backwards. The motor’s not even on and it’s moving. It’s like something’s sucking it up, slowly, like we’re in a straw. We didn’t start it, we can’t stop it, we just gotta go along.


  Jeannine says the first thing she’s said since we got in the car. She says, What’s going on? She sounds real scared.


  Lion holds his hands up to show her they’re not on the steering wheel. See, he says, Magnet Hill. Next to her, Johnny laughs. The car moves faster and faster up the hill, like whatever’s sucking us is getting stronger and stronger. It makes Johnny laugh more.


  Then Jeannine starts saying, I don’t like this. When does it stop? There could be another car over the hill. Why is this happening?


  It’s OK, Lion says, no one else hangs out here.


  I don’t like it, I don’t like it, she says. I think, Yeah, I don’t like this either. Only I’m not going to say it.


  Air blows through the window, strong, then weak, then strong again. It feels like it’s kicking my face.


  We gotta pull over, I say, Jeannine’ll flip. Lion gives me this look, I rub my hand over his knee and inside near his thigh and he hits the brakes.


  The car jerks fast and we stop. I feel like we’re still moving, like you do when you get off the roller coaster. My ears are ringing.


  God, what was that? Jeannine says, breathing hard.


  God? Johnny says. God’s pulling the str-r-r-r-r-ings on our car.


  What? I ask Lion.


  Pfff, he says, brushing the air with his hand, Johnny’s nuts. That’s all.


  It is pretty weird, this hill.


  That old mine up there makes it happen, Lion says.


  There’s a mine up there? I say. I didn’t know we’d gone so far. They got cars going underground?


  No, it’s a strip mine. They don’t work it anymore.


  It’s got magic, Johnny says.


  Lion looks sideways at me, smirks.


  Let’s go see, I say.


  Yeah, sure, Lion says. He turns on the car, shuts off the radio, makes a U-turn. I look back at Jeannine. Johnny’s got his arms around her, watching her. She’s looking at me. Her eyes look slanted, like she’s Chinese. They make me feel like I shot her. I turn back around.


  At the top of the hill we pull onto this dusty road I didn’t see before. We go for a while through woods, the leaves hang so thick over us I can’t see the sky. We drive till we come to a clearing where the hills around us are cut open. By the moonlight you can see the dirt in them is striped — dark light dark light — like slices of layer cake. In the middle of the clearing, on flat ground, there’s rusty trucks and broken-down scaffolding and huge mountains of something that looks like sand. Everything sits there, real quiet, like a picture of the world before people, when there was nothing but hairy elephants and giant rocks.


  We drive around the piles of sand. What’s sand doing here? I ask.


  It’s not sand, Lion says, it’s culm banks from the coal.


  I laugh and say, Come banks?


  He laughs and says it again. Leftover junk, he says, they call it waste, and it’s no good, they’d flush it down a toilet if they had one big enough.


  What color is it? I say. You can’t tell in the dark.


  It’s gray, not black like coal.


  Then he turns off the car. We sit there and look out the front window.


  Let’s climb one, I say.


  Sometimes it’s like quicksand. Sometimes people fall in and never come out.


  We’re quiet for a minute. Then I say, Let’s go for it.


  Wait, Jeannine says.


  I get out of the car, slam the door, walk over to the largest pile. Behind me I hear a door open. Lion comes up from behind, puts his arm around my shoulder. We stand in front of a pile, I have to tip my head back to see to the top. The moon’s right there, balancing on the tip of the mound, and it’s like if you climbed to the top you could touch it.


  I put my foot on the culm. I expect it’ll be soft like sand. But it’s hard. Hard as rock. Maybe it’s been sitting around too long. Maybe it needs to be walked on.


  I’m going up, I say, and I step away from Lion.


  After a few seconds, he follows.


  We should feel it out before we put our feet down, he says.


  Yeah, I say, stepping higher, fast as I’d walk stairs.


  We don’t have to go all the way, he says.


  I know, I say, fixing my eyes on the top.


  The air’s cooled off. In the moonlight, the culm doesn’t look gray, it looks white. When I glance at my sandals, I can’t tell where my feet end and the culm begins, that’s what color it is.


  The pile’s steep and we’re getting up high, higher than the trees. Lion’s breathing heavy, I listen and I hear that I am too. Also I hear voices, down on the ground, in the car. They go loud then soft then loud again, like ambulances when they’re far away.


  This is easy, Lion says, if I’d known this, I would of gone up here sooner.


  It’s cake, I say. Nothing to it.


  I’m feeling my lungs fill up with night sky. I look at him. He’s sweating, some of his hair sticks to his cheeks. I turn away, close my eyes for a second, breathe in deep. I touch my face, and I’m not sweating, not at all. When we get to the top, I’ll take his hand and put it on my face. He won’t even know it’s summer.


  I’m just about to say, Race you to the top, when from down below I hear Get out! real loud. It’s Jeannine’s voice. The car door slams, the engine roars up.


  We turn and look as the car screeches away, around the piles of culm, down the road into the woods. Dust flies everywhere, and as it settles, there’s Johnny, sitting in the dirt. Even from this high up we can hear him wail like a baby.


  Hey, Johnny, Lion calls, taking a couple steps down, what the hell happened?


  She thr-r-r-r-r-ew me out! he says.


  Ha! Jeannine’s learning. I smile.


  You all right? he shouts.


  Yeah, Johnny whimpers.


  He’s all right, I say, and I put my hand on Lion’s arm. She probably went to get beer. Let’s keep going.


  Lion glances at me, then shouts down, She say she’d come back?


  She said she never wanted to see any of us again.


  She never what? She has my car!


  He starts running down the hill, in steps so big I think his legs’ll split apart.


  I stand and yell after him, I’m staying up here.


  Suit yourself, he says without breaking his stride.


  At the bottom, he runs to Johnny, picks him up off the ground, puts his arm around him. They bend toward each other and talk low.


  Who cares. They’re a pair of idiots. It’s good Jeannine finally learned something. No more little girl crap. She couldn’t of done it without me. She’s driving home now, tomorrow she’ll say thanks. I’ll hitch back, I’ll find my way, I’ll make it somehow. I always do. But — she left me without my purse in God-knows-where. I don’t even know what county I’m in.


  I turn to face the top of the pile and start climbing again. The culm sparkles, I hadn’t noticed that before, it’s made of little black diamonds. I step hard. I’m gonna check the world out from the top, make this night worth something. My feet slap down, the boys talk below, crickets are everywhere.


  Then, no warning — my foot breaks through the hard crust and sinks in, up to my thigh. My other leg bends, at the knee, my hands push out in front of me, I gotta keep myself from falling in, keep myself back.


  For a second I forget to breathe.


  Then I realize it’s not sucking me in deeper, it’s not pulling. It’s holding me, tight, like I’ve fallen into the finger of a giant glove. The funny thing is, it’s not cold or prickly. I can’t feel it at all — it’s as if the culm and my leg are the same thing.


  I try to lift myself up, push with my hands. But nothing happens. It’s like trying to pull a tree out of the ground.


  The moon hangs over my head, high, big. I stop and twist around. The boys are still there. I don’t want them to see me stuck like this, but if I don’t call out, they might leave without me, and I’ll be here all night.


  And then they turn from me and start walking away, walking back toward Magnet Hill. I stop and hold perfectly still. They follow the tracks Jeannine made when she took off. She’s gotta be miles away by now, hands gripping the wheel, no looking back. Not even for me. Not even thinking of me. Sweat runs down my face, soaks the ends of my hair. I wipe my eyelids, my face, shake out my wet hands. When I open my eyes, it takes a second to find Lion and Johnny. They’re almost into the woods. My chest unlocks like a trap door, and I feel something I’ve never felt before.


  Hey, Lion, I call out. Hey, guys.


  They stop moving. Back here, I yell. Lion turns and tugs at his brother, then points up the hill at me.


  Come back. Please. I need you, I shout, waving my arms. And I mean it for the first time in my life.


  Launching the Echo


  They don’t want to look. They’re not even interested. On one side of us a rock cliff stretches like a gigantic wall toward the sky, and on the other side a river twists a mile below the edge of the road. I point out the car window. “Look, girls,” I say to my daughters. “Look at the icicles! Look at how fast the river’s flowing!” But they sit back, all three of them, even the infant, and cross their arms, and sigh.


  “Why’d you turn the radio off, Mommy?” This is the oldest one talking. When they are trapped in the car, the radio is what matters, that and a storybook for her, a thumb for the middle one, and my breast for the baby.


  “I had to,” I tell her.


  “But why?”


  “Too much interference.”


  “How long till the sound comes back?”


  “About thirty minutes.”


  “No!” the two older girls cry. “Aaaa!” the baby adds.


  Every week, the same conversation. This keeps our minds off what we drive away from on the weekends. What we drive away from is my second husband, the father of the baby. I’ve come to realize he is not the best man to live with. He stews in his Krishna consciousness, praying to his shrine, dressing the deities before he goes to bed. He waits for me to come home Sunday nights to pick his clothes off the floor and make his lunch for the week. But he is a little better than the man before him, the father of my middle girl. I never married that one. He helped around the house, though he made more work in the process; the philosophy of recycling guided his every move, and so he refused to allow paper products, such as bathroom tissue, to be delicate about it, in the house. But I must admit that both men were better than my first husband. In my memory, he has a snout, to facilitate barking. If I disobeyed his instructions — written in list form when he left for work — he would punish me by staying out until his girlfriends brushed on their morning make-up and skipped off to school.


  I believe my girls do not know that I have a weakness for bad men. They certainly do not know how easily the touch of a man’s hand on my skin and the sight of his eyes when I feel he loves me can eclipse my common sense. All they know is that there have been a few daddies in their lives, and that money is necessarily preceded by “not enough.” And that the daddy who is there now, who I have finally asked to leave but who probably won’t unless I throw him out physically, responds to them with little more than silence.


  And so, every weekend, I drive. I pack the cooler, bundle the girls up, strap them into their kiddie seats. I set up the oldest girl with Dr. Seuss and coloring books, the middle one with hand puppets, and the baby with an assortment of plastic toys. Then I click on the radio and we roll onto the highway, and in four hours we are at my mother’s house, where there are no men.


  After the radio scatters to static, we sing songs. “Jingle Bells” was number one on this hit parade for a while. Then “Rudolph,” and then “Yellow Submarine.”


  Today the last remains of winter are melting. Streams of water course down the cliff icicles like tears. The ice upstream has broken up, and the river splashes wild as it finally bursts out of the restraints of cold weather. I watch the world around me, crack open the window, and inhale cool air, the smell of clean dirt. The older girls play in the back. The infant fidgets beside me, calling out her favorite and only word, “Aaaa.”


  I start them into “This Land Is Your Land.” They know the words. It comes easily and fast. We’re going along, the baby’s aaaaing right with us, we sound just great — and in the middle of the chorus I realize that their lead has drifted away; I have stopped singing.


  “What’s the matter, Mommy?” the oldest says as the ribbon of their voices begins to fray.


  I barely hear her at first. The faces of my husbands and lovers are parading by the windshield, along with memories of resolutions I made, then broke. Always, I seize the first hand that offers to haul me out of a pit, then cling to that hand until it tosses me into the next pit. And then, beaten down and empty, I eagerly reach out for more of the same.


  “Mommy, are you OK?” the middle one says. “Why are you crying?”


  “Because it’s so beautiful outside,” I tell them.


  “It’s boring,” the oldest one says.


  Up ahead I see a lookout point. Fourteen times in the last two months I have passed by that point, wondering what it would be like to stop there, get out, and stand at the railing. The ground drops away there, and the valley stretches so far it seems like the whole world.


  “What’re we doing?”


  “I want to stop so we can look over the valley.”


  “How come?”


  “It’ll be fun. We’ll just stop for a minute.”


  Even the baby is quiet as I pull onto the gravel and park.


  The two older girls let themselves out. I unbuckle the baby and take her in my arms.


  All four of us stand at the railing. We are in the elbow of a cliff that rises both behind us and to our left. To our right is the valley. The river snakes below us to the horizon. Along the banks of the water cluster the pink and yellow pastels of early spring. Patches of fields cut through the puffs of trees, and specks that must be houses dot the sides of roads.


  The girls’ eyes open wide. “Wow,” the older ones say.


  Standing here, the two voices come out rich and full, and return to us in an echo.


  “Did you hear that?” they ask me.


  “Hear what?”


  “This.” And they shout again: “Wow!”


  “Yes,” I say, as the echo begins. “I hear it.”


  “Wow!” they yell out. “Wow! Wow!” Their voices come back to us like waves at the ocean, rolling over and over until you can’t tell the original from the sounds they’ve caused.


  Then they look at me. “Mommy,” they say, and they pull at my jacket. “You shout something.”


  “No, I’ll just listen,” I say.


  “Please?” they say. “Please?”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “Come on.” And they give me no peace until I agree and open my mouth.


  I am not planning what I’ll say. It just comes out like some part of me passing through to the outside, like when my voice is at rest in my sadder moods, and this is the shape it finds itself in.


  “Mmmmm-en!” I shout. The older girls giggle, the baby claps her hands. And my voice ripples back across the valley.


  At my side, the older girls join in with the fading trace of my voice. “Men!” they shout. “Mmmmm-en!” The baby joins in. “Aaaa!” They’re all going, their voices filling up the valley. And finally I join back in. “Men!” we shout together. “Mmmmm-en!”


  Our voices layer into each other. I look at them and notice their huge grins and how this shouting together makes them jump up and down. Someday my girls will have their own histories with men. I wonder if this memory will make them smile then.


  The Speed of Love


  But did you try the brakes, my brother called out from the back seat and my mother screamed, Yes, of course, my foot is pressed to the floor, to the floor, and I looked over and there she was, pumping the pedal with nothing changing but us going faster, and we began to cry, all three of us, the car swooping over the hills, the wind slapping our hair around our faces, the houses we used to know flipping by — Just a short detour through our old home town, only take a few minutes, nostalgia, our mother had said, and when we asked what nostalgia meant she replied, You know how you remember your father being around, that he was fun and nice but that’s just because you forget how he really was: how he made you feel stupid, how he dictated what you should do; well I can tell you that kind of forgetting is the dictionary definition of nostalgia — and around this bend, up this slope, past the pool, the twisted tree, Naomi’s house, Linda’s, Deborah’s, down the incline and then my brother fought his tears and said, But we’re picking up speed, Mom, and she wailed, What can I do, what can I do — was she asking us or just crying out, I couldn’t tell which, but I wanted to help like I helped all the time, listening after Dad left, giving her advice I was barely old enough to know — and emergency brakes were something I didn’t know about yet, neither did my brother, and neither I guess did she — so I swallowed deep and said, Just follow the road, stay inside the lines, your steering is still working, right?, and she nodded, hands clenching the wheel, eyes sweeping the view and she said, Watch with me kids, I can’t do this alone so you’ve got to help me through this, and my brother said, Okay, Mom, but as the car bumped high in the air, over the hill, hitting down flying, I, the keeper of realities usually kept to myself, blurted out, I’ll watch with you, but I know this is the end, and she glanced over, frightened, and I knew she believed me, and oh, how I hated myself for saying it because I hadn’t meant to hurt her but then she faced the road again and sighed deep and laying calm onto her voice said, No, no, honey, as long as there’s a road I’ll keep on steering, you just strap yourself in now, strap yourself in and watch with me, we’re all going through this together, and I looked out the windshield and we were coming toward downtown, coming toward the busy streets with no-turn-on-red and stop for pedestrians and I knew she couldn’t make it and I knew she couldn’t make it but she reached over and said, I’ll get you home safe, trust me, and she took my hands and held on real hard and I thought, Right now she needs me more than I need my own self, so I didn’t pull my hands away and I couldn’t put on my seatbelt as we tore down the hill and we barreled into town.


  The Secret Lives of My Toys


  When I was seven years old, my parents insisted that I join the Brownies.


  My older sister was a Brownie and through them had, for the first time in her life, found friends who liked her as much as she liked them. The change was remarkable; you can see it in the pictures: the little girl behind thick, vulture-eyed glsses, her face sagging like melted putty, suddenly, at the first Brownie barbecue, draws herself up and learns to smile. She poses with her arms thrown around her new friends. Her cheeks are red from laughter, her eyes wet from happiness. Even the frames of her glasses seem to sparkle in the afternoon sun.


  My parents felt that I could benefit similarly from the Brownies. I did not agree.


  My sister had always wanted friends but had been too shy to initiate anything. I wasn’t afraid to make friends — at least I thought so at the time. I was, I thought, just someone who preferred being alone, because by myself I could do whatever I wanted.


  Every afternoon, all the neighborhood kids except me made an exodus to the woods down the street, where they did whatever it was that kids did together. During these afternoons, I would run from one yard to the next, sampling different swing sets. Eventually, I would match the seat of my pants to the seat of some worn swing, and then take off into the air, swinging so high that I would be enveloped by autumn leaves the color of candy corn, or winter branches stretching out to embrace me, or the soothing green fans of spring and summer.


  While I swung, I made up long, rambling songs about the secret lives of my toys. In my songs, my dolls and stuffed animals came alive and danced through the neighborhood. My toys could go inside every basement and attic and tree; they knew no boundaries. They took me along. We liked all the same things. We never fought, and they listened to and appreciated everything I confided in them. Together we shared many secret adventures.


  At night, my toys and I played alone in my room. We kept the door closed so that we wouldn’t have to include anyone else. I came out only to eat dinner. Television did not interest me. Other children did not interest me. And I knew, long before my parents forced me to join, that the Brownies would not interest me either.


  The Brownies had vows, traditions, group activities, drab uniforms. Every Thursday, we were marched down the school hallway by our two troop leaders and assembled in the gymnasium. There we were indoctrinated with the customs and lore of the Brownies. On the day of the initiation pledge, I deliberately held up my left hand instead of my right, knowing that to do so would be considered blasphemous. One girl poked me, but I droned on woodenly with the pledge. At last a cry rose up from the suddenly attentive troop leaders, and, just before I finished, a pair of stiff, older hands jerked down the offending arm and cranked up the proper one.


  I begged my parents to let me leave the Brownies. “But look at your sister,” my mother said, “she’s being invited to parties now. Don’t you want to be invited to parties?” “No,” I mumbled, but I knew it was no good. They’d enlisted me and expected me to stay until my tour of duty was up.


  In the meantime, I was dragged along on Brownie trips. Zoos, museums, historical sights — I passed through all in my paper-thin regulation Brownie uniform, standing away from the group, shaking my head yes or no if anyone spoke to me, yawning every few minutes.


  There is only one trip that made any real impression. It sits as clearly in my mind as the photographs of my sister.


  One day, in the fall of second grade, the Brownie troop leaders gathered us up after school and drove us in their two station wagons to a neighboring town. There we wound our way through a residential area, an older kind, like the one where I lived, the kind where every house is unique and well groomed, and all the hedges are meticulously clipped. I imagined running around these lawns in the late afternoons, trying out the swing sets I saw in the backyards.


  The sky, when we got out of the cars, was layered like gelatin pudding, in pink, purple, and blue. The first star was out. The streetlights popped on. The lawns around us were so well trimmed that they looked like drawings.


  We were led by our troop leaders across a quiet street to a small house and ushered through the back door into the kitchen. There, in the bright light, we met the owner, Mr. Edgerton, the tallest and thinnest man I had ever seen. Mr. Edgerton was so tall, his neck curled over like the top of a lowercase letter f. He smiled as if we were presents someone had given him for Christmas and thanked us again and again for coming. As he passed around a plate of cookies he said he’d made just for us, I slipped into the living room to see if anyone else was home. It didn’t seem likely; aside from the kitchen, the house was as dark as the space between my dreams.


  Then Mr. Edgerton led us downstairs into his basement.


  There, by the light of a single bulb, we saw an enormous table, so large it almost filled the whole room. On top of the table was a miniature, handcrafted town. There were houses, each lit from the inside, streets, cars, a glittering river, a park, a trolley, grass, trees, flowers. There were also little people, each no bigger than my middle finger, positioned throughout the whole scene. Some rode the cars and trolley, some ate dinner or watched television in their houses, some just stood in midstep along the streets. All were thin. All wore the same blank expression on their faces, as though they had fallen asleep with their eyes open.


  The Brownies circled the table. From what I knew of the world, Mr. Edgerton had every detail right, from the letters on the marquee of the movie house to the pails in the sandboxes. There were also things I barely knew, like an orchestra in the outdoor theater, scullers on the river, a funeral at the cemetery. I wanted to touch everything to make sure it was real, and I wanted to be tiny, like the little people, so I could live in this town, too.


  Then our troop leaders directed our attention back to Mr. Edgerton. “Isn’t this something,” they said. “And he did this all by himself.”


  Our host grinned so hard I thought his face would crack open.


  “And look,” they added, as he lowered his head with modesty, “he doesn’t even have five fingers, like the rest of us. Just look at his hands.”


  Mr. Edgerton held up his hands, and, though they were the size of normal hands, each hand had only two fingers. The fingers were twice the size of any fingers I’d seen, and they resembled a thumb and a pinky pointing in opposite directions, as if they were on a clock that read quarter to three. The palm in the middle was small, little more than a hinge to hold the thumb and pinky together. He wiggled his fingers at us. I looked down at my own hands. I tried to imagine making this whole world with only four fingers, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even imagine holding on to swings.


  When I looked back at him, Mr. Edgerton had picked up one of the little people and was fondling it between the two fingers of his right hand. He gazed down at it, still with his smile, and then beyond his hand to the little town. As he took it all in, the look on his face reminded me more than anything ever had and ever would of the look on my sister’s face in the barbecue pictures.


  It was a moment before I realized that I had covered my mouth with my hand. Had my face ever looked like that when I played with my toys? I started to think so, but I couldn’t be sure.


  The troop leaders announced that it was time to go, and one by one, the Brownies followed them up the stairs. As I, the last girl to leave, got halfway up the stairs, I looked down at Mr. Edgerton.


  There he was, still beaming at his town on the table, the town that now seemed, from my position alone on the stairs, terribly small.


  Mr. Edgerton glanced up and saw me watching him. We stood and stared at each other, and, even in the dim light, I could see crimson roll into his face. Finally, he lowered his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, gently placing the little person back on the table, “I didn’t realize you’d all gone up already.”


  I watched him make his way around the table. Then, just as he reached out for the bannister, I spun around, leaving him behind, and scrambled up the stairs.


  The other girls laughed when I burst through the doorway into the kitchen. I ignored them and bolted my way around their starched brown uniforms to the back of the room.


  The air was crisp and the sky completely dark when the troop leaders dropped me off at my house. I opened the front door. My parents were sitting beside each other on the sofa, watching television. They were holding hands in a lazy, casual way, as though it was something they did all the time. Maybe it was.


  “Did you have fun?” my mother said when I closed the door.


  “It was fine,” I replied. I sat at the foot of the stairs and unlaced my shoes. My parents were both watching me, their eyebrows arched, as if poised for disappointment. On the television in front of them, a family of attractive people muttered and giggled. My father patted the sofa. “You might like this,” he said. I looked at his hand, and at the hollow in the cushion beneath it, while upstairs my toys rustled in the darkness of my room, distressed I hadn’t gone to see them as soon as I’d come home.


  Sheets


  Alvina would walk through the wall, if she could. Step halfway in — one arm, one leg. Just far enough to reach that whimpering child in the row house next door. She’d pluck the girl from her bed — Alvina knows where the bedroom is. She wouldn’t be caught. Day and night, she hears the girl’s mother twaddling on the phone in another room, cracking her gum in front of the television. Never knows what the child’s doing.


  Alvina would rescue the girl. Ronnie, that’s her name. She’d carry her back here, cuddle her in these brown arms, press her to this worn face, to the skin with its ripples like soft desert sand. She could have a bed ready in a minute, a second. That one, over there. The one her husband used to sleep in before his cough got the better of him.


  Behind the house, cars whistle past on the expressway. Cats scurry by the chain link fence between the tiny yards. She hears them now, matted fur strumming the dull steel like a toneless harp. Once she took in a tabby she found dizzy and tangled after a fight. The pads of its feet were as shredded as old ballet slippers, and one of its eyes was missing. She dribbled iodine on its wounds, fed it milk through an eyedropper. In a month it slipped through a hole in the screen. She hears it sometimes, at night. It screams as if it’s in a tunnel so dark, its single eye cannot find the exit.


  Ronnie plays in the dirt out back, summer and winter. Her toys are plastic milk jugs, strips of curtain lining, egg cartons. She keeps a dirt collection. With a fork she digs out little pieces from all over the project, up and down the strip backing onto the highway, then stores the dirt in the foam pouches of the cartons. “What’cha doing?” Alvina asked her once, leaning over the chain link fence.


  “I’m a dirt scientist,” Ronnie said. “I’m getting dirt from everybody’s backyard.”


  Alvina asked to see. Ronnie held up her egg carton. Each sample was labeled in a child’s scrawl. “All the times of the year. From my house to the end of the street.” She said it with pride.


  “What’cha looking for in it?”


  “Color. Smell. Different stuff. See, this one’s red, this one’s got Coke cans, this one had worms in it — only they ain’t there no more.”


  “You dig up mud?”


  “Yeah. I like when it’s hard and old and got cracks like an earthquake. See, this one’s cracked. But you wouldn’t know about it now. In this box, it looks just like all the other ones.”


  Days, Alvina goes to the library. She can read, but she does not want to; it is more interesting to watch the people. Lovers amble past looking at each other, their bodies breathing silent ballads together. Young women shuffle through the stacks, clasping ringed fingers over their swelling waistlines. Mothers kneel onto the dusty granite, buttoning the jackets of their small children.


  Alvina sits at the same table every day, the one farthest from the vagrants, who pack themselves onto sofas in the sun room. Alvina does not want to be confused with them. She bathes every morning before leaving the house, irons her dresses, combs her white hair.


  She does not watch soap operas. She has no television.


  She sweeps the apartment every morning, every evening. She polishes the thief bars on her windows once a week.


  At night, boys with radios the size of houses pass by, one after another. Big boys, testing out the fusing of their bones, the hardening of their muscles. Dark as starless nights. The same boys who only last year stood beside the highway and threw stones at the cars of white people. Now, they bribe girls with their radios. “Hey, what’s up. Let’s dance in the street.” Even in winter. Boys and girls leap about on the frozen street in front of the project, breaking up only for the occasional rattletrap. They jump high, they roll around; hot and flushed, they look the way she felt when she was their age.


  Alvina’s curtains have moth holes. The hems have frayed. She combs the loose threads to make them hang straight.


  She wishes they’d had children. She wishes Arnel hadn’t put off adopting. She waits for her Social Security check in the mail.


  When the ice storm comes that winter, it slicks the dirt out back like a white mirror. The world outside is crystal. Even loose garbage in the yard glistens. Before her head leaves the pillow, Alvina can tell by the flat silence that the expressway is closed.


  At her back widow, shielding her eyes from the sun, Alvina sees Ronnie. The girl is crouching beside the fence, jabbing at the ice with a fork in one hand, holding an open egg carton with the other. Alvina throws on her sweaters, buttons up her coat, steps outside.


  “Collecting ice now?”


  Ronnie looks up. “Yeah. I’m seeing if ice dirt’s like regular dirt.”


  “That can’t be fun.”


  “It’s fun,” Ronnie says, breaking one section into several small chunks of ice. She picks up one with a brown center as if it’s a diamond, holds it up to the sky, grins. After a minute, she puts it in the egg carton.


  “Highway’s closed,” Alvina says.


  “I know.”


  Alvina looks away, to the strip of road behind her house, where for years she has seen cars, baked silver by the sun, streaking by like schools of fish. Now it’s like the river’s been drained dry; all she can see is the bottom, and the fish have melted into a big sheet that stretches over the riverbed as far as she can see.


  “I’m gonna take me a stroll down the highway,” Alvina says. “Never know when this’ll happen again.”


  Ronnie looks up, her hands wrapped around the fork handle.


  “You coming with me?” Alvina asks.


  The girl glances back at her mother’s house. Through the plastic on the broken kitchen window drifts the low, deep chatter of white men on the television and her mother’s high voice weaving through theirs as she gossips on the phone. The quiet of the expressway makes Alvina feel as if she’s in the country again. Cars there were such strangers, years after Alvina moved north she kept confusing distant horns with the cries of tired babies. Ronnie’s visited the country only once that Alvina can think of. The girl’s never lived in a home where if no one’s talking she hears silence. Alvina says, “This like that school trip to the state park you liked so much? No people, no sounds?” Ronnie turns and faces the expressway and lowers the egg carton to the ground. “Yeah,” she says.


  The little girl climbs over the fence, then holds open a small flap in the steel for Alvina to crawl through. On the other side, they step carefully around naked hedges, and step out onto the shoulder.


  The light along the highway is blinding, as though all the spotlights in the world were turned on them. Alvina squints, and tears slip away from her eyes. Ronnie runs on ahead. In this light, on this ice, the little girl looks blacker than the blackest marble. She skips and slides along the road.


  Alvina watches and follows behind and thinks to herself: she looks like the shadow of a flame.


  I’ll always be here to catch her if she falls.


  Before the projects, before the first gray hair. Long, long ago. Alvina is new to the city.


  Clear nights on the roof, Alvina can see so many stars she feels as if someone spilled a box of sugar across the sky. She and Arnel live right underneath, in a one-room attic apartment. Its ceiling hangs low; at night it seems to wrap around their bed. On the roof they found a pair of wooden chairs. Alvina scrubbed the soot off, set them up for a good view. Every night she and Arnel have free they leave that room, sit under the stars and look out to the city.


  Arnel plays his banjo, the round box an oat can, the neck a broom handle. He picks at the strings, plink, plunk, as he serenades the city. Alvina sits beside him, reading library books or just gazing. The city spreads before them like a blanket of lights; sometimes she feels she could stretch out her arm and grab one, hold it as it glows in her smooth and unlined hands.


  Arnel got into a good job here, loading war weapons in a factory. It’s a bustling place; he comes home with his feet sore, in need of rubbing. For Alvina, it’s knees and hands that hurt. Her job is in an elegant theater, where she polishes marble and terrazzo floors at night after a ballet. She shows up early sometimes, peers through an open door in the balcony, watches. The dancers are lithe and white and seem to fly. Alvina tries to remember how they move.


  Now, on the roof, she practices. Spinning, whirling, up on her toes. Arnel strums a tune and she follows. She tosses her arms this way and that, leaps with legs parted wide. Give her one of the dancers’ white ruffled costumes and who could tell the difference.


  Sometimes at work, while Alvina’s wire brush is arching across the floor in her hand, she hears the ballerinas talking as they pad in twos and threes from the dressing room to the street. They complain their feet hurt, their husbands won’t dance — nothing that matters to Alvina. Nothing, that is, until the day she hears them boast about how long each has gone since she bled. Six months, says one. Thirteen, brags another. They one-up each other, making Alvina gasp, because if she were chiming in she’d lose to them all, a simple one month being the longest Alvina’s ever had to wait.


  Arnel and Alvina have been trying for a baby. Some folks back home had secrets, and Alvina wrote them to get ideas. “Lie with him only when the moon’s full,” Alvina’s aunt scrawled. “Rabbit bones in the bed,” Mink the Albino had his brother write. Arnel and Alvina try it all, each idea, but every four weeks her body sends the message that no baby’s growing, and even the most guaranteed of tricks can’t seem to make that fact change.


  Mist lets Alvina’s hair untwist itself from her ribbon and sprout. She pats it down as she rides the bus home. Used to be, she walked, but when Arnel took note of her three gray hairs last year, he said, “A young lady like you’s got no business getting gray,” and told her she ought to start riding the bus.


  Tonight, the air is thick enough to see; the sky looks close, a big gray hat resting on top of the street. Alvina squints through the mist as she steps off the bus. Inside the front door stands Arnel, peering up like he’s reading flaking paint on the wall. She can see through the glass he’s whistling.


  He opens the door wearing that smile he has, half a halo swung low. “Some buddies from work’re upstairs,” he says. The war over, he’s in a store now, asking, Floor, please? in an elevator paneled with rosewood, mirrors, and the perfumes of shopping women. “They came to see our new radio.”


  Radio’s almost all they own, except for the bed and kitchenware. It’s squat as a fat woman, sits in their room at the foot of the bed. Bathroom’s smaller than the radio, probably.


  Tunes from their place toot down the stairs. Arnel’s banging at doors on the way, laughing. Neighbors open up, poke faces into the stairwell. “Party at our place, friends!” Arnel says, rapping on the next door. Some folks close back up, but most step out and take hold of the bannister.


  Upstairs, guests pile onto the mattress, crowd along the walls, everyone’s singing along. Alvina has some pie she sets out, and one of the men brought wine. Arnel, pouring some in a glass for Alvina, leans forward and whispers, “My cousin says he’ll send his boy to come live with us, if we tell him yes. When he starts school. Maybe we’ll have us a child after all.”


  Just then the Duke comes on the radio and Arnel slides his arm around Alvina’s waist, draws her into the doorway, and they dance. So many people so close heat up the air, and in the dark bedroom window lit from the inside Alvina sees her face, glowing like black fire. Arnel holds his arm high, and Alvina underneath it twirls. She spots like a ballerina, looking at Arnel, whipping her head around quick, looking at Arnel again. All kinds of faces are in the room: old, adult, young. Faster and faster she goes until the ages blur together; until all the faces streaking past come to seem like one.


  Nighttime, and rain slaps against the side of the theater. It is quiet, except for the rat-a-tat-tat of the water. Alvina packs away her brush and bucket for the night and coats her hands with Vaseline. Years of soap water have made her knuckles thick and cracked; sometimes the pink side of her fingers gives out and splits wide open. Tonight she makes her way along the upstairs corridor to the stairway. The dancers have already left; there is nothing to see but the hallway and the fire escape outside. She shuffles past the windows, not taking note, and then something out the glass stops her, turns her around to look.


  A teenage girl, maybe thirty years younger than Alvina, is sitting on the metal landing. She is hugging her legs in close, resting her arms on her knees, and burying her face in the sloped lap. The girl’s hair melts down her dark cheeks in the rain, and her eyes are shut. Her dress clings to her; every curve shows.


  Alvina stands watching the girl in the rain. Then she pushes up the window. The clatter of water on the metal staircase echoes in the theater corridor. “What’re you doing?”


  The girl turns her head without lifting it and glances at the window, her face so blank it’s as if the rain had washed her away. Alvina knows she does not work here; she must have climbed up from the ground. The girl looks back down to her bent knees.


  “Didn’t you hear me?”


  “Go away.” The girl talks into her legs.


  “You can’t keep sitting there getting wet,” Alvina says, and this time the girl doesn’t even look up.


  Alvina rests on one knee on the windowsill and tests the rain. It is so cold that she thinks it’ll soon switch to hail. But what’s she going to do — leave that girl out there? Alvina pulls herself outside. The rain thumps onto her like a jazz pianist’s hands.


  She shoves the window closed, then sits against the railing. The girl, head down this whole time, peeks out an eye. “What’re you doing here, lady?”


  The water has beaten the air out of Alvina’s dress and now the cloth is slicked on like skin. “I figure anybody sitting out in the rain must be needing some company.”


  The girl picks her head up, and she and Alvina face each other. Alvina can see over the girl’s shoulder. A bus passes by. Women cloaked in furs huddle beneath awnings. Raindrops fall through the dark and in the light from the theater become speckles of white, then strike the street and are swallowed back into black.


  “I’ve got a problem,” the girl says finally. It’s been at least ten minutes that they’ve been facing each other. She drops her hands to her stomach and curls her fingers over the roundness. “I don’t want no baby.”


  Alvina sees this every week with the girls on her block. “Can’t expect it’ll go away,” Alvina says. “Don’t you have a mother or a grandma you can look to for help?”


  “No.”


  “Well, you got to find somebody to care for it.”


  The girl, a frown set deeper than her age should allow, sighs heavily and says, “You want it?”


  For a wild flash Alvina thinks of putting the question to Arnel, but she knows he’ll say they can’t take on kids, same as he says when Alvina brings up the neighborhood girls; the cot’s already earmarked. “My husband and I, we’re waiting to adopt a boy from home.”


  “A little baby?”


  “No, he must be fourteen, fifteen by now. His father’s had to keep him around for family help, but he should be coming soon.”


  The girl smirks and shakes her head. “You think they’ll send him off at that age? Ha.”


  Alvina used to ask Arnel this very question, but with his cough getting worse lately, she’s let off. What would be the use? Every year they said they’d send the boy, and every year, because of money problems or someone getting sick, they didn’t. Still, Alvina keeps hoping. “Well,” she says, “let’s put our heads together. Maybe I can help you come up with a person who’d want it.”


  “I can’t think of a single soul,” the girl says.


  Alvina can imagine all kinds of people who might help. Sisters, aunts, friends. Could even be a neighbor the girl isn’t remembering right now. Alvina will come up with an answer. Alvina will stay here until she and the girl can figure it out. “I bet there is.”


  “What’s it to you anyway?” the girl says, looking at the theater window, then back at Alvina. “Why do you care?”


  Alvina makes fists of her rough hands and shoves them against the seams of her pockets. The rain is so heavy, so cold, it pounds to the inside of her bones.


  “Because,” she says.


  Winter, seventy years before the projects. Alvina in a backyard of grass. Grass covered with ice.


  Alvina is on the back porch of her first house, the real house in the country, where the other side of walls is the outside; where streets serve mostly as beds for sleepy dogs. She ties her shoes, her long black hair hanging in braids. She is small and soft, her skin as smooth as the tide sand on a beach. After she buttons her coat all the way to the top, Alvina climbs down the long wooden stairway, leaving her mother upstairs beside the changing table, powder in one hand, her brother’s tiny feet in the other, woman and baby giggling with each other.


  Outside — where are the others? Mary, Paula, Jamie? Not a single foot has hollowed a print in the ice. Not a single voice cuts through the wooo of the wind. Mothers hold all the children indoors, let them touch no more than the cold glass of the windows. “It’s too icy out there, you best not go for you fall and crack your head open.”


  But what they are missing! The world is Alvina’s. She skates across the iced lawn, gliding over blades of grass, frozen insects, sleeping worms. Arms out, she keeps her balance. When she slows down, she runs a few yards, then stops, and lets the ghost of her running feet carry her along. This way and that. Back and forth across the lawn until it seems she’s worn it all down.


  Then she steps heavily, digging her feet into the ice near her neighbor’s picket fence. The ice here is thin. Her footsteps leave patterns like spiderwebs.


  She finds the hole in the fence, crawls through. This is where Miss Lela Jackson lives. The richest black lady you’ll ever know. Lives right next door on enough land for three families, with a backyard that slopes down so far, it could be a sledding hill. Somehow she got it all from a white man. Gray hair sticks out from her head like a fistful of snakes. She screams if you step on her lawn. She bumps into folks she doesn’t like when they’re carrying big packages, and laughs when the apples scatter and the eggs break.


  Always, always, Miss Lela hangs laundry outside. She seems to live for laundry. From Alvina’s house you can see Miss Lela’s kitchen, where that thick little body steams over the washboard, that chubby little hand wipes a trickle of sweat off her forehead. Then — the squeal of the clothesline as she reels it in, the click-click of clothespins as she hangs dresses, blouses, stockings, on the rope. The rope now covered with ice. She’s left everything up since yesterday. Her sheets have turned into walls.


  Alvina steps onto Miss Lela’s lawn. Fresh ice. As clean and untouched as the newly polished floor at the house Alvina’s mother cleans. Alvina looks up to the back of the house. No lights. No head in the window.


  And so, onto the hill. Swoop like a bird. Circle round the clothes, they hang stiff and low. She glides around some trousers, turns, then swings back around a nightgown, then back again. Down the hill, weaving in and out, around and around. She’s a real ice skater. She’s like the high school girls on the pond. Spinning, sliding, laughing, in the pure, clean air.


  But the bottom of the hill comes too fast. Her toes lift up, her heels dig in — then flip, over and under. She lands on her face.


  All the world goes still. It practically buzzes with silence. She turns over, opens her eyes — and everything has turned white.


  Up — the sky is white.


  Down — her body is white.


  Across the lawn — the way to her house, the way up the hill — all white. Solid as rock.


  She picks herself up, puts out her arms in front of her. If I go way up, I’ll be on that hill. On that hill I can find the fence. Then the hole. Then I’ll be right home with my mama.


  But the sharp edge of an iced sheet almost splits her in two. She moves to the side, tries to walk, one foot in front of the other. Steps carefully, heavily — and slam! hits another sheet broadside. Her feet just won’t move straight.


  She sits down and cries. A breeze picks up and blows away her hat. Her eyes are so cold.


  Suddenly an arm tugs at her. “Quit your howling,” Miss Lela says. “What’re you doing here?”


  “I fell and now I can’t see!” Alvina looks in the direction of Miss Lela. All that’s there is white.


  “What’cha mean, you can’t see? Your eyes they look fine.”


  “They ain’t fine. Would I be walking into sheets if they was?”


  Miss Lela says nothing. Alvina wonders if she’ll get punished, if Miss Lela will pin her on the clothesline so she’ll freeze like a gingerbread girl. No one ever comes in this yard. Who would know, till she thawed in the spring?


  Then Alvina feels the palm of a glove take her mittened hand. “This way. This way. Up here, up, up. Careful. This way. One foot after another — watch your stepping.”


  That foot up, this one higher — yes, stairs. Inside. Mothballs and linseed oil and bacon and cider. “Lie down here.”


  Something scratchy and warm on her face.


  “Shoot, girl, you know what you got wrong? You got ice in your eyes.”


  Miss Lela lifts the towel from Alvina’s eyes a little bit at a time, like it’s a kettle lid and she wants to see if the water’s boiling. Slowly, the white begins to melt at the edges. She takes the towel away. Alvina tries to see.


  Ceiling beams.


  Oil paintings.


  Lace curtains.


  The ice swims around, giving Alvina a glimpse of this, a glance at that. Miss Lela’s face appears, then falls behind the ice. It’s like there’s a moving wall in Alvina’s eyes.


  Finally it breaks apart. The tiny crystals make the world look as though it is full of white holes, like the world is something that comes only in pieces.


  At last, even the tiny crystals melt.


  Miss Lela brings Alvina a bracelet, a string of pink and white beads only big enough for a doll, or a baby. “Why don’t you have this?” she says. “My little girl can’t use it no more.”


  “I never seen a little girl here.”


  “She ain’t around no more.”


  Alvina puts on her coat. They walk next door, around the front way. They ring the bell. Miss Lela clutches Alvina’s hand. They wait for the weatherworn door to swing open.


  “I’ve been watching you,” Miss Lela says, peering down at Alvina. “You need to be more careful.”


  “Will you take care of me again? Like if I fall, will you help?”


  “You best be careful you don’t.”


  “I can’t help it if I do.”


  Miss Lela sighs. Footsteps come up to the other side of the door. “Maybe I’ll help you,” she says. “But don’t be expecting too much of me.”


  “I won’t,” Alvina says. “And I’ll do something nice for you in return.”


  “Like what? I don’t need nothing.”


  “I don’t know right now,” Alvina says, looking up at Miss Lela’s face. “Give me time. Let me think.”


  Afterglow


  When madeline first came here from her aunt’s house, her pop asked her politely to help out with the cleaning, but this had changed lately. Now she couldn’t be bothered with cleaning. A thirteen-year-old could at least make her own bed, was what her stepmother, Hilda Gail, was probably thinking. But Madeline couldn’t see taking the time to pull the bedspread taut and neat, the hem equally far from the floor all around. Or wash the dishes or set the storm window into the back door. It was tough getting her point across at first: Madeline sitting knees to chin in a chair, reading, her pop stepping around to the front, saying, I would very much like it if you swept the kitchen floor this week. Maybe, Madeline would say, hitching her book in closer. He would slink away, taking Hilda Gail’s elbow, saying, I think I got through. Which made it hard to walk past Hilda Gail to get a snack, with her grading papers at the kitchen table, right next to the broom and all.


  But ever since two weeks ago when Madeline hit on this idea of telling them that she had a bun in the oven, everything had become a whole lot easier. Kick the blankets off the bed and leave them in a heap. Hang the dresses on the bedpost and wear them till they keep her shape. Pop didn’t care. Hilda Gail didn’t seem to either. Pop asking all the time, You all right, Madeline? You feeling OK? No, Madeline would say, and then flop on the sofa or truck into the bathroom. Used to be, Pop and Hilda Gail got the monopoly in the john every morning. Not anymore. Now it was Madeline — running the bath while the water was still hot, soaking it up, checking out Harlequin romances even when someone knocked on the door and asked if please, could they get a few minutes before they had to leave for work. Oh, I feel so lousy, Madeline would say, and they’d walk off and leave her alone. She’d keep reading till she got to a chapter end. Lush gardens and kisses in the rain, men whose gentility belied their real passion, and all the while Madeline sighing at the thought of having a beau of her own someday.


  Pop bought her bath crystals yesterday. Keep that skin soft, he said. Hilda Gail — God rest her soul — told him to do it. Madeline had her ear to the wall, so she heard everything. Evan, Hilda Gail said, we’re only a few months into this parenting business, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned about as a schoolteacher it’s pregnant girls. You have to be kind and treat them well. Look at what’s just happened to their lives.


  All I know, Pop said back to her, is that my little baby has got herself in trouble, and that the fellow responsible has not called here once. I don’t even know who he is.


  Let her tell us when she’s ready, Hilda Gail said. It was probably hard enough for her to tell us about the child. The girl’s got too much to deal with right now, just settling into living here, let alone having to explain all kinds of embarrassing things.


  Then what should I do? Pop asked.


  Have sympathy, Hilda Gail answered.


  So Pop bought Madeline the bath crystals. And he got her tapes of oceans rolling in and out, and a carton of canned bread, which Madeline loved but Hilda Gail thought was a defilement of food, only she got generous and let Madeline have it because, Now’s the time to be nice to her, you know. And Pop got lavender potpourri for her room, and a pillowcase of slippery material — ice green, the color of mint chocolate chip, which he was also stocking now. Plus Pop said the days Madeline was too sick in the morning, she coud bag school if she wanted. And you can bet that she was sick every morning, this one being no exception.


  Now Madeline was downstairs, surveying the living room mess. Pop had asked her to try cleaning when the morning sickness passed, but of course she wouldn’t. Instead, she’d been cutting the handsomest men out of magazines and sticking them in her private folders so she could have somebody new to gaze at before she went to bed. Slick magazine pages lay scattered across the folding table between the kitchen and living room. And everywhere, the usual: dishes, junk mail, soiled clothes, dust.


  Madeline snapped on the TV in the living room and the one in the kitchen and turned them to different shows. She liked spending her mornings that way. Lots of times you could get a rhythm going — the folks on one show talking low when the ones on the other were shouting. Back and forth.


  She was scooping out some mint chocolate chip when the doorbell rang. Though she couldn’t see the front door from where she sat, she knew it was her neighbor Mrs. Lubbock, come to give her some flack but from the civilized entrance instead of the back door, the old busybody so dearly loved to use. Every day Mrs. Lubbock eyed her when Madeline looked back to check out the Pennsylvania Railroad passing by, with its rusted cars of ore and coal, its good-looking engineers waving to her out the window, and in the two weeks since the maternity dresses had become Madeline’s daily attire there came from Mrs. Lubbock a harangue Madeline now knew by heart — You should stop lying about your condition, you are taking advantage of a loving father. Madeline listened a couple of times; if there was one thing she had learned in her life, it was that it always pays to know your enemies. The fence between the trains and the row-house yards had blown down in a winter storm a few days ago, which would explain Mrs. Lubbock’s coming around to the front today. Of course, Madeline had heard enough of Mrs. Lubbock by now, so she just kept scooping the ice cream while the bell donged to kingdom come. She set herself up at the folding table, where she could see both TVs, and listened to Mrs. Lubbock shuffling around on the front steps, waiting, until finally the feet went away and Madeline was left alone with her scissors and TV and things were as they should be.


  Couldn’t have been five minutes later, there was a scraping sound at the back door. Squirrels ran near there sometimes and the washing machine made strange noises occasionally, so Madeline didn’t pay it any attention. But the sound kept up, like something nibbling, only louder. It wasn’t until the nibbling turned into a zipper sound that she caught on it was the screen getting cut. She put down the scissors and slid off the chair and went across the kitchen. At the stove she swung around the corner into the little hallway and felt for a few yards along the dark walls until she came to the washing machine room.


  He was just a shadow at first, standing with the light shining through the back door window behind him. Madeline couldn’t see a single thing except his outline, and from that little she knew he was not Pop. He was too tall and too thin. His arms hung halfway down his legs; his fingers were long and skinny. He wore a hat that in this light looked like a baseball cap, and from underneath his hair stuck out like it was a bundle of old grass.


  Madeline thought of asking him, Do you want something, but she knew the words were not going to come, so she stood there in her maternity dress, waiting for his move.


  Damn, what are you doing here, girl? the man said. His voice was rough and full of breath, like when the wind blew at night and scraped loose sticks up against the side of the house.


  I’m — I’m not feeling right, Madeline said.


  That’s a shame, the man said. Madeline wanted to see his face, so she would know how he meant that. Behind him the screen door had been sliced open, and then it was just working at the lock on the wood door, she guessed, because that was not open and he was sliding something that looked like a pulled-out paper clip into his pocket. Will you do me a favor? he asked. Madeline nodded. Good. You step back now. Keep your eyes on me and your hands down at your sides.


  Madeline did this. Her shoes made a sucking noise when they came off the floor. One foot behind the other. The man stepped toward her, coming away from the sun, and when they passed through the hallway and rounded the corner into the kitchen, she could see him.


  His hair was brown and so dirty it had separated into oily strips and his scalp showed. His jaw was huge, maybe as big as half his face, with a brown beard — lighter shade of brown than what was on his head — springing out just faint enough for you to wonder if he’d smeared something over his cheeks by accident. He had on jeans and a jacket missing all its buttons. Underneath was a T-shirt with a picture of a gun on it. The gun was in a bed, and it was smoking a cigarette, and beneath the picture was the word Afterglow.


  What do you want? Madeline asked. She was backing into the kitchen and could hear the TVs yelling and laughing. Do you want our stuff?


  I don’t want to steal anything, the man said.


  Well, don’t you get any ideas about me. I’m pregnant, you know.


  He looked her skinny body once over, up and down. She didn’t feel the way she sometimes felt with boys. This man’s eyes didn’t try to see underneath the clothes, but they didn’t look at her like a cute little girl either. They seemed to see her like a ladder, maybe, or a rock. Pregnant, huh, he said.


  That’s right.


  He waved a long arm toward the chairs. Sit down, he said.


  Madeline backed to the chairs and eased herself into one.


  Jesus, he said, noticing both TVs. He snapped the set in the kitchen off. The one in the living room, he watched for a second. Then he picked up the blender and aimed. It was a perfect throw. Glass burst into the room, flew all over the furniture. It tinkled as it settled. That’s better, he said, taking a deep breath. He turned to her and grinned.


  It was so quiet. No sounds even from outside.


  That was the only color set we had, Madeline said.


  Too bad, he said. He shrugged, spun around to the refrigerator and pulled the door open. Nice stock, he said, crouching down.


  Madeline didn’t tell him not to be fooled, that there was mold drilling through most of what was in there.


  Where’re your bags? the man said.


  Paper bags? Between the sink and the garbage.


  He glanced around, then snatched a few bags and shook them open. Into them he loaded the contents of the refrigerator. He picked food off the shelves with both hands, moving fast. When he straightened up, he had it all; every last stick of butter.


  He hoisted the bags onto the counter. Plates? he asked. Madeline pointed to the cabinet. He pulled one down, opened the bread, peeled off some turkey loaf, and made a sandwich.


  Ugh, Madeline mumbled. I hate turkey loaf.


  The man looked at her, half the sandwich in his mouth. With the next bite he took in the rest. His mouth opened so big, it seemed like he could easily toss a few cupcakes in there at the same time. His eyes were blue and glassy. They looked as if they had a film over them, as if he couldn’t see out and so she couldn’t see in.


  This how you do your shopping? Madeline asked.


  Lately, he said. He wiped his mouth with his hand and belched.


  Madeline could hear Mrs. Lubbock next door. The neighbor had a birdhouse out back and was filling the tray with seed. Every winter bird known to man had gathered somewhere nearby and was chirping like it hadn’t eaten since summer.


  Then the man started ripping drawers open — silverware, tin foil, pot holders. He pulled them out one by one and left each sagging open like a tongue. When he hit the odds-and-ends drawer, he bent down and scraped through the bulbs and tacks and thread till he grabbed a package of clothesline. He stood up.


  What are you doing with that? Madeline asked.


  Where’s your bedroom? he said.


  You wouldn’t hurt me, would you? I need to stay healthy for this baby.


  He looked past her, as if she was really a shadow behind her. Then he walked toward her and reached over her head for the table. She could smell his body, old sweat and salt, stronger than her own body ever smelled when she lived with the second aunt and had been in the mood to go without washing half a week at a time.


  His hand pulled back from the table. He had picked up her scissors and was pointing them at her. Show me your bedroom, he said.


  You didn’t have a weapon?


  I do now.


  Madeline shook her head and looked at the floor. She’d let his bark make her think he had a bite. She’d let herself lose her head — and she’d only been inches away from those scissors. Damn. Time to get a grip, girl.


  Madeline got off the chair and walked through the living room into the front hallway. By the front door she paused and peered up at the stairs and back toward the living room. From where she stood, everything looked normal. No way of seeing the broken glass or the cut door; they were too far from the front hallway. But she knew everything wasn’t normal because she could hear the man behind her, breathing, and in her head she could see those scissors, sharp and gleaming. She walked up the stairs, slowly, and the boards creaked behind her.


  At the end of the hall, across from the bathroom — still a little steamy from her hour soak this morning — was Madeline’s room. The door was open. Her blanket lay on the floor, and clothes were hanging from the posts and piled all over the dressers. The man looked at her bed, a little twin, and the ice green pillowcases. Nice place, he said. Now, go stand against the bedpost.


  He walked up close, pressed his hands to her shoulders, and arranged her so the post went right up against her spine. After sticking the scissors through one of his belt loops, he tore open the clothesline package. He took the middle part of the clothesline, leaving both ends free, and circled the rope around her and the post so she became like a scarecrow with her arms pinned down stiff against her sides. He knotted the rope at her shoulders and her knees, tight enough so she could fall asleep standing up if she wanted. Then he pushed off his shoes with his feet and tied the loose ends of the rope to his hands and lay down on the bed, face up to the ceiling.


  Madeline waited a minute for him to say something. When all he did was swallow and sigh a few times, she said, Is that what you’re doing? You broke in here to take a nap?


  He crossed his arms beneath his head and fixed his eyes on the ceiling. For some of us, he said, it’s a luxury.


  Sleeping’s something everyone’s got to do.


  If you’ve got a place to do it in. Some of us aren’t always so lucky. And it’s the twentieth of January, you know. Can’t very well sleep along train tracks in the winter. No heat and no privacy and too much ice left over from that blizzard. He glanced down from the ceiling and looked at Madeline with his blank eyes. Turn your head, he said.


  Turn it where?


  Away.


  Madeline looked toward her open door, across the hallway, into the bathroom. The sun lit up the frosted glass of the window and the jar of bath crystals along the sill. Underneath the tub sat three books. She tried to remember what was happening in the one she’d shoved back there this morning. A black-haired French horse breeder had just entered the story.


  The man on her bed yawned.


  You keep quiet, he said, but if something happens, you better let me know.


  You going to sleep all morning?


  I’ve been wanting a bed for days. I think I’ll just see.


  Thirteen years that mattress had lain under her body, first with crib sides and plastic pads for her wetting, then crowded with dolls until her mother decided Madeline was getting in the way of romance and sent her to Aunt Number One, where the dolls were deemed too babylike. Madeline saved some dolls by hiding them in her closet, and at night when the aunt was asleep Madeline pulled the dolls out and curled her arms around them. Aunt Number Two said she didn’t mind dolls, and in fact slept with a stuffed rabbit herself, but after Madeline lived there awhile, she brought the dolls, including a twenty-year-old panda that Aunt Number Two had given her, to Goodwill. The aunt cried when Madeline told her, shouting, Now you’ll find out what lonely is because you’ll have to sleep alone, and tracked down Pop so Madeline could move. That’s when Madeline started holding a pillow at night, imagining it was a man sleeping quietly under the covers beside her.


  Now, behind her, a man was finally on the bed, his breathing too shallow for him to be asleep. His tossing about made it clear he couldn’t settle in. Against the bathroom window the sun had the brightness of late morning, which meant the man had been in the house a few hours. Madeline wiggled her hands, but she couldn’t budge them an inch. Next door, Mrs. Lubbock turned on her shower, and the pipes rattled up with water.


  The man groaned. Jesus! he said. What the hell’s wrong with this mattress? There’re all these things sticking into me.


  What kinds of things?


  Little knots of some kind.


  Must be the buttons, Madeline said.


  You left the buttons on your mattress? Any lamebrain could tell you you take the buttons off, he said, and flipped himself over.


  I never felt them.


  It makes no sense to me how you couldn’t.


  Maybe you just have a sensitive body, Madeline said.


  I have slept on rocks, he said. Just yesterday I slept in the weeds by that fence behind your house.


  No wonder you came in here looking for a bed.


  He didn’t say anything. The birds outside kept singing. Madeline tried to sort out the voices. Cardinals, sparrows, chickadees. The man tossed again, muttering a string of curses.


  Maybe you should try warm milk, Madeline suggested.


  Screw warm milk.


  Or relax your tongue. I read that somewhere — you just relax your tongue and everything else follows.


  Sure.


  Suit yourself.


  Outside, Mr. Conover’s mutt, Chessie, ran barking through the yards like she always did, and the birds went wild. They flapped up to their hideout under Mrs. Lubbock’s eaves and huddled, cooing. For a few mintues, the dog growled and barked at them, then she turned and galloped home, her tags jingling. The birds began squawking and screeching then, chattering like a meeting of angry neighbors. And every peep right next to Madeline’s room.


  Damn birds! the man said, and leapt out of bed.


  Window’s already closed, Madeline said, still facing the door.


  The curtain hooks squeaked as he drew the curtains shut, but the bird squall sounded as loud as ever. How can you stand this? he said. I thought pigeons were bad. You got any rat poison?


  No, Madeline said. Besides, it’s not the birds that’re bothering you. You’re just too wound up. You relax, you’ll fall asleep.


  I’m relaxed.


  Next door, the pipes shuddered as Mrs. Lubbock turned the water off.


  Look, Madeline said, why don’t you go soak in the tub? That’s what I always do.


  The man said nothing for a minute. The sparrows’ lilting voices took off and fluttered away, growing dim. Then the chickadees followed. The cardinals held on longer, cheer-cheering softly. Damn birds! the man said again, then banged on the window, and the birds flapped away.


  Now everything was quiet. So what do you say? Madeline asked.


  The man sighed. Maybe I will. But don’t think this means you can get away. I’m keeping you in sight.


  Like I can go anywhere.


  When the man shuffled into the bathroom he untied the rope from his wrists and knotted the ends to the legs of the tub. Then he stripped off his brown jacket and dumped it on the tile floor. The door was wide open. He turned on the faucet and peeled off his hat and clothes, piling them on the jacket. Everything had a brown tint to it, especially the back of his T-shirt and underwear.


  Madeline had never seen what she was seeing at that moment, and it was not what she expected. For one thing, there was so much hair, all over, especially in that place where she had begun to wonder lately if boys had any. For another, his sides were so flat. He looked like a board. But he was all right, except for his skinniness and the scab running down one of his legs, the kind of scab she figured you get from sliding into home plate.


  He tested the water with his toe and added more hot.


  Try the bath crystals, she told him. They make it much nicer.


  He glanced at her, not smiling, and turned and picked through all the shampoo and shaving cream along the sill until he found the crystals. He dumped the whole bottle into the tub and stared at the water. Bubbles crept over the top of the porcelain.


  After he climbed in, he lay back, his head resting against the smooth side, his feet perched on the faucet. Ahhh, he said.


  Nice, huh, Madeline said.


  Where’d you get this stuff?


  My boyfriend gave it to me.


  Generous guy.


  Bathwater splashed a bit and then settled down.


  You’re on the run, aren’t you? she said. You escape from jail?


  Never got that far.


  How far’d you get?


  He sighed and cleared his throat. In a few hours I would’ve been there. They were getting me ready and then that blizzard blew a tree into the courthouse and the lights went out. That put some serious confusion into the proceedings.


  And you escaped.


  So to speak.


  My boyfriend was in jail.


  Which jail?


  Some place upstate. I don’t remember the name.


  What was he in for?


  Pulling some guy’s arms right out of his sockets.


  Why’d he do that?


  The guy was calling me names. My boyfriend takes care of me. You got a girlfriend?


  So to speak.


  She take care of you?


  She’d been a real girlfriend, I wouldn’t be in this mess.


  You loved her?


  I would’ve sold my legs, if it’d have made her happy.


  What’d she do — cheat on you?


  The man pulled a washcloth off a side hook and soaped it up. You love your boyfriend?


  Sure.


  He still in jail?


  He’s getting our house ready. He’s coming by for me this afternoon, so I can help him paint.


  Well, we’ll just take it easy till then.


  The sun was gone from the window, so it must have been early afternoon. All Madeline could hear was the man sloshing around. I have this water music, she said. On my tape player. It’s real nice.


  You stay where you are.


  She inched her foot across the carpet and pressed the start button with her big toe. The ocean crashed on the sand, and waves rocked back and forth.


  What do you think? Madeline asked.


  Nice.


  He gave me that too. You know, From Here to Eternity.


  He takes good care of you. The man swallowed hard. Wish I could say the same for my girl.


  I wish you could too, Madeline said.


  What’re you going to do with me? she asked. The man was standing in front of the bathroom mirror, shaving with Pop’s razor. When you leave, that is.


  He shook the shaving cream off the razor. Don’t ask me.


  Well, you look a lot better now, with your hair clean.


  Feels better too. He dried off his face with a towel. During the bath he’d opened the window a crack to let out the steam. Now he walked to the window and flung the razor outside.


  Shame you’ve got to put those filthy clothes back on, Madeline said.


  No problem, he said. He withdrew the scissors from the pants, tossed the clothes into the tub, bent down, and scrubbed them with the soap. Then he pulled the plug out of the drain, and rinsed the clothes under the faucet. He wrung them out, carried them and the scissors into the bedroom, and lay all that needed to dry on the radiator.


  When he turned to her, he was naked and the scissors were in his hand, pointing down at an angle. Why aren’t you scared of me? he said. Aren’t you afraid of what I might do?


  You seem like a decent enough guy.


  He walked over to the bedpost and, still holding the scissors in his hand, untied the knots, working his fingers between the clothesline and Madeline and pushing out until he loosened the rope. The white spiraled to the floor.


  I knew a girl like you once, he said.


  Did you like her?


  She made me laugh.


  What happened?


  She wasn’t smart enough to handle me. She thought she was. She thought she held all the cards. He lay back on the bed and set the scissors beside him, under his hand. I took care of her.


  What’d you do?


  The man shook his head. She’s in her place now.


  Even from where Madeline was standing, by the post, she could smell the man. He smelled like peach. She walked around to the bed and sat down by the pillow. Aren’t you afraid of what I might do to you? she asked.


  He laughed.


  Well, aren’t you? she said.


  He laughed even harder. I’m the one with the scissors, he said. He wrapped his fingers around the blades. Besides, I’m bigger and stronger.


  Hand-to-hand combat, I don’t stand a chance.


  Especially if you want to protect that little baby.


  She gave the room a good scan, then stood up and picked her blanket off the floor. She lowered it onto him, from his feet to his head. You go back to sleep, she said.


  He kicked the blanket down, so all it came up to were his knees. I don’t like to be covered, he said.


  Madeline looked him over, from top to bottom and then all the way back up. His hair was just the right color against the ice green pillows, his skin looked smooth and pink. He closed his eyes and breathed slow and easy.


  Every few breaths, he snored. The snoring shook Madeline up the way a fleck of dust on a record shook her up and reminded her that she was listening. He was curled with his knees near his chest, and his hands were balled into fists, and one fist held the scissors. Sometimes the man spoke. Let me in there, he said once. Then, a few minutes later: Perfect. Perfect. What luck.


  Later, during a bad dream, when he was shouting so angry she thought he was swearing — only the words were Mary Jane! and Cut it out! — Madeline lowered her fingers to his head. He was sweating up through his hair. No! he called out, jerking his head as if to throw her off, but she kept holding on and he stayed asleep. Slowly she ran her hand over the crown of his head toward his face, combing his hair. It was damp and fine. There were places where his scalp was tough, and bending closer she could see it was tan there. Maybe a scar.


  When she heard the car come to a stop in the driveway, she reached over and tugged on the handle of the scissors. His fingers loosened, and Madeline pulled the weapon away from them. He cleared his throat and moved his tongue around in his mouth and drew his arm to his chest. From him came a mix of peach and sleep. Madeline inhaled. So sweet and lovely. She tucked the scissors under the mattress where she was sitting and leaned back. Downstairs the front door slammed shut, and Madeline gazed toward her open bedroom door.


  Her pop made right for the stairway. His footsteps were heavy enough on the stairs to wake the dead, but her visitor slept on, and Madeline was not going to wake him. At the top of the stairs Pop called out, Where are you, honey? You taking a bath? He trudged down the hall and paused just before he reached her room. Then he stepped into her doorway. Madeline was sitting on the bed, her arm resting on the shoulder of a naked man.


  Who’s this? her pop said, pointing.


  The man rustled and his fingers came out of their fists.


  Pop stepped closer. Who’s this man here? he asked.


  The man rolled onto his back and looked up into her father’s eyes.


  Pop, Madeline said, this here’s the daddy.


  What? the man said, still groggy. He rubbed his eyes.


  Pop, he came here to propose to me. He’s come to be with me. He’s come here to stay.


  The man was looking right at Madeline. It seemed as though the film had finally come off his eyes, so he saw her at last, and she felt as if she could finally see him — or she would, once she cut through his glazed look of shock.


  Since Nanna Came to Stay


  “Look at the floor,” Nanna said to Beth, pointing through the legs of party guests which seemed to the two of them, low to the linoleum as they were, like beach pillars planted exactly where they would block the view. Beth, six years old, stood next to her grandmother, who sat ankles crossed and alert on her favorite chair beside the stove. She peered through the spaces between the stockinged and trousered legs. “From this angle,” Nanna whispered, “you can see right through the floor — the way you can see through glass if you shade your eyes at night.” She lifted her wrinkled hand, dazzling with all her rings, and squinted as if she were looking for a ship. “And if you stand just right you can see all your father’s girlfriends swimming around under the floor. See?”


  Beth leaned against the webbed beach chair — the chair Nanna carried on walks, to the mall, the supermarket, and now into the kitchen at Beth’s parents’ party — shielded her eyes from the fluorescent light of the kitchen, and scanned the room. Nanna was tinier than any lady Beth had met before, and the seat of her chair was only a few inches from the floor, so when Beth stood beside her seated grandmother at this party, their eyes looked out to the world at precisely the same level. And of course Beth would stand beside Nanna here. For the past six months, Beth had stood beside Nanna everywhere.


  “Aren’t they beautiful?” Nanna said, smiling at the scene under the tiles.


  “I’m not sure I see them.”


  Nanna pointed. “I think that one is the sweetest. Such black hair. And so long. But all their hair is long, isn’t it. Richard always did like it down to the waist.”


  Beth tilted her head this way and that, her own hair brushing the bow on her back. She wiped her bangs from her eyes as she strained to make out the women in the floor. There were Mrs. Wilson’s black heels and Mr. Ahern’s brown loafers and Miss Candlebury’s sandals. And the white floor underneath. “I can’t see them, Nanna.”


  “But there they are, half a dozen, clear as day. And their hair, billowing around them like sea flowers. Such lovely creatures. That was always the case with your father. Martin had good sense and endless creativity, but Richard was so traditional. Men had to be men and women women. I’m still surprised he lets your mother work.”


  Beth thought she made out the crest of a blond head, but it turned out to be a fallen potato puff. “Nanna, why would Daddy’s girlfriends be in the floor?” she asked.


  “Because,” Nanna said, resting her hand on Beth’s organdy sleeve, “he has to stash them somewhere, hasn’t he?”


  Beth hadn’t known that her father had girlfriends, or that girlfriends were even something daddies had. But if Beth could have girlfriends, then she supposed her father could have girlfriends as well, and they would have to live somewhere. “I guess so.” Beth bit into a cube of cheese. It had a funny taste that reminded her of pigs, which she no longer ate since Nanna told her about a pet pig, now buried in Uncle Martin’s yard. Beth stretched her mouth into a grimace but swallowed anyway.


  “If you don’t like it,” Nanna said, extracting the rest of the cheese from Beth’s hand, “get rid of it.” She glanced beyond Beth’s side toward the living room, then flung the cheese in the opposite direction, behind the stove. It had good company there: the tasteless morsels (“That’s all they have at this shindig — morsels!”) from tonight, plus all the pills she’d asked Beth to hide since she’d moved in.


  She turned to Beth, grinning. Beth always thought of Nanna’s face as being like the masks her parents had on the living room wall. She couldn’t read yet, but they’d told her the names: Comedy and Tragedy. Nanna’s face was doughy, with all kind of folds, and it was always Comedy or Tragedy, the only exception being when Nanna was asleep, and then it was just one big open mouth, sucking in the air as if it were a sinkhole.


  Richard came into the kitchen then. Nanna and Beth recognized him by the cuff of his trousers. Richard always wore nice clothes. These pants had lines on them which reminded Beth of long, skinny combs, Nanna of rake marks in the dirt, and Marie — Beth’s mother — of an accountant. They heard what Marie thought before the party, when she and Richard were fixing up the living room and Nanna and Beth were in the kitchen, discussing the best place to set up Nanna’s chair. “Shh,” Nanna said, a vertical rubied finger to her lips, then to Beth’s. “But I am an accountant,” Richard said.


  “You don’t have to look it every minute of the day,” Marie said. “If you considered wearing something else, it might help separate you from the office.”


  “Don’t remind me of the office,” Richard said. “I’ve seen little glitches in the books before but never a hole the size of Cincinnati.” He carried a bowl of stuffed mushrooms toward the kitchen but stopped short in the archway. “Mother, what is Beth doing with that umbrella?”


  Nanna and Beth had set up beside the stove, and Beth was screwing a pink beach umbrella to the back of the folding chair. “I would do it, Richy, but, you know, my hands …” Nanna held up the ringed fingers that after bedtime in the moonlight she and Beth agreed resembled miniature trees.


  “You cannot have an umbrella on your chair at this party,” Richard said.


  “But it’s a beach party, Daddy.”


  “No,” Richard said. “It’s a bon voyage party. A have-a-good-vacation party.”


  “Point Pleasant is a beach,” Nanna said. Then with one hand she swept her bifocals into her lap while with the other she slipped on a pair of purple sunglasses. She crossed her arms against her chest. Richard stared fiercely at her for a minute, then shuffled out of the room.


  Now Nanna and Beth had been huddled beneath the umbrella all night. Beth wore her star-shaped sunglasses, though to see what Nanna saw in the floor she had pushed them to the top of her head. Wally, Richard’s boss, kept bringing them foaming drinks, and they rested the Hawaiian god mugs along the armrest of the chair, sipping from time to time. A few guests — Richard’s business associates, Marie’s coworkers at the clothing store — came up to say hello, but because the Nanna and Beth party was a crouch too low for everyone except Nanna and Beth, no one stayed very long. Which gave Nanna and Beth complete freedom to talk about people, something Nanna dearly loved to do.


  As they watched Richard stride through the crowd, across the kitchen, Beth noted how men parted, almost bowing, to let him through. “He’s the king!” she said. Her father walked briskly, his bald head gleaming as if he wore a cap of light. “You think so?” Nanna said. “I don’t know …” But then Nanna’s attention was caught by a skinny woman with a long neck. “Doesn’t she look like a crane?” Nanna said. “Except for the nose,” Beth said. (Nanna had shown her pictures of cranes in a book.) “It’s not long enough.” Nanna contemplated the profile while Beth nibbled on a pastry. “Yes, I see what you mean. Now over there” — she pointed to a beak-nosed man eating crackers across the room — “I’ll bet he gets invited to banquets in bird sanctuaries for Thanksgiving.” “Yeah,” Beth said.


  In the corner, Richard had settled onto a breakfast stool, where he was talking to Charles, his best friend from work. Richard was saying something Beth could barely hear, but with such force that his head bobbed forward with each word, and Charles kept wiping his face with his hand as if he had a rash over his mouth. When Richard paused, Charles asked a question that began with the sound ex, and Richard nodded, eyes down.


  Nanna’s gaze meandered once the birdman migrated from the room. “Oh, look,” Nanna said, directing with her chin.


  Beth followed the chin to the floor below her father’s chair. The light glared terribly. “What do you see, Nanna?”


  Nanna slurped the bottom of her drink. “All his girlfriends have swum up beneath him. They’ve gathered by his chair, and their little fins are flicking back and forth.”


  Beth stretched her neck to see beyond the glare. “Come here,” Nanna said, hooking her finger. Beth moved so that she was almost cheek to cheek with Nanna, and so close she felt enveloped by Nanna’s honeysuckle. Nanna pointed her finger like a telescope, right above Beth’s cheekbone. Beth closed one eye and looked. The glare cleared, and yes, beneath the floor Beth saw the flowing hair, as long as her mother’s; the diaphanous dresses; the school of mermaids with slender, paddling tails. “Ooh,” she said, as Nanna lowered her head into the starting position for a nod. “I see them.”


  Upstairs, in their room after the party, Beth unzipped Nanna’s girdle. There were still a few guests below, but Nanna and Beth had tired of the floor and the boring talk around them (“Sounds like the TV when it’s just dots,” Beth had said, referring to the time that she and Nanna, unable to sleep, had sneaked downstairs and discovered to their dismay nothing but snow on the television), and besides, they couldn’t find Wally to make any more drinks. So they had picked up the chair and told Richard and Marie good night.


  Before Nanna moved into this house, Beth’s mother had said, “What are we going to do?” There was one extra bedroom, but Richard had recently begun working there late into the night, staring at papers with little boxes and numbers so small that Beth didn’t understand how anyone could see them. At Uncle Martin’s, Nanna had had her own room, but last winter Uncle Martin went to teach children on a mountain somewhere and Nanna’s lungs proved too old to get her up the steep trails, so she was going to have to stay with Beth’s family until the end of the summer.


  All this Beth heard while she sat at the top of the stairs, listening. “Why can’t we just put your mother someplace, like other families do?” “You think we have that kind of money to spare? Money’s why we haven’t gone to see her for years.” “That’s not why we haven’t gone to see her. We haven’t gone to see her because you’re her unfavorite son.” “I don’t want to get into that now.” “All I know is, I don’t want to take care of her, Richard. Martin says she’s past her prime.” “He didn’t mean she was incapacitated. He just meant she’s an exaggeration of what she once was.” “And you want to subject yourself to that?” “No. But the bottom line is, I’ll feel bad if we don’t let her stay here. She’s my mother, Marie.”


  The first night, Beth opened the sofa downstairs. She liked how that felt: she pulled and pulled and just when she didn’t expect it, the frame rose up in her hands like a jaw opening suddenly, and then she had to run away or it might bite down onto her. Beth also helped Marie with the sheets, which was no fun at all because the mattress was rounded and the sheets square. The whole time her mother kept saying, “Your grandmother is a character. Remember how you liked her?” though when Beth last saw Nanna, her grandmother was just another skirt outside the crib bars.


  And then Nanna stepped into the house. She wore a dress with blue butterflies and a necklace of white beads and at least one ring on every finger. She closed her eyes as she walked through the door and when satisfied that she was inside, drew a deep breath and said, “Beth.” Over her head Richard pressed his fingers toward Marie, mouthing, “Eight bags.” “Welcome, Harriet,” Marie said, walking close and hugging Nanna. Then she and Richard went to the car, and Nanna crouched down and held her arms out. Beth stepped slowly across the room, and when the arms closed around her they reminded her of the caves she sometimes built with chairs and old suitcases. But Nanna’s arms were softer than a cave, and smelled like honeysuckle. “Your eyes have little birds in them,” Nanna said as Beth pulled her face back. With her right hand she reached toward Beth’s eyes and snatched at the air. Then she turned her hand over and brought it between them. Beth watched closely as Nanna uncurled her fingers, but she must not have been quick enough; Nanna’s hand was empty. “Oh dear,” Nanna said, her eyes darting around the room, her face drooping into Tragedy. “They flew away.”


  The music from the party — too new for Nanna, too old for Beth — clicked off downstairs. Beth held up her arms, and Nanna raised the organdy dress over her head. “Could you believe that Wally Robertson?” Nanna said. “Yelling at Charles in the corner like that. Whatever Charles told him certainly made Wally one angry man.” She laid the dress over the back of the chair, on top of her own clothes. “The last time I heard such talk was when I lived in Istanbul. Did I ever tell you about Turkey?”


  “You told me about the city that looked like sand castles.”


  “I did? I wonder where that was. Well, in Istanbul, the air was full of espionage, intrigue, betrayal. I once saw two men dueling with swords on the edge of the Grand Bazaar. Nepal was a breeze compared to that.”


  While Beth pulled on her father’s T-shirt and Nanna slipped on a nightie, Beth tried to imagine what these places with such funny names looked like, but they all merged into one big darkness, somewhere out there. Nanna flopped on her bed, and Beth did the same on hers, and they lay on their stomachs, resting their chins on their arms, and their arms on the long windowsill. The window was open and air was blowing in lightly, just enough to ripple the clothes on their backs. Above the trees — silhouettes now, the leaves at the bottom laced with white from the lantern by the front door — stars blinked across the sky.


  “Did you know there are pictures in the stars, Nanna? Daddy told me so.” He did this when Beth was much younger: held her in his arms in the backyard, pointed up, and called out the picture names. Beth liked this game, but with him always working late in the extra room, it had been a long time since he’d said yes when she’d asked him to play.


  “That’s what people did for TV before there was TV,” Nanna said. “Just like you do with clouds.”


  Beth looked into the sky. It didn’t take much to make out a woman in a rocking chair, or a ballerina, but she didn’t think these were the same things that her father had said he could see in the sky. Beth explained this to Nanna.


  Nanna replied, “You see, the sky is God’s sheet when He goes to bed at night, but it’s a sheet with holes in it. The stars are those holes and what you’re seeing through them is God Himself in bed. That’s why the pictures look different every night; sometimes God doesn’t tuck His sheet in properly, so things get shifted around a little.”


  Outside, Richard and Marie were seeing off some guests. Marie stood by the curb, saying bye to a car of her friends. Richard stood in the driveway, talking low to Charles. Their heads were bowed together, and Richard was running his hands through his hair.


  “Your father and Charles, they speak their own language together,” Nanna said.


  Beth listened hard and it was true, she couldn’t make out anything they were saying. Might as well have been bees buzzing far away. “Can you understand them, Nanna?” she asked.


  “Goodness, no,” Nanna said, pulling down the shade and rolling onto her back. “I have never understood your father.”


  The next morning when they came down for breakfast, Richard was on the phone, trailing the cord through the kitchen archway into the living room. Marie was drinking a cup of coffee in the kitchen. Beth and Nanna sat at the table and poured themselves the cereal that Marie had left out.


  “Can’t believe I have to go to work,” Marie said. “Throw a party two nights before we leave, then put off getting anything ready till the last possible day. I must be out of my mind. Think you two could start packing before I get home?”


  Nanna said of course. Marie set her cup down on the kitchen counter and walked into the living room. “There’s cleaning up and having our mail held for three weeks.” She came back in, arms full of Hawaiian mugs and beer bottles. “Calling the newspaper, picking up the dry cleaning.” She glanced at them. “And Beth, those bangs have got to go.” She downed the last of her coffee just as Richard rounded the corner and hung up the phone, saying, “Charles called him after the party and laid all the cards on the table.”


  Marie blew air out in a stream. “That wasn’t too smart,” she said.


  “I told him I wanted to get the paperwork together and report it first. I told him you can never be sure how people will act when they’re confronted. But he got drunk and lost his head and now Wally knows that we know, and, oh, God…”


  The two of them talked, and Nanna and Beth watched. Marie stood close to Richard, the look on her face the same soft look she sometimes had when hugging him. Richard kept pressing the skin on his forehead in small circles. “I’m sure I don’t have to worry,” he mumbled. “Wally’s the guy who did something illegal, not me.”


  “He’s a powerful man,” Marie said, shaking her head. “And arrogant enough to help himself to company money.”


  “But what can he do to me? I have a contract you couldn’t break with a battery of lawyers.”


  “I know,” Marie said, sighing. “I know.”


  Beth looked away from them to her cereal sponging up the milk. Nanna’s first morning here, she told Marie to go on to work, not to concern herself with Beth’s breakfast. Beth remembered it, Nanna setting the table with the silverware upside down (“Well, what end should face your mouth? Surely not the handle”) and whipping up scrambled eggs that they had colored purple. The dye came from a jar in one of Nanna’s bags; one tiny drop and the yellow in the pan turned purple, as quick as a storm cloud could turn a day dark. Now, Beth dragged her spoon in figure eights around the bowl while her parents droned on.


  Richard’s kiss on top of her head came suddenly; his skin was as hot as a fever. “Vacation’s tomorrow, right?” he said. “Right!” Beth replied in her best voice. He stepped toward the back door, saying, “I’ll blow up the inner tube and take you out in the waves, just you and me, like we did last summer.” For a moment he seemed almost happy, the way he used to be before all his late-night working, but as Marie followed him into the garage and the engine revved up, Beth felt two wet imprints in the shape of her father’s hands cooling on her shoulders. She and Nanna watched as the car pulled down the street, and when it rounded the corner, Nanna turned to Beth, clasping her hands together. “Time for an excursion!” she said.


  They dumped their mushy cereal in the trash and helped themselves to the leftover candy kisses. Then they dressed and left the house, Nanna holding the beach chair with one hand and Beth with the other. It was a clear, sunny day, and felt nowhere near as deep into summer as it actually was. A nice breeze played around the trees, and roses bloomed in neighbors’ gardens. They walked slowly, talking, and every ten minutes or so Nanna grew hot or tired, and they had to stop so she could sit in her chair. Beth climbed into her lap then, and they waved at the cars that passed by and watched high school boys mowing people’s lawns. The sitting was as much fun as the walking, so a few times they watched as whole lawns got mowed while they chatted. During one such rest, Beth asked Nanna what Richard had been like when he was a little boy.


  Nanna paused a minute. “He always thought we didn’t have enough,” she said finally. “Martin was so much easier; things concerned him as little as they concerned me. This is what I tried to teach Richy. But he was so fussy. He hated that I wore fake jewels.” She looked at her hands. “Wouldn’t come with me when I said the heck with stability and took my savings and went to live in Europe. I told Richard it would break the family apart if he didn’t come, but he wouldn’t give up his little security, said he wanted to live a normal life when he grew up so it was more important that he keep making money then. Working in a grocery store was more important? He was still a baby.”


  Beth had heard about this store, the grocers with pencils behind their ears, the belts carrying boxes up in the middle of the detergent aisle. She imagined her father there as a baby — What had he looked like then? Was he chubby? Had he always been bald, with no more than a smudge of hair around the back of his head? Beth tried to see him in diapers, waddling through the supermarket aisles, pointing confused shoppers to the tomato paste, leading lost children back to their mothers. She knew that he could have run the whole place, even with a pacifier in his mouth. Her mind came back to Nanna as Nanna was saying, “… and wouldn’t come to Greece that time I got sick, though Martin begged him. One excuse after another.”


  “What?” Beth said.


  Nanna paused, as if forgetting what she was saying. “Oh, did you hear that? The cars up there are calling to us.”


  Beth glanced in the direction of Nanna’s gaze. Yes, she could hear the cars, speeding along the busy road beyond the houses. “That’s the big street, and I’m not allowed to cross it.”


  “I won’t make you cross it. Hop down, now.”


  Together they wound their way out of the neighborhood and when they reached the big road, they walked along it, not across. They passed the church and the gas station, then walked by the ugly buildings where Nanna said doctors must work, and the smelly place where buses seemed to live, and then they came to a little mall. Here they peered into all the windows, “Just to see what they have,” Nanna said. There was a deli, where Nanna bought Beth a green ice pop (exactly the kind of food Beth’s mother would never allow in the house, and oh, it tasted so good!), and a shoe store with silver pumps that glittered, and a drugstore, where the girl behind the counter had a mustache — from suppressing belches, Nanna explained, it has to come out somehow — and finally a barbershop. Nanna spoke for a while to the barber, a tall man with a white apron and as little hair on his head as Beth’s father. Beth was still sucking on the green ice pop when the barber asked her if she wanted the regular chair — “It does go up and down,” he noted — or the chair that looked like a car. Naturally she chose the car, though she was disappointed to realize, as he lowered her into it and Nanna set her own chair down across the room by the window, that the car was only a metal frame around a regular chair and it didn’t even go up and down. The barber took the plastic tubing from the ice pop away, and snip snip went his scissors. Nanna waved to Beth in the car, and Beth steered an invisible wheel, pretending she really thought it was a car so Nanna would not be as disappointed as she was, all the time wishing the wheel would become real in her hands and the car real around her body, the same way that the floor at the party had become a pool of women. But without Nanna at her side the car was clearly no more than a chair, and Beth’s brown curls fell to the floor. When they walked out into the sun, the air licked the back of Beth’s neck and her face felt larger than ever before. “You look lovely,” Nanna said, turning Beth toward her reflection in the plate glass.


  But after they found their way home, there was Beth’s mother, staring at Beth as she and Nanna strolled hand in hand up the front walk. Actually, she was not staring at Beth as much as at her head, and then she was staring at Nanna, and her mother’s face looked as if at any minute it would turn into the scowl of the Hawaiian god mug.


  “How could you!” Marie yelled at Nanna after she sent Beth to her room and Beth nestled into the corner at the top of the stairs, watching through the bannister.


  “You said she needed a haircut.” Nanna covered her mouth and looked at the floor beyond Marie’s feet.


  “But not a crew cut. Do you think this is how little girls are supposed to look?”


  “I don’t know. I thought she looked nice.”


  “It is not at all what I had in mind. And Richard will be devastated. You know how he loved her hair. I hadn’t cut it in two years.”


  “I’m sorry, Marie.”


  “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now.” Marie sat down with a thud on the living room sofa.


  “You said —”


  “I know what I said. I know what I said, and let’s just drop it.” Marie twirled a tassel from a pillow. The fringe opened like a white dandelion. Marie looked toward the front window and sighed long and loud. “It’s just with all that’s going on right now. And on top of everything, we’re leaving on this trip.”


  Nanna stood up. “We will pack. Right now. We’ll fill up those suitcases, and then you’ll have one less thing to worry about.”


  Marie’s gaze lingered out the window for a minute. Then she turned to Nanna as slowly as smoke unfurling. “Excuse me?” she said. “Did you say something?”


  Nanna had moved into Beth’s room because the two of them were together so much anyway, it just made more sense than tripping over the convertible sofa in the living room all the time. Nanna did not mind. Neither did Beth. Once their beds were in the same room, they could stay awake talking for hours until one of them fell asleep. There was so much to say — people to whisper about, Nanna’s memories to laugh at, things to see in the ceiling.


  On clear nights, the light coming through the window made Nanna’s rings reflect colors onto the ceiling. Reds and greens and blues swirled above them. “Make them chase each other, Nanna,” Beth said this night as the phone rang below. “Goodness,” Nanna replied, hunting her left hand after her right. “Where did you get such a mean streak?”


  Right hand hid in the corner. Left hand found it and pounced. “I don’t know,” Beth said, giggling. The red stones closed over the green and blue.


  It was still dark when Richard came in to wake them up. He shook Nanna first. “What?” she said.


  “We’re going to get an early start,” Richard said, stepping over to Beth.


  “But you said eight o’clock. You said eight.”


  “I haven’t been able to sleep all night.”


  “Can’t you have a little patience? How can we get ready in the dark?”


  “Look, I’m sorry, but things are getting weird, and I want to hit the road before the office opens and I get sucked back into it.”


  In the bathroom — Nanna left the lights off and the curtains closed so their eyes wouldn’t “sting from the light”—Nanna soaped up Beth’s hair while her own hair set in hot curlers. “Your father is always running,” she said. “When he was in grade school, every day he left an hour before your Uncle Martin and all the other children just to be first in line to walk into the building. He used to arrive before the janitor! I would say, ‘Richy, enjoy life, smell the roses,’ but he would not listen to me. How did he get to be like that? Certainly not from the genes. His father never even stayed in one family, let alone one job. And I have always regarded institutional loyalty as the outgrowth of a fearful and therefore conformist mind.”


  Nanna kept talking, but the soap was in Beth’s eyes so she dunked her head beneath the water. There, surrounded by the muffled sounds of bath and Nanna, Beth wondered for the first time how her father’s girlfriends got into the floor. Maybe it was by way of the tub, the same tub she was in now. Maybe they lay in the water and when the plug came out they slid through the drain, into the walls of the house, and downstairs to a lake under the kitchen floor. Beth almost asked Nanna to help her try this, but they were in such a hurry. Instead she figured she’d ask when they got back home. Nanna could pull the plug and watch over Beth. Nanna would make sure everything was OK.


  Richard drove. Marie sat beside him, and Nanna sat behind him, and Beth sat next to Nanna. Nanna bought a box of funny newspaper articles she had collected over the years, but when she pulled them out to look at, she felt too queasy — Richard was driving like a demon, she said, and the roads were so very bumpy. She held her hand over her stomach and belched. Beth laughed. Richard said, “Please, Mother.” Marie held her head in her hands.


  Then it was highway and an occasional traffic light, but mostly it was nothing else. No windowless buildings, no trains clattering beside them, no billboards even. Just trees. “And green is a pretty boring color,” Nanna pointed out to Beth, “if you’re honest about it.” Beth stopped looking outside after the first half hour, and she and Nanna tried to get something interesting going, but there wasn’t much they could latch onto. “You poor thing,” Nanna whispered as they passed a lake. “When we went on trips I always had them singing. Well, Martin, anyway. Your father could not carry a tune, or at least said he couldn’t.”


  At that, Nanna glanced up, to the back of Richard’s bald head. She started, then said softly, “Take a peek up there.” They were sitting low in the seat and Nanna was pointing. “Your father has a face on the back of his head. See? There’s the mouth and the nose and the eyes.” She traced the face in the air with her finger, mouth being where the spine hit the neck, nose a fat fold above that, eyes two slitted dimples that made the face look Asian.


  “Hey,” Beth said, “that’s neat.”


  “What’s neat?” Richard called out from the front.


  Nanna said, “The little house I just made with my hands.”


  Beth giggled and watched the face with Nanna as they drove. If her father turned right, the face turned left. He glanced up, and the face squished into a frown. Nanna played along with it. When a car cut in front of them and Richard swore, the face looked to be smiling, and Nanna whispered, “Have a nice day.” When Richard smoked a cigarette — “Daddy, I thought you quit,” Beth said, to which he replied, “I need something to unwind” — and tossed the butt out the window, the face scrunched up on one side, and Nanna said, “Tsk, tsk.” Every time, she and Beth got a good laugh going.


  Then Richard pulled into a rest stop. “You two go take a break,” he said, “I’ve got to give Charles a call. I’m worried about him.”


  In the bathroom, Nanna waited while Beth used the toilet all by herself. When she came out, and Nanna was combing her crew cut, Beth said, “How’d Daddy get that face?”


  “He was born with it,” Nanna said.


  “Are we all born with two faces?”


  Nanna paused to slip the comb into her purse. “Yes,” she said. “Your father’s is just more obvious.”


  Back in the car, out on the road, Nanna found a pack of cards and she and Beth began a game of Go Fish. Richard and Marie talked adult talk — Marie spoke of “poor Charles,” and Richard said “Wally’s threats are idle,” and then they began with big words like “he’s defending through offensive,” and Beth stopped listening. Fortunately, Nanna had overcome her motion sickness, so she and Beth had no trouble playing cards. The sun shone through the window, and Beth could barely see out, but at some point she glanced up, squinting, and noticed a yellow light changing to red, and heard her father muttering, “Oh well, too late,” as they coasted through an intersection. A minute passed, and her parents continued with their talk. Soon the road opened out to fields, and Beth grew bored with the game. “Do you know where the king, queen, and jack come from?” Nanna said, gathering up the cards, and as she was explaining that cards were once used for money by rival kingdoms, a police car with flashing lights sped up behind them on the highway and pulled them over.


  “It was yellow when I started going through, wasn’t it?” Richard mumbled in the front seat while the officer sidled up to their car.


  From where Beth sat she couldn’t see the man’s face but she could see his creaseless uniform and shiny boots and she could hear his voice, asking for her father’s license. “This is so embarrassing,” Richard said, glancing at the cars passing by as the officer walked ahead to his car and spoke into his car radio. “And now the insurance will go up …” He tilted his head back and took a deep breath, and the second face squeezed together as if puckering from the sourness of the situation.


  It seemed like a whole day passed before the officer set his radio back in his car. “I don’t see a ticket. Maybe he let you off,” Marie said as the man approached. But he didn’t let Richard off. Instead, he walked up to Richard’s window and said, “I’d like you to step out of the car, sir.”


  “Excuse me?” Richard said.


  “Speeding,” Nanna whispered to Beth, but then the officer said, “We have a warrant out for you.”


  Marie rustled suddenly, as if she had just dropped something.


  “Is this about my office?” Richard said. “I haven’t done anything. All I’ve done is uncover stuff.”


  He talked on, and as he did the face on the back of his head grinned, and the eyes squinted with glee. To Beth, it seemed to be saying, I stole the cookies and I’m getting away with it, and after she watched for a minute she couldn’t help herself. “He did it!” she squealed.


  Richard reeled around. “What are you doing?” he said, looking paler and more scared than she had ever seen.


  “Please step out of the car,” the officer said. Richard opened the door slowly. The face winked at Nanna and Beth as Richard’s feet touched down on the road and when he stood up beside the car, he was saying, “He’s framing me, and now no one will believe me.”


  The policeman slammed the door then, and Marie spun around, facing Beth, and her eyes were wide and wet and seemed to bulge out of her head. “Why did you say that?” Marie screamed. “Beth! What has gotten into you?”


  Beth almost felt herself begin to cry, but instead she swallowed hard, and the cry went away, and she answered with the only thought that came to mind. “I didn’t say anything. My other face said it.”


  “What?” Marie glanced at Nanna.


  Nanna looked down, grinning, knitting her hands together.


  “What is going on?” Marie yelled. She brushed a sheet of tears and sweat off her cheeks. Her brow was furrowed and she looked sick. “What is Beth talking about?”


  Nanna opened her mouth as if to speak and then she stopped and peered up, through the front windshield. Beth rose on her knees to see. Beside the police car, the officer was snapping handcuffs on Richard’s wrists. Beth could see nothing but her father’s profile; she could not see either face. “Look,” she said, and her mother whirled around. “It’s a lie!” her mother shrieked, wrenching open the door and bolting toward the police car. Beth turned to Nanna as her mother ran across the gravel. For the first time, the old woman’s face was neither Comedy nor Tragedy. She was simply watching calmly, not saying anything, so Beth knew that it had to be true.


  Better Than a Box of Dreams


  The lady I cleaned house for, she dreamed so messy! Damn shame in that fancy mansion of hers. Least she could do was tidy up after all them — what’d she call it? — oh yeah, them dream therapy sessions. Did I say tidy up? My foot she would. Mrs. Winterborne’s hands never touched a Hefty bag, much less a broom. Every day, it was up to her housekeeper — that’s me, faithful Lilly, with my gone-gray hair and pinched-shut mouth and play-by-the-rules attitude — to haul off the leftovers from what she called her “cutting edge of spiritual healing.” Right. Cuttin’ edge of carpet cleanin’ is more like it. But who else would do it, if not me?


  Nobody, that’s who. That was the story of my life, once my husband Verl moved on from the breathing. Mama, I can’t pay my heating bill and Gramma, please tie my shoe and of course Mrs. Winterborne, my bread and butter, interruptin’ me more than I care to admit with a call from the big screen TV in the den: Lilly, before you empty the dishwasher, would you be so kind as to bring me a Bloody Mary? All eyes always turnin’ to me, and fool that I was I took care of their whatevers. Never once made a fuss.


  So you can surmise how I swallowed her first adventure in dream therapy. It was a day like every I’d had for twenty-nine years: catchin’ the El and then my train and then that bus, sittin’ quiet on the ride out to the burbs — knittin’ needles clickin’ in my hands, my kids’ screw-ups bangin’ around in my head — then makin’ my way along the twirly, lush streets to the seven-acre Winterborne estate. But that June morning, after I let myself through the back gate and passed the never-used pool and gazebo and terrace garden, and unlocked the back door and stepped into the kitchen, I glanced into the den and was greeted not by Mrs. Winterborne, or yesterday’s drunk glasses, but instead by a smell of something sweet, and then the sight of — roses.


  Not just a dozen snug in no vase, either. What I saw, roundin’ the corner, was an FTD bomb. Red rose petals ankle-deep over the Elvis-in-a-pompadour carpet, clingin’ like wet leaves to the Coca Cola posters and soda fountain machines, heapin’ like snowdrifts over the swivel bar stools, practically buryin’ the neon jukebox so only the blue lights could show. And in the pink Cadillac in the corner, Mr. Winterborne’s favorite collectible — the exact location where, three years before, Mrs. Winterborne came upon him and his new PR director in the white upholstered back seat, carryin’ on like there was no tomorrow — a forest of prickery rose stems.


  Well. I just stood there, fixin’ to make sense of this. Then I glanced out to the patio and spied even more petals, and I remembered the afternoon before. A little, chunky, pony-tailed man — “Toast of the town,” she’d told me — had come by, all buttered up in yellow silk pants and kimono and slicked-back hair like he was tryin’ to be some wise old Chinese, only he was as white as her and no older than my own kids and had the face of a burnt-out rock star on round two of a second career. But he had this hocus pocus name — Master You. “That’s Y-O-U,” Mrs. Winterborne had told me when she asked me to set the patio table before he came. “Isn’t that just so clever?” All I knew beyond that I’d learned when the doorbell rang. “It’s likely he’ll still be here when you leave,” she’d told me, brushin’ cat hair off her sweats as I went to let him in. “Mrs. Garrett said he sometimes takes hours, because he has to put you to sleep. So don’t worry if you see me nodding off out there. Master You,” she’d said, makin’ her voice low with respect, “is a certified and licensed dream therapist.”


  Dream therapist, my ass, I could imagine my Verl pipin’ up, as I shook my head at the rose petal shambles and went to dig out the trash bags and scoop up the flowers, all the while picturin’ Verl’s commentary in my head: He’s a professional mess-maker, that’s what he is. No better than Mrs. Winterborne’s son Bentley, who couldn’t even keep from upchucking his beer till he’d got all the way to the toilet. No better than our own deadbeat offspring either, who made as big a wreck of their lives as that Bentley boy made of his house.


  I shoveled the roses in, stuffed the bags to overflow, and hauled them out back, Verl yakety-yakkin’ in my head every step of the way, me laughin’ quiet at how he’s goin’ on. I imagined Verl talkin’ to me a lot. That fine, silky-smooth voice playin’ itself between my ears. It was the best I could do, with him gone twenty-four years now and me moppin’ my way through middle age without a new man in his place. I’ll tell you: Love a dress, you can buy it. Lose a shoe, you can get a new pair. But when a man goes into the great hereafter, your closet just always stays empty.


  At noon, when I got done leaving Bag Number Fourteen out back, I found Mrs. Winterborne sittin’ by the soda fountain in the den, her daytime stories on, combin’ her Persian cat. “Sorry about the roses, Lilly,” she said, lookin’ sheepish.


  I said, “It’s my job, Mrs. Winterborne.”


  She gave me a little smile, and I fished a dust cloth from my apron and started in on the jukebox. Once she’d been skinny as me, and dressed in Yves St. Laurent, but lately she’d gotten heavy. She’d asked me to let out all her seams — safer for me to do it than that busybody tailor all them ladies use with his big mouth letting on to the whole town who’d up and gone to pot — but no matter, she’d taken to wearin’ nothing but sweats. I saw it as cavin’ into the blues, though she did have her reasons, with the divorce all over the papers and then Bentley buyin’ a one-way ticket from Budweiser University to D.U.I. to Holly Hill Cemetery. Every day since — the sweats and the booze and letting her god-given hair color show its gray face to the world and lately even wakin’ up at noon. Kicked the spit right out of her, same as happened to me, so I understood. So even though her rule was that hired help keep their distance, I usually kept myself just inside the corner of her eye, dishwashing, silver polishing, you name it, so’s I’d be in earshot in case she wanted to talk. The few times she took her Bloody Marys out on the patio, I even set to do my ironing in the sewing room upstairs, with its window looking out right above, so’s she’d know all she had to do was call out and I’d hear her. Only, for a long time, she hadn’t sat on the patio, just petted that cat and stared at that wide screen. But this day, she took a big sigh and spoke up.


  “Lilly,” she gushed, “it’s so cathartic to actualize one’s dreams.”


  “Is it now,” I said, circlin’ the dust cloth a little slower.


  “Oh, in just one session, I’ve received such an education! Did you know that many of us lock emotions into our unconscious, unaware that suppression leads us to behave in unhealthy ways?”


  “Well, I don’t know that I’d have thought to put it that way.”


  “And since dreams are the one reliable door between the conscious and unconscious, it stands to reason that if you can send the symbols of the unconscious through that door into broad daylight, you can actually see what you’re feeling — assuming you analyze correctly — therefore expediting the therapeutic process!”


  Honey, I featured Verl sayin’, just speak English.


  “Yesterday I dreamt about roses,” she went on, her voice all wispy. “I don’t remember the dream, but when I woke up, there they were, all over the room, as beautiful as the ones Father once told me he gave Mummy when I was born, as a sign of his eternal devotion. As beautiful as the ones he gave me at my coming out party.” She laughed a bit. “Master You wants to see me every afternoon. He says soon I’ll be able to comprehend my symbols, and as they grow more complex, I’ll understand myself better. And then, Lilly, you know what he promised? Then” — she sighed — “I’ll be cured.”


  “Won’t that be nice,” I said. But hold on to your hat, dear — cured? It takes more than seein’ feelings. Though what more, well, I couldn’t say I know. Verl would have known. He was the philosopher. We’d be walkin’ down the sidewalk to the store, me addin’ up what a bus driver and maid earn and subtractin’ three little mouths, him cogitatin’ on the meaning of life. He thought a person had to feel meaning to feel alive. I’d ask, “How can you think about that when we got that leak in the sink and holes in the socks and we just got so much to do?” And he’d fit his big arm around me. “You still need something for your spirit,” he’d say in that royal baritone voice. “Something deeper. Something that puts a spark in your heart.” I’d say, “Oh yeah? So what gives you meaning?” “Simple,” he’d say. “Dancing with my baby.” And then he’d wrap our fingers together and do a slow two-step with me right there, right on the street corner, payin’ no one a mind ’cept us, hummin’ some Nat King Cole in my ear and makin’ up new words till I started laughin’ and he started laughin’ and then I would know what gave me meaning, too.


  It got harder, so much harder, after he died, chokin’ in the terminal on a July afternoon, with his usual philosophy book on his lap, half-eaten hoagie in his hand. Still in his twenties. Tell ya, that man was good-looking, smart, and so strong. Damn. I lost track of meaning then, especially once my three kids got won over by the world and its Gimme that habits — the oldest with his cable TV and Hostess Cupcakes, the middle with her parade of married men and taste for Tiffany’s (god only knows where that came from), the youngest with her sticky fingers in five star stores — and all, with no shame, neglectin’ their own kids. My days turned from two-steppin’ with my honey to pickin’ up after a generation that kept shootin’ itself in the foot. Which is to say there was just duty. No meaning, ’cept for the night-night hugs I got from my grands. They wasn’t nothing like a man’s touch, but let’s face it, they was more than poor Mrs. Winterborne got. She got no hugs. Just a papa that disowned her when she didn’t like his new wife, and a husband that dumped her for his mistress, and a house of too-cool junk that he’d collected over the years, and her only baby six feet under the ground. Nothing else. Not even a good man in her head to sustain her.


  She looked up at me. Her eyes had hope in them. “So,” she asked, “do you want to know how Master You does it?”


  I did, but in those days I was wrapped around doin’ right like a crust around a pie — because doin’ right had made me stop lookin’ for the whole idea of meaning. And since doin’ right at Mrs. Winterborne’s meant respectin’ what she WOULD NOT TOLERATE — no men, no slackin’ off, no hanky-panky, no askin’ too much — I said, “That’s okay, Mrs. Winterborne. You don’t got to tell me.”


  “Well, it is complicated,” she said, reachin’ for the remote, and like a dope I turned back to my dusting.


  Next morning the den was spic and span, which I didn’t expect since Master You had come again the afternoon before. I checked every corner, just in case some dream detail got lodged back there. Looked over the dining room, the living room, even up the master staircase. Nothing. Well, praise the gods of neatness, I pictured Verl sayin’ as I headed toward the kitchen.


  But then I took a peek out to the patio.


  A tiny tin soldier stood pointin’ his tin rifle at the French doors. I stepped outside, and saw four, five, ten more right on down the terrace. I followed the trail, and the further into the yard I got, the more I found. Tin parachutists on the hedges. Tin cowboys in the tennis court. Tin Redcoats in the gazebo. By the number of them linin’ the slate path to the pool I guessed I was nearin’ ground-zero, so I unlatched the wooden gate — and found the trail had just been comin’ attractions. Tin knights, tin Indians, tin tanks, tin horses — you name it — blanketed every deck chair, the tops of the concrete wall, every inch of cement. And a whole army was sinkin’ under water.


  Thank you very much, gods of neatness.


  At lunch, like a factory whistle’d gone off, Mrs. Winterborne shuffled downstairs. On the patio sat sixteen double-bagged bags and me, loopin’ on the twisties. And I wasn’t done. “You found them,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make such a — I’m sorry. It’s those dreams again.”


  “It’s my job, Mrs. Winterborne.” But as I’d been pickin’ them up, I’d remembered her tellin’ me once about the tin soldiers her papa had owned. He was a collector, too, that’s how she met her bad-ass husband. And I figured maybe these little solders might feel like souvenirs of her daddy, so she might not want to see them heaved into some stinky landfill, so I added, “What would you like me to do with them?”


  “I don’t know.” Her voice was weary. “I’m through with that session.”


  “You want to save them?”


  “No. Just get rid of them.”


  Get rid of them?! My mental Verl snapped. Lady, throwing out roses is one thing. Tossing out toys is another altogether.


  Which is what made me think — my grands never got enough toys, with their parents runnin’ off for days at a time, quittin’ jobs, lookin’ for sugar daddies and big scores, havin’ — as they told me when they stopped by to visit — their own lives to live. And here I had at my feet a Toys R Us bonanza. So why not? Long as Mrs. Winterborne said okay. Which, sure enough, she did.


  That afternoon I packed two of each kind of soldier in a box, huffed it to the bus and train, puffed it onto the El, staggered it off the stop and up to my apartment. I hid it behind the always overflowin’ Laundromat bags while my grands went on with their schoolwork, sayin’ nothing till my son got home, he bein’ the only kid of mine carin’ about a roof right then — just got out the chop meat and began cookin’. But soon as he dragged his three hundred pounds inside I called everyone to the kitchen and said, “I got a surprise,” and set the box on the table. And bingo. All five grands screamed like they’d gotten a CARE package from Santa.


  “Where’d you get these soldier mens, Gramma?” they asked.


  “The lady I work for.”


  “Decent!” they squealed, rootin’ through the haul.


  “Cool!”


  Then my first-born spoke up. Mr. TV-brain. “Big deal,” he grunted. “What else did she give you?”


  “Nothing else!” I said, and he ambled on out to The Fresh Prince of Bel Air.


  But was I wrong. Because next morning at work I found shoes. Pretty stilettos, like what Mrs. Winterborne’s Mummy’d worn when she threw her famous cocktail parties for the tycoons and the socialites. Every color in the rainbow, size 7-1/2. Ferragamo too, though I didn’t know that till my older daughter’s kids tracked her down in a club. She ran home, saw the labels, almost bust her dress right off her body. “You been going to Neiman’s, Mama?”


  “No, the lady I work for has more than she can handle.”


  “Well, with these,” she said, “a girl’d look like quality.” She slipped one on, and it fit with Cinderella perfectness.


  Every day after that, something new: teddy bears, music boxes, gold bracelets, snow globes, porcelain horses, Elvis forty-fives (nobody wanted ’em), a tiara and tutu, an easel, mink coats, a hi-fi, a three-carat engagement ring in an emerald setting, a pearl-embroidered wedding gown, a case of Dom Perignon, a hope chest of you-name-it. All the goods was spankin’ new, and with Mrs. Winterborne’s approval I’d cart a box of each home for my family. That’s right, family, because all three kids moved back home.


  I didn’t know about Mrs. Winterborne’s healing — ’cept for excavatin’ those Yves St. Laurent dresses from the back of her closet, a different one every day, and doin’ up her eyes with enough Estee Lauder to paint a billboard, and battin’ her baby blues more and more every time Master You came in the front hall, and, can’t forget this, relocatin’ the Cadillac of Cads to the garage — ’cept for all that, she didn’t do much different. But her dreams did wonders for my family’s healing. Over that summer, my kids stopped boosting, swore off married men, and joined Weight Watchers. They sold the dream stuff we didn’t like and — here’s the real miracle — turned most all the funds back to me. “You know what to do, Mama, you make the decisions.” So I moved us to a bigger apartment where the sink don’t drip, bought Pokemon cards, a bed for each grand, a washer and dryer, and an extra freezer. My daughters squirted on the Chanel No. 5 I brought home, my son pawned the Winslow Homer and Andy Warhol I brought home, my grands played with the Lionel train set I brought home, and I bucked everyone around town in the Thunderbird I brought home. “Gramma, we living large,” they told me, and I got to say, it felt good.


  At night I’d look at the photo of Verl I kept by my bed. It was a queen-sized bed now, with my Serta mattress and box spring and a plump down quilt, and I’d imagine him there, a big-boned twenty-six and happy as a king. Then one night I remembered what he said once when we’d been on a corner downtown, and I’d looked in a store window and saw this clingy, glittery $400 dress. Oh, how I’d wanted that dress, and I stopped right there and told him so. And he’d just looked at me. “Woman,” he’d said, “ all I want is a good dancer, not a showboat from Beverly Hills.” And he’d smiled his best smile and took my hand, and that was it, we’d just walked off, swingin’ arms, and I’d never given that dress a second thought. But there, in my sprawlin’ new bed, it occurred to me, and I thought, Maybe all this fine linen, all this milk and honey, it wouldn’t make him happy. Then I started wonderin’ if it really made me happy. I tried to talk it out with him, his voice tellin’ it straight to me in the darkness. But the grands liked their American Girls dolls, the kids liked their sirloin for dinner, and so eventually I rolled over, away from his voice, away from makin’ any conclusions.


  Then one night my kids sat me down. That day I’d brought home a bag of broken Waterford crystal. For about a week now, Mrs. Winterborne had been dreamin’ ruined things — Cadillacs without engines, tuxes with the sleeves torn off, fax machines full of bullet holes. “I’m getting somewhere,” she’d say, when I’d bring her the new drink of choice: tomato juice, hold the vodka. “Getting closer to releasing my anger.” Her wrinkles seemed to be easin’ up, and I’d say, “That’s a good thing, Mrs. Winterborne,” and I meant it. But them new dreams wasn’t nothing anyone could use. That night, all three kids shoved away my box of smushed Mickey Mouseketeer ears, and then after we put the grands to bed, my three bundles of joy called me back into the kitchen. I sat down, my son stood up.


  “Mama,” he said, “we know this stuff comes from the lady’s dreams and you don’t have any control over her. But we’ve been thinking. We would like to start getting more.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know, stuff we want.”


  “BMWs,” one daughter said.


  “Six carat diamonds,” added the other.


  “Cash,” my son said. “You know, ching, ching?”


  “You mean, you want to place orders?” I asked.


  “Well,” my son said. “Sure.”


  Lord knows, I tried to raise them well. But with TV and window displays and catalogs and the way the world works, they think dreams can be dialed direct. I said, “I can’t ask her what to dream about.”


  “We don’t mean you should ask her,” he said. “We mean you should dream them for us.”


  “Me?”


  “You’re there every afternoon when that guy comes. Why can’t you just listen in?”


  “That’s snoopin’.”


  “It’s not snooping. It’s sharing the wealth.”


  “Mrs. Winterborne would fire me for snoopin’. Besides, I don’t know what I’d dream about. I never remember my dreams anyhow.”


  “We know that. So we made you a list.” He handed me four pages of brand names and model numbers. “And a new house, too.”


  “We forgot to add that,” one daughter said.


  I said, “Why don’t you do it? Sell the pinball machines from last week and start savin’ to pay for Master You yourselves.”


  “But why should we save, when you’ll do it for us now?”


  And they folded their arms and glared at me.


  That night, when I looked at Verl’s photo, I tried to conjure up a conversation. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t make his voice come in my head. I lay in my new bed all night, starin’ at my new wardrobe and new draperies. I didn’t know what to do, and I couldn’t hear the voice that would tell me.


  But then —


  The next afternoon, Mrs. Winterborne said, “It’s almost September, which means the Morgans’ party, and the Alexanders’, and, goodness, the whole social season. And Lilly, I think it’s finally time for me to begin going out again. I do, I think I might actually be ready. I’ve made an appointment for Gerard to stop in and do my nails, my color, and I can get out that scrumptious Valentino gown that hasn’t been right until now — and, oh dear — Lilly, would you mind taking back in those seams?” My head still in a worry, I hustled up to the sewing room, licked some thread through the needle, and started makin’ that fat dress go the way she’d been goin’, and get thin. But soon my needle got to driftin’ this way and that with a mind of its own, and I figured out that my night of no sleep had caught up with me. So I opened the window to get some air — and guess who were already settled down on the patio right below me. She must have been waiting at the door for him, ’cause he hadn’t even rung the bell.


  All of which meant I was in the right place at the right time and in a primed condition.


  “Look across the room,” Master You said as I was sittin’ back, floatin’ toward some Z’s. “Focus on one place, then turn the focus into a hole. A door to your dreams.” I followed his directions, turned the mantle into a spot of dark. Made the dark bigger. Made the dark a door. “Touch it with your mind,” he said. “Touch it with your heart. Touch it with your spirit. Now — go to sleep.”


  There was no clues. No fuzzy pictures of my own Mama and Daddy, no jump rope songs from my older sister, no sparkling rivers runnin’ through no turquoise mountains. What I mean is, I did no dreamin’ at all. Mrs. Winterborne had been quiet out back and then I was hearin’ her snorin’. That’s how I knew I’d been asleep.


  I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Not a single rose petal greeted me. Not even the puniest diamond. Well. So much for that. Guess you had to be with Master You for it to work, I shrugged, and reached back for my sewing.


  And then a throat cleared behind me. I whipped around.


  He was standin’ right there. Wearin’ his driver suit just like in the photo. Size extra large, but filled out in all the right places, just like he used to be.


  “How you doing?” Verl asked.


  “You can’t be here,” I said. “You’re dead.”


  “Not in your dreams, I’m not. Never have been.” He held out his arms. “Come over here, baby, and give this dead man a kiss.”


  I stood slow, my knees rattlin’. He looked as young as I remembered him, and when he fit his arms around my sides, those same muscles came up next to my body, that same Verl-y Verl smell. Oh, and it was good. I looked up at him.


  “Are you a dream,” I asked, “or a ghost?”


  “When you dream deep enough, makes no difference,” he said.


  I didn’t understand but as I gazed into his shiny brown eyes, with their long lashes and starburst inside the color, I didn’t care. This man was better than any dream.


  Then he took me by the hand and as he mumbled, “So this is what her place looks like. I always wondered,” he drew me on, peerin’ around, steppin’ ahead into the hall, till he slipped down the back stairs, gigglin’. I followed, couldn’t help myself, and at end of the stairs, in the kitchen, he scooted through and put his hand on the doorknob and opened it up and we snuck outside.


  Hedges hiding us from the patio, Verl cartwheeled on the grass. Then he came over and took me in his arms. We two-stepped past the garage, did a slow strand down to the tennis courts, cha-cha-ed across the lawn. There I was, Miss Follow-The-Rules — and I wasn’t even thinkin’ about it. I was just laughin’, same as I had on the street corner — same as I had in our home long ago, our babies watchin’ as their mama and papa danced to a made-up song of love. On the slate path near the pool he unzipped my dress. I stepped out of it, slapping his wrist away from my slip. He held that dress up two-handed like an Olympic winner holding a flag, and then he unlatched the pool gate.


  A blow-up raft floated in the water. Verl flung my dress to a chair, waltzed onto the raft, reached for me — and suddenly I wondered what the hell I was doin’.


  “Your boss is up the hill, woman,” he said. “And she is out cold. You’ve been a doormat too long. Live a little.”


  “What about when she wake — ”


  But then he touched my fingers, and I just went down the steps to the water and let him lift me up and place me on the raft beside him. Because there it was again. Not only that warm feeling, his big hands around my hips. But something I hadn’t felt for as long, something way down inside me. My spit, I thought. “Your spirit,” he called it.


  Above us the sky was the color of rubies, the sun hung round and low, and even though we was in the middle of a chlorinated pool, when I inhaled all I could smell was us. We lay on the raft, he flicked his foot, and we pushed off into the deep.


  The scream of a fire truck brought us to. That and the light from some flames in the distance. “Your boss must’ve dreamt fire,” Verl observed.


  Quick, I paddled to poolside, jumped on a chair, and peered over the fence. Sure enough, the garage was on fire — which meant the Cadillac was at that very moment undergoing complete incineration. “Damn right,” I said, “should of done it years ago,” but then I glanced to the tennis courts and spied two firemen, runnin’ over the lawn, and leadin’ the way, scare streakin’ over her face: Mrs. Winterborne.


  And there I was in my slip with an uninvited young man.


  “I’m goin’ to lose my job!” I said, grabbin’ my dress.


  Verl climbed off the raft. “She wouldn’t do that.”


  “She might.” I threw my clothes on.


  “So? You got me.”


  I looked at him. “I know, but I got our kids, too.”


  “But with me here, I could straighten them out.”


  I paused, and looked at him. “What are you sayin’?” I asked.


  “I am their daddy.”


  “You mean you want to come home with me?”


  He nodded, big-eyed and sweet.


  I saw it for a minute — him walkin’ in the door, a big wonderful miracle, our kids risin’ from our new sofa, makin’ out his voice, recognizin’ his face, touchin’ each other in amazement, runnin’, runnin’, their arms out, screamin’ with joy, smiles on their faces just like I used to see.


  And boom, reality smacked me upside the head. “Yeah,” I said. “I can see it now. Here they order Pierre Cardin and I bring home a dead bus driver.”


  Verl shrugged. “So they’re gluttons. But we’d be together, baby, and that’s what counts.”


  I looked at him, that handsome face, his eyes bright. He was right, and I knew it. “Come on,” he said, flickin’ his head in the direction of the back entrance to the estate. He held out his fingers for me. I wanted to lift my hand toward his. I wanted it more than my own breath. But when you got a world where folks look to toys and shopping lists to give them meaning — where good raising can barely compete with the I wants and the Gimmes — where it never even crosses anyone’s mind to look for something deeper in life — you hesitate to invite a body to move himself back in.


  “Lilly? Lilly!” It was Mrs. Winterborne’s voice, calling out still, but getting closer.


  “She’s goin’ to find you!” I whispered.


  “So hide me.”


  I looked around fast. Not under a beach chair, that wouldn’t do. Not in the water. And then I thought, No, not even behind a bush till I can sneak him out and back home. I want him, I want him so bad, but I don’t want him nowhere inside this nasty world.


  “I got to send you back to the dream,” I said.


  We could hear Mrs. Winterborne near the gazebo — “Then look in the pool!” I had to act now. Quick, I remembered what Master You had said, and fast followed the instructions, and in an eyeblink a shadow the shape of a doorway opened before us. “Get in,” I whispered.


  “Aw, baby.”


  “Lilly!” Mrs. Winterborne called. “Say something, if you’re okay, if you’re out there — ”


  “Just for now,” I said.


  “Duty still wins?”


  “Please,” Mrs. Winterborne wailed. “Lilly!”


  He faced the hole. But then he paused, my break-the-rules husband, and turned back around. “Come with me,” he said.


  “What?”


  “Climb into the hole with me.”


  I could hear her on the slate walk.


  “We’ll have fun,” he said, reachin’ out his hand.


  I looked at that hand, so large and real, his wedding band a ring of sun in the dusk. Then I looked at my own hand, so work-scarred and naked. And I remembered this new way I felt inside. Or the old way, really. I’d lost it once, and now it’d been found. And I wasn’t goin’ to stand for losin’ it again.


  As if in a dream — no, a realness more real than I’d ever known before — I went up to the shadow door, and stood at the edge, and listened. The sounds of a million worlds echoed inside. The breeze of a million worlds ruffled my hair. Crazy dream worlds, maybe, I thought, closin’ my eyes, but none of them as crazy as this.


  Behind us, the pool door unlatched.


  I whipped around, and Verl winked at me. I smiled back, and he took my hand. We turned toward the dark, and walked ourselves in.


  Later, floatin’ between then and now, we heard that Mrs. Winterborne thought she burned me up in the fire. Her regret got her movin’ in life. She opened trust funds for my grands, threw out her ex’s junk, and married Master You. They live in a cottage on a lake, where they have no maid and he writes her bad rock tunes and they don’t need no white upholstered back seat to do their own version of hanky-panky.


  As for us, most nights we visit our grands. We go to their dreams. Sometimes they need help with schoolwork or friends, and we set them straight. But usually they’re lookin’ for a different kind of help. Something they don’t know how to ask for. Something you can’t put on a shopping list. When that happens, we hold out our arms and give them our best hugs and talk to them about meaning. And then, after we get them back on their feet, if Verl has his say, we dance.


  Acknowledgments


  This book was supported jointly by grants from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts and the Ludwig Vogelstein Foundation. I am very grateful for their timely and generous assistance.


  I would also like to thank the following institutions and individuals for their guidance, encouragement, and friendship: the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts; the students and faculty of the University of Pennsylvania and Sarah Lawrence College, especially Diana Cavallo, Romulus Linney, Chuck Wachtel, and Linsey Abrams; Philomena Baylor, Margaret Broucek, Mitchell A. Cohn, Patricia Hamill, Marshall Hill, Mark Kramer, Deborah Lincoln Lear, Ellen Michaelson, Dani Shapiro, and Woody; my agent, Irene Skolnick, my publisher, Seymour Lawrence, and his associate Camille Hykes, and, most importantly, my editor, Fran Kiernan.


  It was only with you that I did it.


  All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this ebook or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.


  These are works of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


  Some of the stories in this collection have appeared elsewhere, in slightly different form: “Little Nightmares, Little Dreams” in Story, “Breath of This Night” in Missouri Review Online and College Magazine, “Skirts” in Quarterly West, “Paint” in The North American Review, “Grandma Death” in North Dakota Review, “Magnet Hill” in The Antietam Review, and “Afterglow” in Witness.


  Copyright © 1990 by Rachel Simon


  ISBN: 978-1-4976-9335-7


  Distributed in 2015 by Open Road Distribution


  345 Hudson Street


  New York, NY 10014


  www.openroadmedia.com


  [image: image]

OEBPS/Images/copy_logo.jpg





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    


     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
&8 Short Stories &

RACHEL SIMON





