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Is GiGi—Biggy’s grandmother—a living repository of all past human adventures, or is she a liar? And will she keep shrinking until she disappears forever from the wonderful book-smelling room in her house on Lake Street?


GiGi has told Biggy that she’s a thousand years old and that she went through the looking glass with Alice. She was a Spanish princess captured off a galleon by Blackbeard and she was a G.I. at the liberation of Auschwitz. She knew the Brothers Grimm and she was with Vonnegut during the Dresden firestorm. This all can’t be true but she explains it all so believably—and Biggy wants to believe. Especially, he wants to believe that GiGi will never die.


In fourteen stories and sketches that dance from GiGi’s library to the mystic mountains of Japan and the deck of the Queen Mary, David Benjamin leads the reader through fields of imagination as fertile as the fancies of Biggy’s melting grandmother … an altar boy’s nightmare at eight o’clock Mass … the hellish deathscape of Hiroshima, August 6, 1945 … a comic murder mystery on the high seas … a troubled girl whose perfect breasts seem to live a life separate from her own … and “The Ballad of Hockomock Mick” …


In all, a hodgepodge of mystery, comedy, horror, whimsy and surprise from “a gifted storyteller.”









LAST KID BOOKS
by David Benjamin


The Life and Times of the Last Kid Picked


Three’s a Crowd


A Sunday Kind of Love


Almost Killed by a Train of Thought: Collected Essays


Skulduggery in the Latin Quarter


Summer of ’68


Black Dragon


They Shot Kennedy


Jailbait


Bastard’s Bluff


Woman Trouble


Fat Vinny’s Forbidden Love


Witness to the Crucifixion


Choose Moose


Dead Shot


Also by David Benjamin


SUMO: A Thinking Fan’s Guide to Japan’s National Sport









[image: ]









Copyright © 2023 David Benjamin


Illustrations Copyright © 2023 Greg Holfeld


Last Kid Books


309 W. Washington Avenue


Madison, WI 53703


First Edition


November 2023


All rights reserved


No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author.


Printed in Wisconsin, United States of America


For more information or to order books:


visit www.lastkidbooks.com


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023946965


ISBN-13: 979-8-9876144-4-0


A NOTE ON THE TYPE


This book was set in Athelas, a serif typeface designed by Veronika Burian and Jose Scaglione and intended for use in body text.[1] Released by the company TypeTogether in 2008, Burian and Scaglione described Athelas as inspired by British fine book printing.


Printed and bound by Park Printing Solutions


Verona, Wisconsin


Designed by Little Creek Press and Book Design


Mineral Point, Wisconsin









In memory of Pat Kozarek









PREFACE


For me, writing was a compulsion that came over me in second grade. I plunged into storytelling without a mentor or any guidelines to tell me what to write, how to do it, or how many different forms from which I might choose.


So I tried them all. By third grade I was writing a novel, heavily influenced by Hank Ketcham’s “Dennis the Menace” comics, about two mischievous toddlers named Stanley and Peggy Sniderman. Thankfully, that manuscript has disappeared into the mists of time.


In high school, I dabbled in poetry, both romantic and epic—most of it pretty awful. I also poured out a regular flow of short stories, essays, skits and sketches, mostly comic, a few of them early forays into satire. For a while, influenced by Edward Albee, I fancied myself a budding playwright.


In college, by economic necessity, I began a career in journalism, eventually putting in more than seven years as editor of a weekly newspaper in Mansfield, Massachusetts. Deadline newswriting demanded speed, clarity, brevity and scrupulous factuality, qualities that have affected my prose ever since. I also seized the opportunity at the Mansfield News to practice the difficult craft of the 1,000-word essay. Beginning in the mid-’70s, I began a routine of writing every week at least one essay, delving into topics that ranged eventually from local politics to language, from sumo wrestling to French cuisine.


In 2019, I published a selection of my essays in a book called Almost Killed by a Train of Thought.


After departing my post at the News, spending a few years in public relations, and writing a couple of non-fiction books—about inventions and sumo—I circled back to the impulse that set me to writing in third grade at St. Mary’s School in Tomah, Wisconsin. I started writing novels, a vocation that has produced, thus far, thirteen books in print. I was abetted in this output by a superb and gentlemanly literary agent, the late Jack Scovil, and by my wife, journalist Junko Yoshida.


However, despite my commitment to long-form prose, I’m occasionally diverted by an idea, with a single narrative thread and a small cast of characters, that would be ruined if I tried to stretch it into an epic. Those short stories have slowly accumulated over a span of about thirty years. The thirteen pieces in this collection are the best of the crop. A few notes:


The stories that begin and end this anthology, “The Melting Grandmother” and “The Tits of Dorianne Gray,” both occurred to me recently. “The Melting Grandmother” evokes, loosely, a wonderful woman from my hometown, Pat Kozarek, who served as a sort of communal mom to all the kids in my neighborhood. “Dorianne” is a variation, of course, on Oscar Wilde’s classic tale of horror and human duality. To that premise, I’ve striven to explore sexual objectification as a theme that has persisted—and stirred controversy—since the creation of the first “Venus” effigy.


The second story in this anthology, “Eight O’Clock Mass,” began its career as a short story featuring a character, Koscal, from my fictional memoir, The Life and Times of the Last Kid Picked. You can also find it as Chapter 2 in my novel, Fat Vinny’s Forbidden Love.


I lived in Japan for more than seven years, writing essays for three different publications and authoring a book, SUMO: A Thinking Fan’s Guide to Japan’s National Sport. Besides watching sumo tournaments, I indulged in a broad range of Japanese literature, from Musashi to Mishima to the ghostly tales of Lafcadio Hearn. I also married into a family whose mom—Kiyoko Yoshida—was a survivor of the atomic bomb that obliterated Hiroshima. Four of my stories here derive from those expat days in Tokyo.


Finally, I’ve also included here seven sketches originally issued in my series of “Weekly Screeds.” I’ve learned over time that most commentary on current events—even satire—has a short shelf life. Although it can be cogent, forceful and insightful in the moment, its relevance—and punch—tend to fade in a constantly shifting social milieu. This rule—which might be termed the Law of Diminishing Intellectual Returns—applies ruthlessly to almost all my political screeds.


However, I decided to include in this collection a sample of my screeds that still seem to have legs, not so much because they transcend their historic moment and reach out toward immortality but because a) each is more a story than a statement and b) they’re fun.
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THE MELTING GRANDMOTHER


Each time he visited her in the big, warm, book-smelling room, GiGi seemed to her grandson just a little smaller. But behind her glasses, her eyes, blue and mischievous, always opened wide with delight at the sight of Biggy. Her gaze had powers—not like anyone else—to sweep aside the veil of the boy’s reserve, baring his thoughts, stirring his curiosity and untethering his voice.


Biggy had been named Walter after his grandfather, but he got his nickname on the day he was born because he weighed barely four pounds. He was still smaller than almost all the boys in his fourth grade, except for Colin Moore—whose loud mouth made up for his diminutive stature. Colin had aligned himself with the bullies who took their pleasure in tormenting Biggy.


GiGi’s “library,” in the rambling old house on Lake Street, was Biggy’s refuge from the torments of fourth grade at JFK Elementary. He would have spent every day with GiGi if he’d been allowed. Her house was only ten minutes’ walk from school. But Biggy’s mother had made a rule. He could only visit GiGi when she went to see the old woman. Biggy’s mom often went two weeks before dropping in on GiGi. Luckily for Biggy, GiGi saved up her thoughts and questions, so she and Biggy had just tons to talk about when they got together.


“GiGi” was short for Grandma Graham, which distinguished her from Grandma Schmidt, who had no nickname and, what’s worse, no stories to tell Biggy. Grandma Schmidt spent all day waddling around her rambling farmhouse kitchen in bedroom slippers. She baked her own bread and made buckwheat pancakes that got Biggy’s mouth watering just to think about them. But Grandma Schmidt was no conversationalist.


Once, GiGi had whispered to Biggy that she was a thousand years old. But that was when he was really small and he believed everything he was told. He had wised up since then. He had even accused GiGi of lying to him. And she had perked up, smiling with love, and said, “Oh, Biggy, there are Lies, with a capital ‘L,’ and there are lies!”


This was one of GiGi’s favorite tricks. She took a simple remark and stretched it out like a thread of pizza cheese, and then before it could go cool and harden, she twisted it all around itself and left Biggy puzzled over where to bite, or if he should bite at all.


“Oh, GiGi, come on. What do you mean?”


“What do I mean?” GiGi, from the depths of her chair, would lean toward Biggy, peering under the big magnifying glass she used to help her read, her enlarged eyes atwinkle.


“Yeah,” said Biggy, trying to sound stubborn. “What’s a Lie with a capital ‘L’?”


“It’s one that hurts,” said GiGi. She pointed to the spot—beneath a flower-print dress that had gotten bigger and looser while she had gone smaller and smaller—where her heart beat stubbornly inside her tiny body. “Here.”


Biggy reacted by looking quizzical. GiGi grinned with satisfaction. She loved to befuddle her grandson.


“Biggy, my sweet lovable boyfriend,” she said solemnly. “You’re ugly.”


Biggy gasped.


GiGi said, “Ouch?”


Then, before Biggy could take in the lesson she had just imparted, GiGi added a chapter. She knitted her brows together, forming an “11” between her eyes, then lifted a thin, slightly bent index finger and, in the air, drew a crooked figure.


“What’s that?” asked Biggy.


“It’s called a swastika.”


“Swastika,” said Biggy, speaking aloud so he could remember the word.


Then he said, “S-U or S-W?”


GiGi smiled. She knew that Biggy, a champion speller, would hunt for the word in his dictionary when he got home. “SW,” she said. “You can look it up right now, if you want.” She spelled it out and Biggy rushed to the big Webster’s dictionary on the slanted table beside the big monstera plant.


As Biggy flipped the pages and found the word, GiGi began to tell him about the dark symbolism of the swastika. From her bottomless memory, she imparted a thumbnail history of Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich, the Nazis, the Holocaust and World War II. Biggy slid onto Grandpa Graham’s leather recliner beside the monstera and listened with rapt and growing horror at a glimpse of human heritage that no one had ever explained to him. He knew there had been a huge war a long time ago that covered the whole world and ended with an atomic bomb, but he didn’t know about slave labor, death camps, gas chambers and the industrial slaughter of millions upon millions of Jews and gypsies, the aged and the feeble and the mentally disabled.


Biggy had to stop GiGi for a moment, so he could look up another word: “genocide”.


“There never was, there never will be,” said GiGi, with a note of stern finality, “any such thing as a master race.”


Biggy slipped out of the chair and went to stand by GiGi. She took his hand in her cool and crinkly hand. “Okay, so the swastika,” said Biggy. “That was a Capital-L Lie.”


“Maybe the worst ever,” said GiGi. “I was there, you know.”


“There? Where?”


“In Poland,” she said with an air of sad gravity, “when we liberated Auschwitz.”


Biggy stored another strange word in the back of his brain. “Auschwitz?”


“Yes. The death camp. Gas chambers and ovens. Great piles of bodies, and eyeglasses, gold teeth and jewelry, family photographs, acres and acres of clothing, shoes and socks and bobby pins, little hats the children wore—”


“Oh no. C’mon, GiGi,” insisted Biggy. “You couldn’t be!”


“Couldn’t be?” GiGi scowled.


“Couldn’t be what?”


“Couldn’t be there, at Ausch … Ausch … ”


“Goodness sake, Biggy. Why not?”


“Well, because …” GiGi had made Biggy hesitate, but he pressed on. “Because that was too long ago. You would’ve been too …”


“Young?” asked GiGi. She looked sideways. “How old do you think I am, Biggy?”


This was one of GiGi’s mysteries. Except for that thousand-year fib, she had never told anyone her age. Biggy might have found out from his parents, but he was always reluctant to ask. He knew that the older people get, the sooner they die. If he knew GiGi’s age, exactly, he would start adding and subtracting in the back of his brain. This was the arithmetic of death. It foreshadowed no more GiGi, and he couldn’t stand to think about that. So, he pivoted.


“But, but,” he spluttered. “You couldn’t have been there. Those were all—”


“Soldiers?”


“Yeah!”


“Ah, but I was a soldier then,” I landed at Normandy, Utah Beach, on June 6, 1944.”


“No!”


“Oh, Biggy, you’re calling me a liar?”


Biggy shuddered. He loved GiGi too much to accuse her quite so bluntly.


 “All right, kiddo. So, what if I’m lying?” asked GiGi. Sometimes, Biggy thought GiGi’s real name was “Whatif.” She was the empress of hypothesis. She had actually taught Biggy the word, “hypothesis.” His teacher, Ms. Cosgrove, had been very impressed when Biggy, one day, blurted out the word, although he had used it in the wrong context.


“What if I weren’t there, at the liberation of Auschwitz? What if I’m pretending? What sort of lie would that be?”


“What sort of lie?”


“With a capital L?”


Biggy had to think. Okay, he reasoned, GiGi couldn’t have been a soldier because she was a girl. Biggy wasn’t sure whether there were women in the U.S. armed forces in 1944, but he didn’t think General Eisenhower would have sent girl soldiers to storm the beaches of Normandy. But maybe GiGi is old enough, thought Biggy, that she could have been alive then. And, if she was, even if she was just a little girl, she would have surely remembered D-Day—June 6, 1944. That was biggest invasion—ever. She could have read about the liberation of Auschwitz, too. But she couldn’t have been there in person. Or could she? Biggy didn’t know enough to say to her face that GiGi was lying. He sighed in frustration.


“Well, I guess not,” he said meekly. “Not with a capital L.”


“Time to go, sweetie!”


The voice of Biggy’s mom interrupted the meeting. She entered the big, book-smelling room and strode straight over to GiGi. She began fussing over GiGi, shoving hands under the old woman’s armpits and lifting her to a more upright position. She brushed non-existent crumbs off GiGi’s bodice. She took the book from Gigi’s grip, stuck a bookmark in it, closed the book and set it on the big rolling table that held all of GiGi’s “stuff.” Biggy’s mom pushed aside the giant magnifying glass that was mounted on a steel arm with an elbow, and she spoke.


“Mother, please, just put down your books for a while. Close your eyes. Get some rest.”


GiGi rolled her eyes. “Elizabeth, I can barely move, dearie. I am at rest all the time.”


Biggy’s mom put her hands on her hips. “But your eyes.”


“Yes, dear. Blue and half-blind,” GiGi conceded. “When they go, I’ll just sit here and sing all the songs I remember from my dancing days.”


Biggy almost laughed.


And then, GiGi—in a reedy soprano in perfect tune, was singing softly while doing jazz hands with her spindly fingers …


“Down with the heels, up on the toes,/ Stay after school, see how it goes./ That’s the way you do the varsity dra-ag … ”


Biggy’s mother sighed.


“Come, Walter. We’re running late.”


And Biggy was dragged away without learning whether GiGi was lying about Normandy and Auschwitz.


But, of course, she was.


Probably.
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Ten days later, she put down a thin book called Double Indemnity by a man named Cain and explained to Biggy about all the sorts of lies, black and white, polite and cruel, empathetic lies and pathological lies. One that stuck in his mind was “loving lies.”


GiGi lowered her chin and glared toward Biggy over the top of her glasses. “You’re not ugly, you know,” she said. “But are you beautiful?”


Biggy shook his head emphatically. “Me? No.”


GiGi had that look, familiar to Biggy, like a cat who had cornered her mouse. “Am I beautiful?” she asked.


The word “Yes!” popped into Biggy’s head and reached the tip of his tongue before he hesitated to let it fly.


Biggy had known and loved GiGi ever since he was old enough to look up from his crib and discern blurry faces. The face he knew and loved the most was GiGi’s. He remembered a soft pink triangle of wrinkles and smiles, topped by a curly mop of white and gray, with eyes narrow and keen that Biggy could feel in his soul before he knew he had a soul. From the beginning, he had sensed that GiGi’s was the face that would teach him everything he needed to learn. It was an old kisser, though, spotted, crinkled and sagging with age, that not anyone—without a heart bursting with love—would ever call beautiful.


Biggy, however, knew the beauty beneath that face. It seeped out from GiGi’s very pores and glowed in her smile. So he finally blurted it out.


“Yes,” he said.


“Ha!” retorted GiGi. “You mendacious little flatterer.”


Biggy knew before he spoke that he’d walked straight into a trap. But the sharpness of GiGi’s accusation caused him to cringe.


GiGi responded with a big smile. She reached out her parchment-skinned arm and touched Biggy’s cheek. “I might have been beautiful once,” she said, “before I turned one thousand years old. But now … ”


“But you are beautiful,” Biggy insisted. “To me.”


“You see?” said GiGi. “You’ve just learned how to tell a loving lie.”


“I’m not—”


“Oh, Biggy, you’re even good at it. You lie very convincingly. You should be proud.”


Biggy was unconvinced.


“I remember one stormy day on the Spanish Main,” said GiGi, “when I lied to Blackbeard. It saved my life.”


“Blackbeard?”


“Yes, you know, Biggy. The pirate captain. Terrible, unsightly man. Smelled awful.”


“No, wait!”


 “Wait?”


“How—”


“How did I know Blackbeard? He captured me, in my days as a Castilian princess.”


“Oh, GiGi, you weren’t—”


“A Spanish princess? Biggy, sweetie, are you calling your old weather-beaten grandma a liar?”


Trapped again, Biggy couldn’t answer.


“This all happened in a previous life, Biggy,” said GiGi. “We’ve talked about this before.”


Biggy had written the word down. “Reincarnation,” he said, pronouncing it fluently.


GiGi clapped her hands. “Yes,” she said. “If you’re lucky and you behave yourself pretty well in one life, you can get another, and another. I’ve had, oh my goodness, I don’t know how many fascinating lives! And a few bad ones. I once spent a whole month as a mosquito.”


GiGi—which was her plan all along—was befuddling Biggy about the whole riddle of lying. Turned every which way by his grandmother, Biggy began to understand that lying was complicated, that most lies were pernicious and hurtful, but some were good. He was going to have to learn the good lies from the bad and figure out, as time went by, when he might have to tell a lie, or fudge the truth at least, for a good reason …


… but not make a habit of it.


Life, as GiGi kept telling him, was no bowl of boysenberries.


So, refusing to take the bait about her month as a mosquito, Biggy said to GiGi, “You told a lie to Blackbeard?”


“Indeed I did. I had to. Matter of life or death.”


GiGi glowed and told Biggy about Blackbeard’s pirate ship attacking the galleon that was carrying her to Portobello, to be courted by the son of the viceroy, Don Diego de la Cabeza Gorda. After a bloody battle on the deck of the galleon, Blackbeard’s buccaneers prevailed. They looted the Spanish ship before setting it ablaze and taking the surviving Spanish sailors as slaves. The Spanish captain was forced to walk the plank, plunging into the fiery sea but put out of his misery, before he could drown, by a ball fired from Blackbeard’s pistol.


“Even for a monster and a murderer, Eddie had a streak of kindness,” said GiGi.


“Eddie?” asked Biggy.


“That’s what I called him,” said GiGi, “after we got to know each other.”


“You got to know Blackbeard the pirate?” Biggy asked this with just the right touch of incredulity. GiGi feasted on incredulity.


“Oh, yes. In the end, we were tight as ticks on a basset hound’s ass.”


“But not right away,” Biggy prompted. “At first, but you lied to him? You said—”


“That’s right. I was getting to that,” said GiGi. “His raggedy crew of bad-breath buccaneers brought me aboard the Queen Anne’s Revenge—that was his ship—and he stood there, tall as a cathedral, with that stringy beard, smelling like the wrong end of a donkey. And he said, in English—luckily, I had been to a proper school in Toledo and spoke fluent English—he said, ‘Woman, are you a virgin or a whore?’”


Biggy was pretty vague on the meaning of both these words, but he knew better than to ask for a definition in the middle of a good story, so he said, “Which did you say?”


“Neither, of course.”


“Neither?” Biggy was surprised. This was brave maybe, but foolish. Not to give a straight answer to a villain as bloodthirsty as Blackbeard was certainly enough of an offense to send his grandmother off the plank and into her career as a mosquito.


“I said to the big lug,” said GiGi, “‘Sir, I am a lady of Spain, from a good family. I have been, until this moment, free and grammatically correct in the expression of my thoughts. Sir, in short, I speak my mind, But, to a question as rude and disgustingly presumptuous as this you have just asked—”


 “Walter, there you are!” Biggy’s mom had just burst into the room.


Biggy’s mom strode forth, stirring the air and silencing GiGi. “Mother,” she said to GiGi, “do you need to go to the bathroom? I’m not going to—”


“Yes, I know. I should probably go,” said GiGi, suddenly meek and weary.


This began a process that Biggy hated to watch, as his mother lifted his shrunken grandmother from the depths of the big chair behind her reading table. Maneuvering GiGi out of the seat and around the table was a little difficult but Biggy’s mom—and GiGi’s nurse, Amelie—had done it hundreds of times. Fortunately, Gigi weighed, in her own words, “nothing at all.”


A year or so before, after she had been lifted from the chair and was supported by Biggy’s mom, GiGi was able to walk unsteadily across the room and toward the bathroom, her each step labored. Now, Biggy noticed, GiGi’s feet, in backless slippers, didn’t take real steps. They just shuffled along the floor as Biggy’s mom virtually carried her. As mom and GiGi passed Biggy, his nose took in his grandmother’s fragrance. Since the first time Biggy could remember, GiGi had smelled faintly of lilac. Biggy had yet to realize that the lilac bloom, in May, was his favorite time of the year.


Fifteen minutes later, GiGi was installed in her chair. The glint had gone from her eyes and she needed to sleep. Biggy went home with his mom.


In the car, he thought back to the days just before he started kindergarten, when GiGi bustled around her house, always in a baggy flowered dress, with a pair of scuffed mules on her feet. She cooked and cleaned and hummed through her chores. She would pick up Biggy and plop him in her lap, open one of her million books and begin to read him a story in a voice like a cello concert.


Two years ago, she was thinner, bent and frail. She took up residence in the big chair, behind the table, where soon she had mounted the brightly lit magnifying glass to help her read. Her voice had gone from cello to violin. Biggy knew he was a growing boy. So, he had gotten bigger compared to his grandmother, who had stopped growing long, long ago. But, he looked at her and wondered, was GiGi getting smaller? As the folds of her dress sank around her and revealed no shape at all underneath, it seemed to him that, ever so slowly and frightening to Biggy—if he let himself think about what was happening—that his GiGi was melting.


Candles melted, and then, they flickered out. And darkness fell.


Not yet, thought Biggy. Please, not yet.
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“You wouldn’t know it now,” said GiGi three weeks later, “but there was a time when I had quite a body. Boobs out to here.”


She showed Biggy where. Biggy was a little nervous. Girl’s bodies were pretty much a mystery.


“So,” she said, adding Mark Twain to the stack of authors on her reading table, “where was I? On Phileas Fogg’s balloon? Down the Mississippi with Holling Clancy Holling’s big turtle?”


“Oh no, GiGi.” Biggy knew she was teasing—and testing him. “On the Queen Anne’s Revenge.”


“Yes, you brilliant boy! That time I was lying through my teeth to that stinkpot Blackbeard, oui?”


“Yes, oui,” said Biggy, pleased with himself.


“Well, so,” said GiGi, bursting back into her story, “Eddie just laughed at my chutzpah and walked off to the quarterback, bellowing at his crew. Oh, but the big slob noticed me, yes, he did. Stared at my titties and just about drooled on himself whenever I strutted my stuff on that filthy deck. But did I ever give that horndog a smidgeon of satisfaction? Did I?”


 “No?”


“Damn right, boy,” said GiGi. “I made him sail the Revenge all the way to Panama, where he let me go. Untouched! He might have been a scoundrel and a brute, but I brought out the gentleman in the flea-bitten son of a bitch.”


GiGi laughed and so did Biggy, relieved and pleased with his grandmother’s energy.


“The Mad Hatter was a different story.”


“The Mad Hatter?”


“Yes, in my Wonderland Period, when I was understudy to the Queen of Hearts.”


“Oh, GiGi!” Biggy’s voice betrayed his disbelief.


GiGi leaned toward Biggy, who saw her face through the magnifying glass, oversized and warped—like Alice after taking the pill that made her bigger. “You sound skeptical.”


Biggy’s voice went small. “Well, I mean, how could … ”


“How could I squeeze myself into a story that’s not true?”


Biggy nodded.


“Well, if it’s not true, how could I not be in the story?”


Biggy knew about double negatives turning into positives, but here was a double negative that had him flummoxed—which was, of course, exactly the effect that GiGi had calculated.


“Telling the not true about the not true can only be true,” she said. “Si, amigo?”


She had him there, the old double reverse. So, Biggy gave in and said, “Where is Wonderland. I’ve … um … always wondered.”


“Oh, I can see it through here,” said GiGi tapping the magnifying glass. “Come look.”


Biggy hurried close to GiGi and peered through the big curving lens, but saw nothing except a funhouse-mirror view of the room. “I don’t … ”


“Oh, you have to stare very hard,” said GiGi, “and you have to be in just the right mood of hyper-receptiveness. And it’s also helpful if you know Alice.”


Biggy looked close into his grandmother’s face. “You know Alice?”


“Oh, I did, of course. We were the best of friends, until she went off to live permanently in Wonderland. She’s the one who got me the gig.”


“Gig?” asked Biggy.


“As understudy to the Queen of Hearts,” said GiGi. “What a job! I quit after a week.”


Biggy could not believe that GiGi had been to Wonderland because, as he knew, there was no Wonderland. Well, he thought there was no Wonderland. But GiGi was so old. She had lived a life—or maybe a bunch of lives—hundreds of times longer than Biggy had lived. She was like a one-woman story of the world all squeezed together inside her irissplashed dress. As certain as Biggy was that stories like Alice’s adventures and Treasure Island, the Emerald City and Harry Potter were all made-up and pretend, he still had doubts. If GiGi said something was so, even with a crooked smile and her fingers crossed, maybe, just maybe—crazy though it sounded and seemed—it just might be so.


He began to ask about the Queen of Hearts but his mother interrupted.


“Time for your bath, mother,” she said, commandingly.


“Oh, dear Lord,” said GiGi.


“The water’s just right,” said Biggy’s mom, “Amelie and I will help.”


GiGi winked at Biggy. “No rest for the wicked,” she said. Then she reached up, in surrender, to Biggy’s mom. She helped GiGi to her tiny, shaky feet and guided her slowly from the big, book-smelling room.


Biggy stood for a while, looking around. He ambled over toward GiGi’s “office,” as she called it, to see which books she had stacked up to read. There was a copy of Dandelion Wine, which she had read aloud to Biggy, cover to cover, thrilling him with visions of lightning sneakers and terrifying him with the Lonely One. There was a history book about a place called Scottsboro and a thick volume called Buddenbrooks. He saw on the arm of her chair, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, which was the next book GiGi had promised to read to him. Biggy picked it up, curiously.


“It’s about time travel,” she had said. “I love time-travel books but they’re so hard for the poor author.” She rattled off the names of authors … Bellamy, DuMaurier, Finney and H.G. Somebody. “Because,” she went on, “if you go backward in time, you have to study everything that happened back then, what people wore and what they ate, how they spoke and what sicknesses they died of. Oh, and if you go forward in time, my goodness! You have to imagine a whole world that never was and might never be, but you must make doubting Thomases like you, Biggy—you have to make them believe in these impossible possibilities! And that’s not all.”


“Not all?” Biggy asked.


“No, the hardest part of all is explaining how you did it! How did this Connecticut Yankee or this London inventor zip through a hole in time, prove Einstein’s theory and land in the age of the dinosaurs, or in a colony on the moon? Is it science? Is it willpower? Or is it just magic?”


Thinking about all this, Biggy slipped into GiGi’s chair. It was huge, with fat arms and a tall back that towered over GiGi when she sat there. The upholstery was chestnut-brown leather with a buttery surface that GiGi had always kept soft and pliable by rubbing it with saddle soap—a job now assigned to Amelie, or Biggy once in a while. Where she sat, GiGi’s bottom, such as it was, had formed a hollow in a thick afghan, made of a hundred red, orange and brown crocheted granny squares. It was spread over the seat and arms of the chair and had been there so long that its folds had taken on the exact contours of GiGi’s frail, diminishing body.


Biggy touched the old afghan and felt the warmth left behind by his grandmother.
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Two weeks later, Biggy returned. He took up space on Grandpa Graham’s recliner and waited for GiGi to finish reading a chapter of Buddenbrooks. GiGi was reluctant to interrupt a chapter, even when Biggy was in her audience.


“Well,” she said, snapping the book shut.


Biggy, remembering GiGi’s preposterous claim about understudying the Queen of Hearts, returned to the topic and said, “Okay, that couldn’t be tr—”


Biggy paused. Using the word “true” in GiGi’s presence could set a boy off on a rollercoaster that left him dizzy and a little nauseous. So he corrected himself and said, “Accurate. That’s not accurate.”


GiGi cocked her head encouragingly. She pushed aside the magnifying glass to get a clear view of her grandson and peered over her glasses. She said, “What, exactly, is inaccurate?”


Biggy said, “That stuff you said about being understudy to the Queen of Hearts.”


“Oh?”


“You couldn’t be.”


“Aha. Why not?”


Biggy knew he could not outmaneuver GiGi if he argued about whether a story was “real” or make-believe. She had absolutely no tolerance for anyone who thought those two notions were mutually exclusive. There was, she said, just too much harebrained make-believe in real life and too much redeeming reality in “a trip to the moon on gossamer wings.”


(Biggy was still trying to figure out that last part.)


“Well,” Biggy ventured, “when we read about Alice and we got to end of her ‘adventures,’ it turned out to be a dream, right? None of that stuff, with the white rabbit and the Cheshire cat, the March Hare and the Queen of Hearts and all—Alice didn’t do that. She didn’t meet them. She dreamed them … ”


Biggy paused, watching GiGi. Her eyes revealed nothing.


“Right?” he asked.


“Well, that’s what Mr. Carroll told us,” said GiGi, “if we’re inclined to believe the two-faced prevaricator.”


There was no one like GiGi for sowing, in the back of Biggy’s mind, the seed of doubt.


He had never told GiGi, but Alice in Wonderland wasn’t among his favorite stories. He might be inclined to appreciate it more if the ending were different and the whole story didn’t turn out to be a dream. Biggy didn’t like dreams—at least not his own dreams. They were almost always about stupid things like tying his shoes with mittens on his hands, or needing to pee. They popped into his sleep with no beginning or end. And then, when he woke up, he could never remember a dream long enough to try to make sense of it. Which Biggy thought might be why it’s good to forget—that his mind didn’t want to remember—because, as GiGi said once, “You can dream, baby, but you can’t live in a dream.”


Biggy got up from the chair and began to state his case. “If Alice was only dreaming, the whole adventure was all in her head, right?”


GiGi leaned a little closer. “Okay.”


“So, the Queen of Hearts wasn’t real. She was just a sort of shadow of something Alice saw before she fell asleep.”


GiGi nodded.


“The deck of cards,” said Biggy.


“And the Cheshire Cat was Dinah,” said GiGi helpfully.


“Right,” said Biggy.


“But where on earth, in Alice’s little head,” asked GiGi, “did the Mad Hatter come from? There are no hats in a deck of cards. Nor hares—of any month!”


Here was the thing about GiGi that drove Biggy crazy. Just as he was getting somewhere, she would turn a sharp corner and lead him off into a direction that left him lost and stumbling in the dark.


 “And what if … ”


Here it came.


“I was there, you know, in Oxford in 1862, living a previous life. I was the sister of the little girl who was Alice. Now, Biggy, here’s the question: What if, just before Alice laid down the queen of hearts in her deck of cards, then went to sleep and started to dream, I was the last person Alice saw? What then? What happens in Alice’s dream? Where does the story go?”


Biggy was lost in a limbo between dream and “reality.” He looked stricken for a moment, just long enough for GiGi, with a sly smile, to rescue him from this unfair riddle.


“Oh, it was such a warm day,” she said. “Alice fell asleep, and then, I did, too. We might’ve had the same dream, but I forgot mine. Alice remembered. She always remembered her dreams. She was like a little, nattering Freud.”


Here was another word Biggy would have to look up. But how was it spelled?


Suddenly, Gigi turned the corner. “I’m full of piss and vinegar today, young man,” she said. She settled back and opened her copy of A Connecticut Yankee. “How about I titillate you with a little Twain?”


His brain exhausted, glad to be done with Alice and her dreams, Biggy sighed with relief and settled back in Grandpa Graham’s chair.


GiGi had just begun reading about the “stranger” in the story getting knocked out with a crowbar and waking up under a tree, staring up at “a fellow on a horse—a fellow fresh out of a picture-book,” when Biggy’s mom barged into the story.


“Mother, you’re wearing yourself out,” she snapped. “Walter is perfectly capable of reading that book himself. What book is it? You’re not reading to him about—”


She broke off.


“About what?” asked GiGi, marking the book.


“Yeah,” said Biggy. “What?”


Biggy’s mom’s face looked a little pink. “Never mind,” she said. “Mother, you haven’t eaten a thing all day. Amelie made a nice clear soup.”


“What a thrill,” muttered GiGi.


“Come along! Eat your soup. And then you have to get some rest. You’re exhausted.”


“I am?”


And just like that, GiGi was dragged off to the kitchen. Biggy didn’t follow. He didn’t like watching Amelie spooning gruel into GiGi’s mouth and wiping the dribble from her chin. Biggy settled into Grandpa Graham’s great cowhide chair and closed his eyes, just for a minute, wondering what book his mother didn’t want GiGi to read to him.


When his eyes popped open, suddenly, Biggy realized he must have fallen asleep, because there was GiGi, sunk deep in her chair. She looked over at Biggy, but blankly, her eyes drawn into her face like ink drops in thimbles.


“GiGi, are you okay?”


“No-o-o-o,” she moaned softly, as she raised her arms, reaching up. The sleeves of her dress dropped away, exposing arms that looked to Biggy like waxy bones, fleshless and furrowed. Black flakes peeled away. Her fingers stiffened, stretched, lost all definition. The air filled with foul, bluish smoke that burned Biggy’s eyes. GiGi’s fingers had turned into talons and then gone soft and translucent, becoming tubes of tallow. Between her shoulders, GiGi’s head began to subside, to be swallowed, until her voice, thin and plaintive, a barely audible wail, withered toward silence. Looking upward, Biggy cried out in horror. GiGi’s fingers were flowing down along her glassy arms, then gone entirely as her arms, too, oozed downward, dripping their fluid flesh into the shapeless mass that was filling GiGi’s chair and turning the flowers of her dress into a white and purple and pink and spring-green swirl of gummy liquid. Tendrils of steam rose up from the warm pool that had been Biggy’s grandmother a moment before.


Biggy realized what this was. GiGi was becoming one of the stories she had read to him, melting like the witch in Oz. She had reached some sort of awful stage in agedness, some waxy stream of death that could not be dammed.


“Stop! No!” shouted Biggy. He fought his way out of the huge, clinging chair. He rushed toward GiGi, to do what? If she was melting, she was wax. If she was wax, she could be molded. He could fill his hands with GiGi, he could shape her as he remembered her, rebuild her from the ectoplasm of her being and from Biggy’s memory, and from all the stories she had read and told and made up. He could take her in his hands and remake her—not just the GiGi he had known all his life, but the younger GiGi, the Castilian princess, the understudy to the Queen of Hearts, the only girl GI on the beach at Normandy. He could reclaim his grandmother and mold her anew from the tissue of her wondrous lies.


“GiGi! Stop!”


He plunged into the hot mess that had settled into GiGi’s chair, grabbing it with hands like claws.
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“Biggy! What are you doing to your grandma?!”


Biggy’s hands clutched GiGi’s dress, digging toward whatever was inside.


GiGi was stirring to wakefulness. Her eyes opened. “My goodness!” she said, alarmed but beginning to smile.


“Biggy, you’re hurting her!”


GiGi was quick to answer. “Oh no. No no,” she said. “It’s just a nightmare. Right, Biggy?”


Biggy relaxed, pulling his hands away. She was there, in her chair. She was intact. Se was GiGi.


“Oh, GiGi. I’m sorry.”


GiGi took Biggy’s face in her spidery but dry and substantial hands. She kissed his forehead. “Just a dream,” she whispered. “Just a bad dream.”
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A few days later, Biggy found out that, no, it wasn’t a dream at all.


He had remembered all of it.


“That’s interesting,” GiGi said. “You don’t remember dreams.”


“No,” said Biggy, “not usually.”


“And you never remember the whole dream, do you?”


“Oh no. Never.”


“Well, then, there’s your answer. That wasn’t a dream at all,” said GiGi, lowering her voice and sounding very solemn. “What you had was a vision.”


“A vision?”


“Yes, you lucky, paranormal prodigy,” said GiGi, her eyes glinting. “You had a vision, like Moses on the mountain or Tim Leary on acid.”


This last part was one of GiGi’s stumpers, which she never explained. Biggy had to go look them up. Later, GiGi would glow with pride when Biggy came back and told her the results of his research. At the end, she would say, “I didn’t know all that. You’ve taught me something.”


At which it was Biggy’s turn to swell with pride.


“Vision are rare, and they can be frightening. A vision can be prophetic, a glimpse of the future,” said GiGi.


“Oh no,” said Biggy, stricken with dread at the prospect that his grandmother would be swallowed into her chair like Dorothy’s dastardly drenched witch.


GiGi held up a finger.


“Or it can just be,” said GiGi, “something you ate, an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato.”


“So,” ventured Biggy.


“So, what?”


“So,” said Biggy, reading GiGi’s prompt, “visions don’t always come true.”


 “You knew that all along,” said GiGi. “You knew that as soon as you woke up from your … vision.”


Biggy nodded and repeated words GiGi had spoken a dozen times. “Nothing comes true unless you make it come true.”


“Oh, mother! You look exhausted,” cried Biggy’s mom, invading the room. “Biggy. stop bothering your grandma!”


“I’m not—”


“He’s not—“


In two minutes, towed by his mother, Biggy was bustling out of the big, book-smelling room. Amelie, armed with medications and sponges and a kidney basin, was descending on GiGi like the flying monkeys of Oz.
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GiGi didn’t finish reading A Connecticut Yankee. When Biggy came back two weeks later, GiGi drifted off in he middle of a sentence, her chin dropping, her eyes shut tight, her breathing soft and even. Careful not to disturb her, he tucked a blanket over her. He could almost see the bones of her arms through parchment skin. GiGi had—he tried not to think the word—melted a little more.


Gigi never read to him again. But that was okay, because Biggy was old enough now that he could read anything he wanted, by himself. And he still talked with his grandmother, but for shorter times before GiGi dozed off. She was still the best and funniest liar Biggy ever knew.


She once drew him near, looked around and said, “Old ladies don’t get no respect.”


Biggy thought of how his mother treated GiGi, interrupting her, snatching a book right out of her hand, dragging her off to the bathroom, making her eat Amelie’s lukewarm sludge. He said, “Oh, I know.”


GiGi patted his cheek. “Like Jill.”


“Who’s Jill?”


“You see?” grumbled GiGi. “They didn’t even mention her name.”


“Who didn’t?”


“Those idiot Grimm brothers. We all know Hansel and Gretel by name, but the old lady they robbed and murdered?”


“Her name was Jill?”


GiGi nodded.


Biggy remembered GiGi reading him the story, and he knew it was hundreds of years old. GiGi was right that the witch’s name was never mentioned in the Brothers Grimm’s fairy tale. So how would GiGi know her name. So he said, “How do you know?”


“She was my roommate, in college, Wellesley,” said GiGi, “when we were both young. Nice girl, studied geology. She could pick up a rock and tell you how old it was, within a month.”


“Okay, wait a minute.”


GiGi, of course, didn’t wait a minute, or even a second. “The reason she was in the woods there was simple. Jillsey married a woodcutter, named Steve. He died in a chainsaw accident. She was heartbroken. Without Steve, Jillsey just withdrew from the world. She sold her horse and buggy, so she never left the forest after that. After a while, she was just too old and feeble to even walk very far. I visited her once. I said, ‘Listen, hon, it’s a nice forest, but there’s not a doctor, a hospital or a damn drugstore for fifty miles. If you should slip and fall, break a leg, what’s gonna happen?’”


“But she was a witch,” Biggy said. “She could’ve flown on her broom.”


GiGi’s laugh was gentle but hearty. “How many times have I told you?”


“I know,” replied Biggy hurriedly. “There are no witches, except in fairy tales.”


“Stupid fairy tales,” retorted GiGi. “The only worse liar than those dumbass Grimm boys was that Andersen idiot.” She paused to take a deep breath.


After a moment, as Biggy worried that she might fall asleep right then, GiGi raised her head and met the boy’s gaze. Her blue eyes twinkled. “It wasn’t as though she couldn’t afford to move out of that hovel in the woods—which was not gingerbread, by the way. It was brick and timber with thatch on the roof and that awful stucco that the Germans love, God knows why.”


Another deep breath. “You see, she had her mother’s jewelry. But she kept it, for sentimental reasons. It was only a matter of time before word got around. And pretty soon, those vicious little kids—the first two Hitler Youth, as far as I’m concerned—found her house, bashed her on the head, ripped off her mother’s jewels and then, for good measure, burned her to a crisp in her own Dutch oven. Shameful.”


“Biggy, what are you doing?”


His mother had entered the room.


“Your grandmother is all bent out of shape. She can’t sit up. Why don’t you—”


“Oh, I’m all right,” said GiGi, sitting up, but a little crookedly.


But Biggy learned no more about Hansel, Gretel and GiGi’s murdered roomie, Jill. His mother started working over GiGi, finally summoning Amelie to carry his grandmother off to the bathroom, or maybe the kitchen, where they had set up a sort of baby chair to feed the old lady—who was not a witch.


There are no witches.
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A little later, Biggy made a decision, to visit GiGi, after school, almost every day. He tried not to explain to himself why he was doing this.


Sometimes, she would be sleeping and did not wake up. He pulled Grandpa Graham’s chair closer to her, found a book, and read beside GiGi until Amelie shooed him home.


Other times, GiGi would wake suddenly, see Biggy and begin in the middle of something. Like the time she remembered marrying Henry VIII.


“Terrible mistake,” she whispered. “I was number five. He cut off my head. Talk about the Queen of Hearts. That fat, horny bastard had a real executioner—with dirty feet, by the way. And you know what he said?”


“The executioner?”


“He said he was sorry. He said it wasn’t fair. Nice fella,” said GiGi. “And then, whack!”


Biggy never again accused GiGi of lying. Her lies were the best he’d ever heard because you didn’t have to believe them at all. They were impossible, but also more truthful than almost everything Biggy saw in real life. He knew he couldn’t live in GiGi’s neverland of impish lies and preposterous yarns, and he would have to learn to cope with the bullies at school and his mother’s rules and all of what GiGi called mishegoss and bullshit. But he could take comfort in GiGi’s lies because, best of all, they were GiGi’s lies.


On one of the last days they talked, she gave Biggy a thin paperback book, Slaughterhouse Five. She said, in a thin voice barely audible to Biggy, “I was with Kurt in Dresden, during the firestorm.”


“Kurt?”


Biggy looked at the book over and saw the author’s name.


“He was so frightened,” GiGi went on. “He was sure we were going to die. It was so hot, so dusty, so loud. The fire above us, my God! But I held him in my arms.”


She took a deep breath, and was silent then. She slumped forward, sleeping. Biggy took hold of her and leaned her backward. It was so easy. She was feather-light. Biggy thought of the scarecrow—not the witch!—in Oz, stuffed with straw, no muscles, no bones.
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Biggy’s mom came in one day. GiGi was sleeping, tiny and crunkled, surrounded by her afghan. Biggy’s mom took him firmly by the hand and led him away. In the car, she said, “You have to leave your grandma alone. She’s not well.”


GiGi wasn’t well? thought Biggy. What a surprise, Mom. Biggy didn’t say this out loud. But, even though he didn’t crack wise to his mother, she didn’t allow him to return to the big book-smelling room in the house on Lake Street.
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Until afterward.


His parents bought Biggy an entire suit. He had never had one before. It was black, and he got new shoes to match. On the way to the church on the hill, they stopped at the house on Lake Street and went in. Amelie was still there. Biggy’s mom and dad were in the kitchen with Amelie, drinking coffee and talking. Biggy went back to the big book-smelling room. It was exactly the same, but no GiGi.


A Connecticut Yankee was still on the table, next to Buddenbrooks. If he looked inside, he would find the bookmark and know exactly where she had stopped reading. He could find the very last word that GiGi had ever read. But he didn’t look. He was carrying the copy of Slaughterhouse Five GiGi had given him. It was hard but he was beginning to understand.


Biggy hesitated.


He crossed the room, toward her chair. The afghan still had her shape. Biggy reached over to touch the seat, where GiGi had lived and read, told lies and laughed that raspy laugh for most of the years Biggy had known her, listened, trusted, disbelieved and loved her. He touched the bright squares and pressed his hand into the wool, held it there, hoping for a patch of warmth that might not have flickered out.


Disappointed, he lifted his hand toward his face. Just like that, like a cello concert in a firestorm, like all the songs of GiGi’s dancing days, it filled his senses. The rest of the day, through sermons and dirges, through a circle of frowns around a grave and a bunch of prayers he barely heard, it never left him. The scent of lilac followed Biggy, tickled Biggy and—when the others weren’t looking—tempted him to dip down with his heels, go up on his toes.
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