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The late Robert Maynard, former publisher of the Oakland Tribune, challenged the media to diversify by the year 2000. They have failed to meet this challenge. An April 2 article in the New York Times reported: “The most prominent positions on television remain overwhelmingly with those who are white and male.” The same can be said of newspapers. Each day one may read at Richard Prince’s media site, sponsored by the Maynard Institute, of the firing, buyouts, and resignations of African American, Native American, Asian American, and Hispanic journalists. Most of the books reviewed are written by white males, whether the publication be the New York Review of Books, the American Book Review, or the Nation, even though the editor of the last magazine is a feminist. This is not the fault of those white male writers who continue to produce quality literature and among whom are those who struggle to have their talent recognized. Rather, it is the fault of the middle persons—reviewers, academics, and publishers—who require that all writers belonging to a particular ethnic group or race write like the acceptable tokens whose sales at Bookscan are muscular. These middle persons are depriving American readers of the variety of perspectives available to them.

Deprived of or excluded from the normal channels of communication by media increasingly monopolized by a few companies, people from diverse backgrounds and from different time periods may have no other means but writing to engage in a cross-cultural or a cross-time dialogue with one another. No other means to comment on the important issues both historical and current: war, slavery, race, anti-Semitism, gender, class, dysfunctional family life, and the like. Writing is a way by which minority thinkers can offer fresh perspectives and by which white thinkers can offer portraits of European Americans that are missing from the world as depicted by the corporate media, where all the men look like Tom Cruise and all the women look like Farah Fawcett.

So what are the views of those not required to file copy overnight for news stories or op-eds? Those not constricted by the pressure-cooker demands of 24/7 cable news programs in which, like championship wrestling matches, the outcome of debates is preordained by ratings-minded producers? What are the points of view of those who are not inhibited from expressing their true beliefs?

Such viewpoints were not to be found in coverage of the 2008 Democratic primary, which showed that the media, no matter how well equipped with modern special effects and the ability to transmit information from across the globe  instantaneously, haven’t abandoned their role as the village gossip who turns neighbor against neighbor. Unlike those wags, though, the media hire well-dressed, well-educated commentators to sell The Wedge for money. They flood the public’s consciousness with what 2008 Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama called “distractions.” At crucial moments during the 2008 Democratic primary, the media pitted blacks against women, even though a large percentage of black women voted for Obama, and pitted Asians and Latinos against blacks, even though, as Latino journalists pointed out, Latinos have voted for black candidates in the past. Their caveat was ignored.

As usual, it took the artist to go a step further. To cite the African heritage of Mexico, something even many Mexican American journalists have failed to mention, an exhibit held in Los Angeles was entitled “The African Presence in México: From Yanga to the Present” (January 31-June 1, 2008). According to the exhibit catalog:
The existence of Afro-Mexicans was officially affirmed in the 1990s when the Mexican government acknowledged Africa as Mexico’s ‘Third Root.’ For nearly 500 years, the existence and contributions of African descendants in Mexico have been overlooked, although they have continued to contribute their cultural, musical, and culinary traditions to Mexican society through the present day. This groundbreaking exhibition provides an important opportunity to revisit and embrace the African legacy in Mexico and the Americas while creating significant occasions for cross-cultural dialogue.






Pow Wow offers a gathering of writers from different backgrounds, ethnicities, and eras including the present. As only a small percentage of writers earn a living from their craft, the majority who do not are able to address the issues of the day without stockholders peering over their shoulders or being held to the bottom line. They can tell the truth as they see it. They can tell the truth about, for example, the original sin of American history, practiced when the most dominant actors were European settlers: slavery. The periodic demands for reparations to descendants of slaves indicate that the forced enslavement of Africans remains a topic over four hundred years after the landing of those ships with their human cargo in 1619.

In what might be considered a call-and-response, a form later made popular by the great storyteller Duke Ellington, Victor Séjour, a nineteenth-century black author, writes about a slave auction in “The Mulatto.” The title character in Stanley Elkins’s “I Look Out for Ed Wolfe” participates in a contemporary mock slave auction. Benjamin Franklin’s last letter and satire, “Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim on the Slave Trade,” written in 1790, shows that some of the arguments supporting slavery sound quite contemporary. He attributes the arguments to a fictional Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim, who tries to justify the enslavement of white Christians by Arabs. With this device, Franklin, who used the pen name Historicus, lampoons the southern justification for the enslavement of Africans, a feature of which defense was that they were better off here—in captivity—than they were in their homelands.

Over two hundred years later, one hears the same argument. Replying to Barack Obama’s speech on race, Pat Buchanan said, on March 21, 2008: “America has been the best country on earth for black folks. It was here that 600,000 black people, brought from Africa in slave ships, grew into a community of 40 million, were introduced to Christian salvation.”

The late Ralph Ellison doubted sociologists’ ability to capture the feel of human relationships. He might have had the same opinion of the yellow press, which offers commentators such as Pat Buchanan unlimited time to comment on race despite controversial statements of a racist nature that he has made in the past. Ellison believed that the writer was better at the task. Sociologists have their graphs, charts, statistics, and jargon, while fiction writers flesh out the way in which characters of different backgrounds—racial, ethnic, class—interact. If Harriet Beecher Stowe and Richard Wright had written sociological tracts rather than novels, they would not have had as powerful an impact upon the public.  Uncle Tom’s Cabin is credited with having started the Civil War, and Native Son, in the words of critic Irving Howe, changed how white Americans viewed black Americans. Wright’s character Bigger Thomas is not the kindly, subservient uncle staring out at shoppers from the box of rice.

Excluded from media power, American Indian, Hispanic, Asian American, and African American writers often use fiction to tell their side of the American story and to explore the fault lines that separate groups from one another. In the media it is left to outsiders to define members of ethnic groups, often with disastrous results like Birth of a Nation and the television series The Wire. Cecil Brown, a contributor to this anthology, remarked that he welcomed the recent Hollywood writers’ strike because it meant that less demeaning portraits of African Americans would appear in the media. Black representation in the screenwriters’ union is a paltry 2 percent.

The main character in John A. Williams’s “Son in the Afternoon” is a scriptwriter whose task is to weed out passages in movie scripts that might seem offensive to African Americans. He tussles with a white “hippie” writer who depicts African Americans in a stereotypical manner, an issue that “liberal” Hollywood has chosen to ignore. Film scholars have written about how films have damaged race relations. Black, Latino, and Native Americans complain about their lack of participation in the producing, directing, and writing of films having to do with their cultures. Hollywood has often stirred tensions between people of different groups. With all of its glitz, Hollywood, like television, is like those ancient village wags who engaged in scapegoating. Indeed, some of the most damaging portraits of blacks, the ones that influence public perceptions, are created by those who view themselves as members of the liberal and progressive left. They offer the scape-goaters red meat, while they dine on fish and white wine.

Lamed Shapiro writes about scapegoating in “White Challah,” included in The Cross and Other Jewish Stories published by Yale University Press. In this classic story, it’s the Jews who are blamed. “Someone said that all this was the fault of the Jews. Again the Jews! They sold Christ, they eat white challah and on top of it all they are to blame for everything.”

Writers can portray conflicts between city dwellers and country dwellers, or between Hispanics and Anglos, a tension rarely expressed in media that see  everything in black and white. Nash Candelaria’s “The Day the Cisco Kid Shot John Wayne” opens with an argument between members of a Mexican American family over whether country or city life is more desirable. In the midst of “a family uproar,” Uncle Luis shouts to the narrator’s father, “You think you’re too good for us . . . just because you finished high school and have a job in town! My God! We grew up in the country. Our parents and grandparents grew up in the country.”

Just like Elizabeth Nunez’s main character Sara Edgehill in Beyond the Limbo Silence, who is ripped from the tropics of Trinidad and moves to the cold climate of Wisconsin after she receives a scholarship from a Catholic school, the narrator, suddenly set down in the city, experiences cultural shock. “All the pale-faced Anglos were the vanilla ice cream, while we brown Hispanos were the sauce. The nun, with her starched white headdress under her cowl, could have been the whipped cream except that I figured she was too sour for that.” Later Sara observes, “I had never been among so many Anglo children before; they outnumbered us two to one. In the country church on Sundays it was rare to see an Anglo.”

The character in Jimmy Santiago Baca’s “Imagine My Life” also has problems with Anglos:


The Anglo boys mocked me and hurled insults at me. I felt ashamed and lowered my head, trying to hide my face. When they beat me up they were heroes; but when I struck back, defending myself and knocking them down, I got the name of troublemaker. Their blows boosted their self-esteem, while, for a time, my defenseless silence assured my survival.



Writers are also able to challenge the official history, the feel-good legends embraced by a knee-jerk patriotism. While the country still engages in a victory lap in the movies and in books over its conquest of Nazi fascism, the experience of the black soldier was quite different. Willie, the soldier in Frank Yerby’s “The Homecoming,” is one of those soldiers. After fighting valiantly in a segregated army, black soldiers thought that things would change when they returned home; that the Jim Crow laws and racist southern codes would disappear. Because Willie breaks the unwritten laws that define the proper attitude of a black man toward southern white people, Willie is considered wounded in the head, a “crazy nigger.” In this story, Yerby tackles a question that has, to this day, remained unanswered. How can a generation be called “great” when its claim to greatness is based upon a lie, when its members, while fighting an enemy whose racial theories plunged the world into war, practiced racism themselves? A generation that rewarded black soldiers by lynching them and depriving them of the GI Bill, which brought millions of white ethnics into the middle class? The treatment of black soldiers after World War II is among the most shameful episodes in American history.

Nancy Mercado, in her story “The Day They Went Shopping,” reminds us that the army is drawn disproportionately from among the poor—people not eligible for deferments. The “she” in the story muses, “[I]f she only had money, she could get her parents and brothers out of that apartment situated in a crippled house that made weird noises and swayed with the ocean winds.” One brother curses “his  meager living conditions to himself night after night.” He quits high school “only to find himself drafted into the Vietnam War.”

War also breaks up the home of a Native American family in Mary TallMountain’s “Naaholooyah.” The mother is dying, and the children wonder why they can’t live with their father in the barracks.

Many of the stories in this anthology enter into a kind of dialogue with each other that one doesn’t often find on the screen, where the side we’re on is virtuous while the other side is part of an Axis of Evil. The writer knows that human relations are more nuanced.

Ignored in the hoopla and flag-in-the-lapel rejoicing over the anniversary of the Allied triumph over another Axis is the ambiguity of African Americans’ attitude toward the war. Indeed, some were reluctant to fight against “colored” nations. Gerald Horne, in his work Race War: White Supremacy and the Japanese Attack on the British Empire, reports that more African Americans belonged to pro-Japanese fronts than to Communist fronts. Nation of Islam leader Elijah Muhammad was arrested for sedition during World War II and charged with making pro-Japanese speeches. John O. Killens never received a Pulitzer Prize because he wrote about this sentiment among black Americans. In his story “God Bless America,” as Cleo’s husband prepares to join his unit to fight in the Korean War, she says, “I don’t understand what colored soldiers have to fight for—especially against other colored people.” The war this time is fought in Korea. Instead of invading American forces finding faceless collateral damage or cartoon enemies like those portrayed in the classic Faces of the Enemy, fiction affords a gifted writer like Ty Pak opportunity to tell us how it feels to be on the receiving end. It’s Sunday, June 25, 1950, and South Korea is under attack:


With the intensifying American air raids, which did not distinguish between military and civilian targets, it wasn’t too uncommon to be reported missing, unless there were witnesses to the contrary. There was no food in the house, and Yoomi had to drag her heavy body laden with clothes, utensils, and other valuables for barter to the nearest open market, until we had nothing left. Even the bedding was gone, and we shivered at night.



Frank Yerby, John A. Williams, and John O. Killens wrote about World War II so that a future generation—one that isn’t burdened by racism, the monkey on the back of American history—would be exposed to an argument different from Tom Brokaw and Steven Spielberg’s view of the war. The latter’s version of World War II has been criticized by black servicemen for eliminating their contribution.

Propaganda books that cast black men as the chief impediment to African American progress are widely reviewed and praised, while books by Williams and Killens struggle to remain in print. They challenge the public lies. Again, the writer can tell the truth. Unlike other media, he or she is not burdened with the demand to fill mall movie houses with bodies, or required to compete about who can best cannibalize eyeballs—the mission of network and cable television.

“Take off that uniform and start behaving like a nigger” was how some white southerners greeted black soldiers who risked their lives to protect them. And  soldiers who returned from Vietnam think they had it bad. Not one of them was lynched. Yerby’s character Willie even had his leg shot off during the war. Willie returns from World War II no longer bowing and scraping before the master race. A few lines of dialogue tell the story. Willie approaches the town square, replete with Confederate regalia including a sign that reads: “No nation rose so white and pure, none fell so free of stain.” He is taunted by one of the white townsmen:


“What do it say, boy?” he asked.

Willie looked past him at the dusty, unpaved streets straggling out from the Monument.

“I ask you a question, boy.” The white man’s voice was very quiet.

“You talking to me?” Willie said softly.

“You know Goddamn well I’m talking to you. You got ears, ain’t you?”

“You said boy,” Willie said. “I didn’t know you was talking to me.”

“Who else could I been talking to, nigger?” the white man demanded.

“I don’t know,” Willie said. “I didn’t see no boys around.”



Even an old Colonel Bob, Willie’s mentor before the war, is shocked at the insolence of the returning veteran. “‘Do you think it’s right,’ Colonel Bob asked evenly, ‘for you to talk to a white man like this—any white man—even me?’”

With “Manny,” Floyd Salas has written one of the best stories about city life during World War II. It’s about a Hispanic soldier, Manny, and the younger brother who admires him. The scene is downtown Oakland, just as white flight was beginning and before people, drawn by television, disappeared into their homes. The dance halls were full and celebrants were entertained by big bands.

War has been a theme covered by American storytellers for hundreds of years. In the ancient Tlingit story told by Anna Nelson Harry, “Giant Rat,” combatants fight over rat skin. Reasons for modern warfare aren’t all that different from what they were in ancient times. In “The War Prayer,” Mark Twain mocks the standard jingoistic appeal that demagogues continue to use to mobilize the public for war. With the creation of bombing from the air, powerful nations have been able to subdue weaker populations with little opposition. But Vietnam and Afghanistan have shown that the mighty United States and Russian fighting forces can be humbled by those who in a former time would have been dismissed as “tribesmen.”

Terrorism, including suicide bombing and kidnapping, has become a common feature of modern warfare. Terrorists targeted the La Belle Disco in Berlin on April 5, 1986. Cecil Brown’s character Jimmy in “Berlin Disco Inferno” was there: “On the grass where he is standing now, with the rain still slightly falling, he remembers that night when people were walking around with their clothes hanging on them like rags, not far from where he is standing. Another fifty or sixty people lay scattered all over the streets.”

In the United States, the spread of privately owned modern weapons into urban, suburban, and rural areas has led to carnage, but so powerful and so armed with cash is the gun lobby that politicians are too timid to challenge its influence. In a series of movies—American Gangster, Street Kings, and Training Day—white heroes use black, Latino, and Asian gang members as target practice. Left entirely  unaddressed are the social conditions that create gang members, the focus of Danny Romero’s “Mice.” In this story a dissolute Hispanic apartment dweller is harassed by some black children with a number of sometimes dangerous pranks. Given that one of the children has an alcoholic mother and a convict father, we know that the pranks might lead to more serious antisocial activities. A character who did do prison time in Jimmy Santiago Baca’s story “Imagine My Life” speaks about the importance of listening to wise elders from whom one can learn to avoid falling in with bad company. Of his grandmother, the character reflects: “I could have learned from her; I could have been a better man than I am today. My life seemed to me a fool’s jig of drunken jesters dancing for the deaf and blind.”

Lucha Corpi presents a Hispanic gang member in her story “Insidious Disease,” in which she shows that a good writer can award hero status to those shunned by a mainstream whose heroes tend to be white and male. Her story mentions Rubén Salazar, the crusading Hispanic journalist in Los Angeles who was murdered by the Los Angeles police while reporting on an anti-Vietnam War demonstration. Blacks, Latinos, and Native Americans have complained about their brutal treatment at the hands of the white police since the days of the “patarollers,” whites who monitored the movements of slaves found off the plantations. During the O.J. Simpson trial, detective Mark Furhman, caught on tape, boasted about police stations whose walls were “caked with the blood” of black suspects.

Before there were urban black, Hispanic, and Asian American gangs, Jewish, Italian, and Irish American gangs left the streets littered with their murder victims. In James T. Farrell’s “For White Men Only,” a white gang beats up two black swimmers whose aim is to integrate a public swimming pool in Chicago. The black main character, Alfred, says as he sets out on his mission, “[I]f the Negro was to go on being afraid of the white man, he was never going to get anywhere, and if the Negro wanted more space to swim in, he just had to go and take it.” The white gang, led by Buddy Coen, justifies “pounding a few black bastards full of lumps” as a way of protecting “all these white girls bathing around here.”

But lest you think whites have a monopoly on bigotry, check out the black racists in Walter K. Lew’s “Black Korea 2”; or Harold Ball, E. Donald Two-Rivers’ black bus driver in “Harold’s Ball,” a character one rarely finds in contemporary fiction: a black man seen through the eyes of a Native American writer as he engages in a conflict with bus passengers. Harold’s most serious confrontation involves two white gay men. Unlike politicians and the cable guys and girls, he just doesn’t have the power to do anything about his homophobia. Two-Rivers uses the omniscient narrator to get into the head of a lovable black bigot. We travel with Harold Ball as he drives his bus through some hazardous urban zones. “He claimed to hate his job,” Two-Rivers writes. “He hated noisy teenagers, especially black girls and Mexicans. . . . He hated the Chicago Sun-Times because of its conservative writing, yet he read it every day without fail.” Harold looks forward to retirement: “‘Once I retire, I’m getting my ass out of Chicago, I can tell you that much.’” But we know from an earlier description of his ambivalent attitude toward the Chicago newspaper that he doesn’t mean it. Unlike those scriptwriters and novelists who present a monochromatic view of people classified arbitrarily as “minorities,” Two-Rivers provides us with the full scope of his character’s personality. After he has an  encounter with some gay passengers, Harold changes his mind about Chicago. Of these passengers, he muses:


Character. That’s where it’s at. The Indian got character and the young white girl too. If that ain’t character, I don’t know what is, he thought. Respect your elders. Now that’s character, he thought, . . . despite the baggy pants and her daddy’s underwear. Even those two gay guys. They was willing to stand up for what they believed in and get their gay asses whipped if they had to or, maybe, whip some old foolish ass.



The “old foolish ass” is Harold.

Whereas Harold Ball criticizes the style of the younger generation, young people in stories by Hillel Heinstein, Corie Rosen, Mitch Berman, and Robert Hass observe the customs and styles of an older generation. While the relationship that the sister and brother have to the nation of Israel in Hillel Heinstein’s “Let’s Go, Israel” is problematic, their parents, now elderly, plan to expatriate to that country. The youngster in Corie Rosen’s “The Funeral” observes how his parents deal with the grief caused by the death of his sister. In Mitch Berman’s “The Poorest Boy in Chicago,” the curmudgeonly grandfather hides his affection for his grandson with a brusque exterior caused by growing up during the Depression. In “Moses Mama,” William Melvin Kelley provides us with the portrait of Nanny Eva Dunford, who claims that she was once a slave. Her feminism is based on Scripture. Rosie Lieber was a liberated woman before it was fashionable. In the great Grace Paley’s “Goodbye and Good Luck,” which exhibits the poetic beauty that Yiddish speakers brought to English, she tells her niece, Lillie, about her on-again off-again affair with the married Yiddish actor Volodya Vlashkin, the Valentino of Second Avenue.

Unlike the fifty-inch plasma screen, these writers, like E. Donald Two-Rivers, offer three-dimensional portraits of people of different ethnic groups. Two-Rivers’s black man is different from the 24/7 parade of black men shuffling across our TV screens in handcuffs and jumpsuits. And James T. Farrell—in contrast to many contemporary white authors, who seem to get all their information about blacks from hip-hop CDs and the news—knew enough about the black struggle to create convincing black characters.

But, again, Gerald Vizenor shows that bigoted attitudes are not the monopoly of any one group. In “Panic Portage,” Vizenor comments with characteristic dry wit on Native Americans’ ownership of casinos. An urbane Indian who has gone from flannel shirts to Armani explains to a visitor to The Good Cheer Casino about expulsion of Afro-Cherokees from the Cherokee Nation.


The Cherokee, as you know, were slavers, and then, five or six generations later they voted to deny the rights to almost three thousand freedman, but racial separatism is never an exoneration for the shame of slavery. Now we hear the blues of the native slavers, once we had some color. The Cherokee benefited from the labor, culture, and color of their slaves. The recent plebiscite of racist separatism was motivated by greed, dominance, and racial hatred.



When Andrew Jackson expelled the Cherokee from their traditional homelands, the Indians took their black slaves with them on the Trail of Tears. Vizenor also takes shots at hunters “in designer camouflage, snowmobilers in noisy insulated suits, men and women of sport and mockery. . . . They loudly toast and boast, and propagate the cruel separation of humans and animals.” Humans not only treat each other cruelly, but also animals.

Writers can challenge gender stereotypes, as well as unexamined notions about people who engage in antisocial behavior. A recent issue of a slick magazine featured photos of some of Hollywood’s leading women actors posed in skimpy attire as though they were auditioning before the Mayflower Madam. When these women lose their looks, or grow older, they will not be as much in demand. Without stockholders looking over their shoulders, good writers can present a variety of women, including some who would never pass a screen test or recline on a director’s casting couch. In the movies, whites with no visible means of employment live in co-op apartment buildings like New York’s beautiful Ansonia, where the Tom Cruise character lives in Vanilla Sky.

In “The Guinea Pig Lady,” Russell Banks writes of his character Flora Pease: “You often hear in these small towns of a woman no one will deal with anymore, except to sell her something she wants or needs—food, clothing, or shelter. In other words, you don’t have a social relationship with a woman like Flora, you have an economic one, and that’s it.” Flora lives in a trailer park. “She was about forty or forty-five, kind of flat-faced and plain, a red-colored person, with short red hair and a reddish tint to her skin. Even her eyes, which happened to be pale blue, looked red, as if she smoked too much and slept too little, which, as it later turned out, happened to be true.” Her body is “blocky and square-shaped.” Flora Pease is a character whom writers have the freedom to write about, a woman who will never be played by Nicole Kidman. Banks writes, “Magicians, wise men, and fools are supposed to be able to recognize each other instantly, but so, too, are poor women who raise children alone.”

A writer with Banks’s talent can also shatter accepted myths. The face of domestic violence, not only in the media but even on a stamp issued by the Post Office, is a black face. Through the character Doreen, an abused wife, Banks shows that white men are capable of injuring women as well. Unlike the trailer park white woman in Banks’s story, the Puerto Rican couple in “The Last Dream,” by Edgardo Vega Yunqué, has tasted success, but the nagging issue of assimilation dogs the two in their “spacious, high-ceilinged Upper West Side apartment on Riverside Drive,” evidence that they have escaped their Puerto Ricanness. They live in a world in which the familiar icons of white culture are honored, lest they be reminded of their roots. Of the wife, Yunqué writes:


[S]he had grown up in the shadow of La Marqueta, and both of them had been raised speaking “Puertorican,” as most of their friends said; her insides screaming with the rage of wanting to announce that she was one of those dreaded Puerto Ricans; cringing whenever the papers or television made the distinctions between Blacks, Whites, and Puerto Ricans; wanting to state  that there were white Puerto Ricans and instead keeping to safe ground and always announcing that they were Spanish.



Isn’t it refreshing to encounter Puerto Rican characters different from those we encounter in popular culture, where they are framed by those who aren’t Puerto Rican?

Just as Russell Banks and Edgardo Vega Yunqué acquaint us with characters whom we rarely see on television or on the movie screen, Paule Marshall presents Reena, a black woman unlike those who’ve become pop culture mainstays—prostitutes, or models for Michelin tires. Among other things, she’s a reader. Her library is located in “a cold-water railroad flat above a kosher butcher on Belmont Avenue in Brownsville” in Brooklyn. “For Reena, as early as the age of twelve, had had a quality that was unique, superior, and therefore dangerous.”


At thirteen, for instance, she was reading Zola, Hauptmann, Steinbeck, while I was still in the thrall of the Little Minister and Lorna Doone. When I could barely conceive of the world beyond Brooklyn, she was talking of the Civil War in Spain, lynchings in the South, Hitler in Poland—and talking with the outrage and passion of a revolutionary.



The narrator and Reena meet as adults. The occasion is the wake for Reena’s Aunt Vi, who “never really got to enjoy her bed of roses what with only Thursdays and every other Sunday off. All that hard work. All her life. . . . Our lives have got to make more sense, if only for her.”

Like Nanny Eva Dunford in William Melvin Kelley’s story, the black women characters drawn by Paule Marshall and Kristin Hunter are fully realized. But while Aunt Vi’s generation—the last of the domestic workers, who in 1900 made up 80 percent of employed black women—was beset by economic hardships, the generation to which Marshall’s narrator and Reena belong are educated. Their problems are with relationships. Reena’s affairs with both white and black men have ended in breakups. The white man uses her to visit revenge upon his father. Her marriage to her black husband disintegrates when his fragile ego cannot withstand his being married to a woman who has a life that doesn’t depend on his. In Marshall’s story, we are reminded again of the color hierarchy that exists among some minority groups, for not only within African American communities but also within Mexican American, Puerto Rican American, Cuban American, and South Asian ones, the lighter you are the better the breaks you are likely to receive. Reena says,


Because I was dark I was always being plastered with Vaseline so I wouldn’t look ashy. Whenever I had my picture taken they would pile a whitish powder on my face and make the lights so bright I always came out looking ghostly. My mother stopped speaking to any number of people because they said I would have been pretty if I hadn’t been so dark. Like nearly every little black girl, I had my share of dreams of waking up to find myself with long, blond curls, blue eyes, and skin like milk.



Marshall thus offers a glimpse into the color divide that still exists in ethnic communities. Many minority women are indoctrinated from an early age to believe that the standard of beauty must be that of the white woman icon of the time. They play with dolls that don’t resemble them. In “Shirley Temple, Hotcha-cha,” Wakako Yamauchi writes: “My Shirley doll sits on my dresser now. I bought her a new wig and made a fancy nylon dress for her. She smiles at me. Her lips are cracked, she’s a bit sallow, the luster is gone from her blue eyes. She’s not what she used to be. But she’s been around a long time now.”

Ntozake Shange and her generation are not as reserved in their complaints about the conventional standard of beauty that diminishes their beauty. “Anyway,” says the narrator in “aw, babee, you so pretty,” “the whole world knows, european & non-european alike, the whole world knows that nobody loves the black woman like they love farrah fawcett-majors. the whole world don’t turn out for a dead black woman like they did for marilyn monroe.”

Some of those whose appearance is not compatible with a particular country’s standard of beauty undergo painful physical alterations to appear beautiful. In a country where straight hair is desirable, those with hair that is not straight use chemicals to make it so. Others’ appearance fit the standard well enough that no alteration is necessary. George Schuyler in his great 1931 satire, Black No More, made a wager with white readers that they could not trace their ancestry without uncovering black relations. Millions of Americans have black ancestry, though their outward appearance is Caucasian. Authors such as Charles Chesnutt and Walter White were so externally “white,” they had the option of passing in the white world, an option exercised by millions. Many black families have relatives who have disappeared into the shadows of white America.

Most American critics concentrate on literature authored by whites, regardless of right-wing propaganda that falsely claims that in American universities and colleges Toni Morrison has replaced Shakespeare. These conservative critics, ignorant of other storytelling traditions, credit William Faulkner and Philip Roth for inventing and keeping alive passing stories. But passing stories are like magical realist stories, which in North America are actually centuries old. In early American stories, animals transform themselves into humans in order to obtain human mates, sometimes by kidnapping.

Of course, Roth didn’t have to go to blacks to find a contemporary example of passing. Members of his ethnic group, Jewish Americans, changed their names, as the Irish did, in order to fit in. Some of them, like some Mexican Americans, straightened their hair to avoid being identified as black. From the time of Séjour to today’s literature featuring biracial characters, a number of writers have tackled the issue. Sometimes the passing and denial of one’s roots leads to tragic results, as in Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s “The Stones of the Village.” But at other times, as in Langston Hughes’s “Who’s Passing for Who?” about mistaken identity, passing can often be a source of amusement. Hughes used the phrase “laughing to keep from crying” to describe the comic possibilities of harrowing situations that blacks encounter in everyday life.

In Ray Smith’s “Decoy,” the experience of blacks being watched by store personnel while shopping in department stores is given a comic twist when two con  artists deceive a store detective. In Chester Himes’s “The Clochard,” published here for the first time, it is an American tourist who is duped, in this case by French hustlers.

Although some characters might attempt to shed their identity by disappearing into a sea of whiteness, others search for a cultural or ethnic anchor. The main character in “Tales Left Untold,” by Aphrodite Désirée Navab, says: “I am Iranian, Greek, American. Not just one, but all of them. How I’ve tried for consistency, to be one of them, complete! Just one of them, please. Just to make things neat.”

Mistaken identity can have tragic results. In Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “The Lynching of Jube Benson,” the lynchers murder the wrong black. There must be thousands of blacks and Hispanics who’ve been imprisoned and even lynched or executed as a result of witnesses’ inability to distinguish one black or Hispanic from another. George S. Schuyler, one of the country’s great satirists, began on the left but spent his later years writing for conservative publications. In his sardonic story “Lynching for Profit,” he predicted that cable networks and the press would commercialize the hi-tech pillorying of black celebrities for their customers’ entertainment. Schuyler, who didn’t suffer fools, would have scoffed at recent media discussions about who can use the N-word. Here again, while the public intellectual or academic opportunist might generate book sales by weighing in on the discussion, Charles Wright gets into the viscera of the topic with his “A New Day,” about the character Lee Mosely’s response to the charged word.

Some assume identities willfully, while others have identities imposed on them. For more than one hundred years, writers have addressed the European heritage of most African Americans, a subject that rarely arises in public discussion. But this unscientific designation has been imposed on blacks to this day. And they are not the only ones who have been subjected to mistaken identity. In Leo Surmelian’s “The Sombrero,” an Armenian is mistaken for a Mexican. Many immigrants who are not considered white in their country discover that in North America, they can achieve a whiteness upgrade. Undergoing interrogation before entering Canada, a character in Sholeh Wolpé’s story “My Brother at the Canadian Border” is asked the ethnicity of his parents. He answers that his father is from Iran and his mother from Russia. The interrogator tells him,


“You are white.”

My brother stumbled back. . . . “O my God! All these years and I did not know. I am white. I can go anywhere. Do anything.”



Before the recent arrival of immigrants from Southeast Asia and Central and South America, the Irish, the Germans, and the Italians were caught between abiding by the customs of the old country and the tug of assimilation—another subject treated by American writers. In Judith Ortiz Cofer’s “Silent Dancing,” the title piece from her 1990 collection of essays and poems, available from Arte Publico Press, the father is the central character. His name is mostly in upper case letters. He and his family live in El Building, an apartment building formerly occupied by Jews who, with the Italian Americans, were among the last “white groups” to flee the inner city. The second generation mixes the customs of the old country with those of the  new, celebrating both Christmas and Día de Reyes, just as some Jewish Americans celebrate both Hanukkah and Christmas, and some Muslim families enjoy Ramadan and Christmas, and many black Americans Kwanzaa and Christmas. As the young member of a Jewish family says, “Not forgetting we were Jewish did not, however, mean forgetting Christmas.”

The tensions between the mother and father in Cofer’s story are those of the first generation, those born in one country only to settle in a new one. The father discourages his children from mingling with the Puerto Rican families in El Building; with his navy pension separating him and his neighbors economically, he wants to leave the physical barrio. His daughter seeks another way out by passing, another ancient theme in American storytelling. “I can pass for an American girl anywhere—I’ve tried it—at least for Italian, anyway. I never speak Spanish in public. . . . I have an American boyfriend.” The key tensions in this story exist between the Father, the Patriarch, capitalized, and the mother, presented in lowercase most of the time. The Father, the Patriarch, wants to get away from the barrio. The mother wishes to remain with her own kind.

The United States might be the place where shape changers are required to make a pilgrimage before they die. It may be the center of reinventing oneself. By surveying stories by writers from different cultural, economic, racial, class, and gender points of view, we are able to draw contrasts. In many older tales shape changing is taken quite literally, such as in the magical realist story “A Black Mare,” from the Southwest, in which a horse and a woman exchange shapes. Compare that to the contemporary story “Thin” found here, in which Minjon LeNoir-Irwin also refers to literal shape changing, but in a far different context, satirizing one’s body shape as an American obsession. Americans paying billions of dollars to lose weight only to regain the pounds might be the ultimate expression of shape changing.

Class issues are addressed in Kristin Hunter’s “Debut.” The mother has plans for moving her daughter into a higher social station—class shifting.


It was her mother who had ingratiated her way into the Gay Charmers two years ago, taking all sorts of humiliation from the better-dressed, better-off, lighter-skinned women, humbly making and mending their dresses, fixing food for their meetings. . . . The club had put it off as long as they could, but finally they had to admit Mrs. Simmons to membership because she worked so hard. And that meant, of course, that Judy would be on the list for this year’s Ball.



Gender issues have been treated by American storytellers since those told by early Native Americans. Try “Condor Steals Falcon’s Wife,” told by Ross Ellis, of the Yowlumni Yokuts of California, collected in Surviving Through the Days: Translations of Native California Stories and Songs edited by Herbert W. Luthin and available from University of California Press. Also see Washington Irving’s classic “The Devil and Tom Walker,” which would by today’s standards be considered misogynistic because of the portrayal of Tom Walker’s wife as a shrew. Poet Ann Bradstreet complains about the restrictions that Puritan society placed on women.  Although blueprints have been imposed on American writers—disproportionately so on minority writers—few have submitted. Mike Gold, a Marxist writer who captures his times and deserves more readers, criticized black writer Claude McKay for writing about cabarets and gin. The feminist blueprint seems to require that women characters be positive, that they dwell in a world where they are always the victims. Gloria Steinem drew the ire of black feminists when she claimed that gender is more restrictive in American life than race. Nicholas Kristof said, following Steinem’s lead, that racism will be easier to overcome than sexism. Both seem to have equated the conditions of black, yellow, brown, and red women and men with that of white women.

Longevity rates would seem to refute such an assessment. White women on average survive to the age of eighty-one, while the average life span of black men is sixty-seven years. This is not to say that patriarchs can’t be stupidly cruel. The family in Yuri Kageyama’s “The Father and the Son” has a higher income than Russell Banks’s trailer park dwellers. The father worked at NASA and helped “send people to the moon,” but in the story’s beginning scene he is lying in a hospital after suffering a stroke. The NASA scientist is now “a lump of meat.” This father has often been brutal with his daughter, who recalls: “He reached out and smacked me across the cheek. I would get thrown off my chair. I would see yellow stars circle in my head just like the Saturday morning cartoons.”

Unlike Kristin Hunter’s character Mrs. Simmons in “Debut,” most mothers don’t have the time to enhance the social standing of their children. I am one of millions of children, black, Hispanic, and Asian, who often had to fend for themselves while their mothers were away taking care of other families. Both my grandmother and mother did day work until my mother made a fuss at a department store and obtained a white-collar job. “Why are all the black women stock girls?” she complained to management.

The mother in Alejandro Murguía’s “Boy on a Wooden Horse” also leaves her son with others—not because she is cleaning the homes of the well-off but because she is an aspiring actress. Murguía writes: “As Mother becomes ever more busy with her career, La Guela [the boy’s grandmother] takes over the task of raising me. She demands devotion to her saints, but her endless praying bores me. When I’m forced to kneel with her, I mix up the prayers so she becomes confused.”

The mother in Al Young’s “Going for the Moon” is estranged from her family, which consists of two brothers, one of whom is the other brother’s guardian. “Even though Edrick wasn’t but twenty-two, that was old enough for him to be my legal guardian.” While the brothers try to make ends meet in a San Francisco apartment, located above a bar, their mother is drying out in Texas. “And as much as Moms and me fought and didn’t get along, especially when she was juicing and smoking that stuff, I still missed her something terrible. Sometime in the middle of the afternoon, while I’d be working at the bookstore or in the middle of some class, I’d remember how Moms’d spoken to me inside a dream I’d forgot I had the night before. I worried about her, and wondered how long she was gonna stay down in Texas, drying out.”

In John A. Williams’s “Son in the Afternoon,” the narrator reflects the resentment of those children of color whose mothers doubled as mothers for white families. Of his mother, Nora, the narrator says:


But somehow when the six of us, her own children, were growing up we never had her. She was gone, out scuffling to get those crumbs to put into our mouths and shoes for our feet and praying for something to happen so that all the space in between would be taken care of. Nora’s affection for us took the form of rushing out into the morning’s five o’clock blackness to wake some silly bitch and get her coffee.



Of the attention that Nora gives to Ronnie, the child of the white family, the narrator says, bitterly, “We never had the physical affection, the pat on the head, the quick, smiling kiss, the ‘gimmie a hug’ routine. All of this Ronnie was getting.” And a few paragraphs later: “[Ronnie’s] head bobbed gently on Nora’s shoulder. The only time I ever got that close to her was when she trapped me with a bear hug so she could whale the daylights out of me after I put a snowball through Mrs. Grant’s window.”

The mother in Williams’s story challenges the feminist blueprint for fiction: that all women must be good, and all men bad. Is violence in the DNA only of men, or do women commit domestic violence too? In Bharati Mukherjee’s “A Wife’s Story,” the narrator’s mother “was beaten by her mother-in-law, my grandmother, when she registered for French lessons.”

I still don’t know why the feminist movement has adopted Zora Neale Hurston as an icon. In her literature, women can be just as duplicitous as men, while in standard feminist literature all the women are good and all the men are louts. Unlike the Greenwich Village comfort women that Fielding Dawson and others write about, Delia in Hurston’s “Sweat” reaches the breaking point in her relationship with her abusive and clownish husband, Sykes: “Delia’s habitual meekness seemed to slip from her shoulders like a blown scarf. She was on her feet; her poor little body, her bare knuckly hands bravely defying the strapping hulk before her.” But in Hurston’s story “The Gilded Six Bits,” it’s the woman who is messed up.

Like the women in Katherine Mansfield’s “Leves Amores,” men are the furthest things from the minds of the title characters in Gertrude Stein’s “Miss Furr and Miss Skeene” (fur and skin?). But it seems that here and elsewhere, Stein is more interested in rhythm and lulling the reader into a trance than in telling a story. Stein reminds the reader that at one time writers were prohibited from writing about gay sex explicitly. Susanne Lee’s characters Kari and Alex show how much progress has been made. The two make the chic Hong Kong scene in Lee’s “Vol de Nuit.” Alex, of the “‘never leave home without mascara and lipstick’ school,” services older men for money. How does she handle the “ugly fogies?” Her answer: “Close your eyes, count and think of God or any man you desire.” Though Kari has an “emperor” in London, the two women seem to be more interested in each other than men. And if one compares Stein’s heavily coded story about women lovers to Russell Charles Leong’s story “Geography One,” one  can gauge how assertive, like the gay passengers on Harold Ball’s bus, gay fiction has become.

At one time, the same stigma was applied to couples from different races. In fact, in some states, prohibitions against “interracial” marriage existed until the 1960s, even though millions of blacks were biracial. A stigma still seems to be attached to such couplings, but not as much as in former times. Many whites are still opposed to such arrangements, and some blacks, even those with PhDs, sound like Klansmen and Klanswomen when speaking of such pairings. All that separates them from a Grand Dragon or somebody else in a white sheet are their designer clothes. In Roberta Hill’s story “Cables,” a “black guy” who is “French, Irish, African-American, and Cherokee,” and a woman—“Mohawk, Dakota, and French”—are attracted to each other.

Moses and Alva in Stanley Crouch’s “Dream a Dream of Me,” also seem to enjoy each other’s company. Like Conyus Calhoun’s narrator in “Wormwood,” an endearing portrait of North Beach denizens that spotlights the social diversity of that San Francisco district, the reader travels with the couple as they hit the New York landmarks—the Apollo Theater, the Savoy, the Modern Art and Metropolitan museums, Carnegie Hall. The time is the 1940s when avant-garde jazz artists were blossoming on 52nd Street. One of their friends is Charlie Parker. Lester Young, the great tenor man, also makes a cameo appearance, and Moses is put off by his bad manners. Unlike the stick figures that we see in the movies and on television, Crouch presents blacks who have culture. Like Crouch’s couple, the characters in Ellen Geist’s “Big Bug” shows that some cultures resist being vacuumed up by “the Anglo Saxon mainstream,” as one writer in the New York Review of Books wishes it to be. He said that blacks were the only ones holding up complete assimilation—that they were a drag on the process of our becoming all alike.

In “Big Bug” the couple consists of a patient who awaits the results of a biopsy and her doctor, who at a crucial moment shows his humanity—a comment on the impersonal and sometimes begrudging services one receives from HMOs, for whom profit is the goal.

Family members are alienated not only from one another but also from government. Vivian Demuth, in “Night of the FEMA Trailers,” makes government incompetence the object of her stinging satire.

On the tube and in the movies, stereotypes about different religions are looped endlessly. The old stereotype of the sinister Oriental “Fu Man Chu” has been replaced by the sinister Islamofacsist. Just as many Americans during World War II could not distinguish between Japanese who’d been American citizens for generations and the enemy, Island Japanese, many today cannot distinguish between American-born Muslims and those who bombed the World Trade Center. While movies and television commentators have whipped up hysteria against Muslim Americans, the brilliant young writer Wajahat Ali succeeds in his story “Ramadan Blues” not only to teach readers about some of the customs of Islam but also to introduce us to a young Muslim who has the same obsessions as members of his generation. He struggles to fast during the Muslim holy holidays. He makes a vow to his father: “‘I promise not to eat during my fast. I will only eat at maghrib, after the sun sets, with every other fasting Muslim.’” Ali reminds us: “This previous  promise fell victim to a delectable and treacherous ‘M&M.’ Like Eve and her apple, the young boy discovered his ‘fall from grace’ stuck to the inner linings of his Husky pants’ pocket covered with a still edible chocolate-y goodness. His first attempt at fasting was hijacked by a stale, melted candy.”

Most interactions between different ethnic and racial groups are mediated by outsiders. An anthology such as this one provides an unrefereed, one-to-one encounter between divergent social interests. In “Gold Coast,” James Alan McPherson examines a relationship between a black student and an apprentice to an Irish American building manager. Fielding Dawson looks at a legendary black tavern owner in “Pirate One.” In “Backcity Transit by Day,” Wanda Coleman views a Hispanic woman through the eyes of a black woman.

When people ask, Does writing change things or affect events, they should look at this anthology, where they will learn and even be entertained by points of view unavailable elsewhere. In Hollywood and television, it’s a 24/7, 99-cent fast-food intellectual diet. When I compare these fiction writers’ contributions to what is called the marketplace of ideas, with its bought-and-paid-for points of view that monopolize the attention of average members of the public, who get all their information about the world from television and have their opinions of other groups influenced by Hollywood, I regret that there are no antitrust laws that apply to art.

In assembling this anthology, I have read over four hundred short stories written by American writers of all backgrounds. It is a journey I recommend for all readers who want to know where American civilization has been and where it is going. It is a pow wow, a gathering of voices from the different American tribes.
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“I promise.”

The young boy—ashamed, dishonored, and fearing the wrath of a vengeful, omnipotent Allah—promised his Pakistani immigrant father with conviction and resolve.

“I promise not to eat during my fast. I will only eat at maghrib, after the sun sets, with every other fasting Muslim.”

This previous promise fell victim to a delectable and treacherous “M&M.” Like Eve and her apple, the young boy discovered his “fall from grace” stuck to the inner linings of his Husky pants’ pocket covered with a still edible chocolate-y goodness. His first attempt at fasting was hijacked by a stale, melted candy.

But, that was 2 days ago on the 27th of Ramadan. The blessed month—the young boy was taught—in which Muslims fast from eating, drinking, and being bad people, so Allah would be happy with them and forgive their sins and let them enter heaven and not go to Hell, where they would burn forever and ever and ever.

During the month of Ramadan, fasting Muslims were also forbidden from engaging in “adult activity” and “fornication” until sunset. The young boy asked his parents, “What does adult activity and for-nee-katyon mean? Is that what happens when men and women go to their rooms, lock the doors and it sounds like they’re hurting each other?”

The parents, flushed with concerned, grave looks blindsided by a question they hoped to avoid till the boy was a teenager, sharply answered, “We’ll tell you when you’re older! Who taught you this word?”

“It’s in the book you gave me about Ramadan.”

The mother’s eagle eyes honed in on the father, whose lowered head conceded a confession.

“Just—don’t worry about that now. Tomorrow is the last day of Ramadan, and you will inshallah—God willing—do your first roza, right?” coached his mother.

“First successful roza,” added his father both proud and hopeful. “Mashallah—what a big boy doing your first fast. So much sooner and younger than all the other boys! Everyone at the community iftar will be so proud of you.”

“Be sure to tell the uncles and aunties you fasted,” reminded his mother. “Then, they will give you more eidi money and presents on Eid. Except of course for Shabnam Aunty and Abdullah uncle—they are kanjoose makhi choos [Literal translation: Misers who suck more than a bee]. Never once have they given you eidi. We’ve given their 4 children eidi money on every Eid year after year . . .” and the young boy, accustomed to his mother’s rants, stopped paying attention and ran upstairs to play his Nintendo.

Later that night, the boy’s father quietly entered the boy’s room as the boy violently mashed his thumbs against the plastic game controller. The father smiled looking at the son. “What’s so funny?” inquired the young boy. “Nothing,” remarked the father.

“Beta, I want to give you this,” said the father as he placed two crisp George Washingtons in his son’s pudgy hands. “Is this my eidi already? But it’s not even Eid  yet! And last year, you gave me $10.” The father smiled and calmly replied, “It’s not your eidi, relax. Inshallah, you’ll get more on Eid. Don’t be greedy! I’m giving you $2 now on one condition and one condition only: you promise me again not to eat during your fast tomorrow. After the sun sets, then you can eat iftar with all the other Muslims only after sunset. If you complete the fast, I’ll give you $5 at iftar.”

“Whoa!” exclaimed the boy.

“Yes. 5 whole dollars just for you on top of this 2 dollar down payment. Ok? But, if you break your promise and eat like you did before, then, well, I will be very disappointed, beta. So, do you think you can do it? Think before promising. Remember, Allah knows all our intentions and thoughts. Can you make an honest promise?” questioned the father, still holding on to the green.

“I-I promise—this time I’ll do it. I swear.”

The father released the money, kissed the boy on the cheek—which prompted the boy to wipe the disgusting wetness off his face with left palm as per custom of all young boys. The father made his way for the door having successfully completed the contract. Just before leaving, the father put his hands in his khameez and remembered—

“Wait, beta. Here, I want you to have something.” The father looked down at the furry item, and his eyes—if only for a moment—recalled a youth long since passed but not entirely forgotten.

“My father gave this to me when I was a boy your age—many, many years ago,  beta. It reminds me of you. So, now it is yours.” The father gave the young boy a small plush toy that looked like a white cow with two small horns.

“Why are you giving me a cow?” asked the boy.

“It’s a bakra—a goat. It’s zidee like you.”

“What does zidee mean?”

“It means stubborn.”

“What does stubborn mean?”

The father smiled, and, before leaving, answered, “I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

The boy examined the plush toy that wiggled around in his hands making a “whish” squishy sound when he pressed it. He tossed it aside and thought to himself, “Why do I get so hungry when I fast? I get so hungry especially towards the end. I’m always hungry” the young boy mused to himself, fearing tomorrow’s impending dietary discipline. This piety exercise seemed unfair and almost cruel to the portly seven year old boy, whose famished innards played a vigorous game of pinball with his organs and growled like Chewbacca only 2 days ago during his initial aborted fasting attempt.

Praying to Allah as he nuzzled, comfortably, in bed underneath his Batman blankets, wearing his Spiderman pajamas and Incredible Hulk t-shirt, the boy earnestly pleaded: 


“Dear Allah-mia, please let me not eat tomorrow until maghrib. I will try very hard, but you made me so hungry the last time I tried. So, please, Allah-mia, please help me fast so Ami and Abu don’t get sad and mad at me. And, also, please give me lots of eidi and, also Tecmo Super Bowl for Nintendo on Eid. I promise, promise, promise I’ll be a better person and Muslim—so please don’t let me go to hell. Ameen.”


And so, on the last day of Ramadan, the young boy sat by himself swinging on the  masjid’s lopsided, downtrodden swing-set, that was independently constructed by the community’s Muslim uncles for their American-born “youth.” Across the street, a large ice cream cone was lit in front of Briar’s Ice Creamery, which sold fudge twirl with “M & M” toppings on a sugar cone—the young boy’s favorite.

The community’s masjid, which in actuality was a rented senior center recreational facility, served as a “temporary” mosque until the “real” masjid was completed. The “mosque” smelled like Ben-gay curry and Vic’s Vapor chai. The young boy’s clogged sinuses and allergies always miraculously cleared up after a  masjid visit.

The center’s staff repeatedly asked the Muslim leaders, “Why are there pools of water by the sink in the restroom?” however, they never received an adequate answer. How could the uncles confess, let alone explain, the Islamic ritual of ablution , a quick water cleansing ritual where Muslims washed their face, arms, and feet three times before offering their daily prayers?

Instead, when asked this question week after week, Ganja uncle, aptly named for his shiny, bald head that a resembled a brown Mr. Clean, simply pointed to  Mota uncle, nodded his head, and said no more.

The scapegoat and martyr for the community’s religious idiosyncrasies was  Mota uncle: a morbidly obese, middle aged, nearly invalid Pakistani uncle who barely spoke English and always sat in the corner eating his wife’s sweet, homemade halwa. When the young boy would grow older he would fondly recall Mota  uncle’s bright colored suspenders attached to his corduroy pants that he wore up to his chest like a Desi Santa Claus. His bellowing laugh consumed all other noises and sounds and reddened his face like the strawberry syrupy color of a Rooh Afza  bottle. Mota uncle used to feed the young boy halwa, and then bless the boy by grazing the boy’s head with his hands and saying, “Allah khush rakeh”—May Allah keep you content. The young boy always thought that Mota Uncle was much smarter than he appeared and secretly knew all along of Ganja uncle’s deception; but, since he was a nice man, he kept quiet, played dumb, and ate his halwa. The young boy always liked Mota Uncle for that. This was to be his last Ramadan.

“Brothers, brothers. Sisters, please. Please. Please stop talking. Please—” begged the thick, accented South Asian voice cracking the audio on the homemade speaker system. The young boy could recognize this distinctive voice even if he was deaf, blind and mute. Pakistani dari-wala uncle, aptly titled for his lengthy and scraggly beard that looked like curly Velcro stuck on his face with a Glue-stick, dominated the mosque’s only megaphone pleading members to give “funds” and “donations” for “the unfinished community mosque project.” Dari-wala uncle also always complained about “the brothers and sisters” who parked their cars illegally  on the road or pavement and never in the rented parking lot. As the years eventually passed, the young boy never recalled seeing any cars parked in the lot—ever.

However, today, the dari-wala uncle kept requesting, in fact begging, that the shoes, jootas and chapals be placed outside the center, next to the door. The young boy saw nearly one hundred shoes inside the center—in front of the door.

The young boy, naturally shy and bored by the iftar preparations inside the hall, awkwardly sat on the deformed swing chair, uncomfortably squeezing his above average “healthy” rear in the seat, and casually swinging back and forth waiting for  maghrib. He could smell the kheema samosas made with ground beef, the deep fried, potato pakoras and the chicken tikka—no—wait—no. Ah yes, sorry, the lamb curry. Mmmm. The young boy’s stomach started to jab and shimmy.

Meanwhile, the other boys played a make shift game of tag football, in which the bigger and older kids would always play the fun positions of QB, Running back and Wide receiver, forcing the younger kids to play the lame position of offensive line. Normally, the young boy would try to play—he was, naturally, the “center” on account of his “healthy” size—but today he recalled yet another promise he made earlier to his mother.

“Beta, for the last day of Ramadan, I want my shehzada to look like a handsome prince. Here, wear this brand new cream-colored shalwar khameez your aunt bought you. It’s from Pakistan and is 100% cotton! It is extra large on the account of your healthy size. Promise me you won’t get this dirty or spill khana on it like you always do! Promise, ok?”

The young boy’s daily meals could easily be ascertained by observing his t-shirt at the end of the day. Yesterday, the evidence alluded to a smudge of purple (peanut butter and jelly), a blotch of dark brown (chocolate milk), a yellow spot (mustard indicating a halal turkey sandwich), and some turmeric powder on his collar indicating a nourishing, authentic Pakistani salan or curry for dinner.

To honor this second promise, the young boy quietly swung on the set by his lonesome avoiding the dirt, grass and mud stains that could potentially be acquired by a harmless game of football.

The other Muslim boys had already made fun of him on account of his costume and called him “hella gay” for not wearing t-shirt and pants. The young boy retaliated, “I only wore this because my mom made me!”

This comment borne from ignorance and honesty, the young boy later learned, was a grave mistake—as it fueled the other boys’ laughter and ridicule. In addition to being “hella gay,” he was now also affectionately known as “mamma’s boy” and “Jabba the Hut” on account of his “healthy size.” His stomach now started throwing counters and hooks.

He fumbled around his shalwar khameez’s one pocket and found the two crumpled and wrinkled George Washingtons. His plush toy goat, completely concealed in his pocket as to avoid mockery, served as his only companion. With one hand squeezing the goat, the young boy’s other hand unraveled the green paper. He turned around and saw the ice cream cone across the street—illuminated. The sun prepared for its daily retirement as the moon began rising for its nightly comeback. Within ten minutes, the sun would set, the last fast of Ramadan would be  complete, and the community would eat iftar together, joyously awaiting the next day’s Eid festivities.

The young boy shamefully entertained a wicked thought. His stomach threw a knockout combo and went down for the count.

The Adhan could be heard across the street—even at the ice cream store. The call to prayer announced maghrib, the daily prayer at sunset, commencing iftar—the opening of the fast. Throughout the day, Muslims practiced a spiritual discipline of moderation and restraint. That discipline died the moment the aluminum foil was removed from the pakora and samosa trays and the sweet dates were placed on the fasting tongues. Chaos, screaming children, garrulous women, hungry uncles, nonstop commotion, the hustle and bustle for food, the laying of mats preparing for prayer: another typical iftar thought the father spying the crowd for the young boy.

As the grease ridden plastic plates and date seeds accumulated in the black garbage bags, the father stepped out to find the young boy. His first inclination was to look on the field and ask the older boys who were playing football if they had seen a young boy in a shalwar khameez. The boys, upon remembering, again laughed. The father looked around, called the boy’s name, and then saw the swing set that barely moved as if someone had recently abandoned it in haste.

The father approached the swing, saw no one, but heard a quiet whimpering from behind the tree. Nearing the tree, the father heard the whimper transformed into small sobbing noises reminding the father of his son’s voice. Hiding, the father found a young boy, with his back turned, quietly crying. The father spun the boy around and saw his son.

The young boy, with tears streaming down his cheeks, held a half eaten, fudge twirl ice cream on a dripping sugar cone in his left hand while squeezing the plush toy in his right. Most of his mouth and chin, like his t-shirts, resembled a Pollock painting smeared with melted chocolate and vanilla ice cream, including pieces of “M&M” sugar coated shells stuck on his lips.

At that moment, it appeared the boy had only broken one of his promises.

And then—a drop of ice cream from the sugar cone fell on his khameez.






IMAGINE MY LIFE
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One afternoon, as I was editing video footage shot in the village where I spent part of my childhood, my grandmother’s face appeared on the monitor, and shock waves of hurt erupted in me. Her image revived the unbearable pain of leaving her when I was a child. I always thought my childhood was savage, beautiful in parts, but mostly full of hurt. Seeing her face, ravaged leather cracked and burned by the sun, her silver, squash-blossom eyes, it came back to me how much she had loved me and how warm and nurturing my childhood had been because of her love.

On the film, her mouth pursed into wrinkles as she said in Spanish, “You ran every day to the railroad, and no matter how we spanked and scolded you, you would run to play on the tracks. You spent so many afternoons there. You loved waving to the caboose engineers, and throwing rocks at the cattle cars to see if you could hit them between the slats. You had a fascination for things that went away, that traveled and came by in a whoosh and then were gone. You wanted to go with them, and it was hard to bring you back, to bring you home, especially after you had seen a train. You wanted to go after those trains, and I was scared when you ran alongside them. Once you threw your rosary on top of one of those flatcars and waved it good-bye. Yes, how you loved things that ran and went on and on.”

I didn’t remember any of that. It hurt to have forgotten so much, and I wondered why I had imagined my life so destitute and deprived.

My grandmother had an old-world decency. She would offer food first to the guest, offer the best chair, offer whatever the guest lacked: comfort, a bed, change from her penny purse. She would share anything she had, listen in consoling silence for hours, give of herself unstintingly, and pray every night for those less fortunate than she. I would fall asleep to that mumbling drone of prayers, like a Buddhist monastery chant. They calmed me and I fell into tranquil dreams.

My grandmother’s face has a powerful dignity, like that of an old female eagle on a craggy peak, whose world is eternal. Her gestures are restrained, tentative and soft, as if the world around her, the innocent earth and flowers, were a child easily bruised. Her silence is sunlight sparkling in a freshwater snowmelt stream.

The memories of her suffering, evoked by those film images, were too much for me. I stopped the monitor, pulled on my oilskin jacket, and left the house. As I walked, a dark remorse brimmed in me. If I had not left our village, if I had stayed all these years with her, I could have learned from her; I could have been a better man than I am today. My life seemed to me a fool’s jig of drunken jesters dancing for the deaf and blind. I fled from her face because it was too strong a telling of undeserved suffering. As I thought these things, my rage burst out in savage sounds of grief.

Those who cannot see might take my grandmother’s kindness and caring for weakness. She has lived with hunger—beans, tortillas, and chile her daily bread; worn frayed and faded clothes, mended a thousand times over. Yet never has she extended her hands for help, those hands always reaching to help others. For more than eighty-five years she has risen before daybreak to prepare the breakfast for her family. Her meals are offerings of the highest graces from her heart—food like spring flowers, to those who know how to savor the fragrant scents of fermenting earth and the magic of dew and sunlight. Her aged body is bent as if in perpetual homage to the earth. Those aspects of goodness that she embodies—truth, kindness, giving, and compassion—are virtues of high wisdom that the hurrying world derides.

I wish I had sat with her longer to listen to the stories of the history of our people that she carried inside her frail rib cage as a morning dove carries the song that awakens dreamers to the dawn. On rare visits after I left home, we would sit in her kitchen, happy to be together, and I would make her laugh, so hard she would cry, at my vato loco jokes, pulling her handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbing her wrinkled cheeks. She loved my wordplay. To her I was still the little boy who obeyed no one, who after getting spanked would rush to a grown-up’s knees and hug them, who needed to be loved and was afraid to love. I was still the angel who tripped over his wings and loved running more than being still—and good, who loved laughter and men’s conversations in bars more than prayers in church.

When I would tell her how difficult it was to pay my bills, she would smile gently and say, “Poverty in the pockets brims riches in the imagination, that’s why you are a poet.”

Those images of my grandmother’s anguished face impacted the deepest reserves of my feelings and made me understand the misery of her life as something criminal. How distant she is from my world, how much truer and more sustained is her world in grounded work of the spirit. As I mourned the distance, it seemed as if my life, a boat halfway across the lake, was capsizing.

Yet as a child I had lived in her world and drawn from her spirit, the mirror that gave me my face. When I was near her, I too was gentle and caring, and raucous with joy as a yearling colt cavorting on canyon slab rocks, outrunning the wind. With gusto and reverence, I lapped up hot chile and bean soup, slurped the goat’s milk that fed my young strength. Leaping up from the table, I would roll on the ground, intoxicated with laughter.

In those early days, I used to watch the men of our barrio build adobe and clapboard houses for neighbors, how their hands worked the earth with love, with such dignified attention to their tasks. The rigors of life were themselves occasions of praise for the sustaining life force that allowed us to breathe and wake and work. Work became a celebration of hands, of fingers that could move and bend, grip and push. Intelligence, wood, mud, voice, eye, were all precious, all gifts, but laughter was the highest gift, and courage and endurance. When the men worked there was much laughter, but long spells of silence, too, before the talk would start up again, so quietly. They did with words what Bach could do with musical notes: they composed the most beautiful improvised poems from everyday talk. And, as I listened, the red seed of my young heart took root and blossomed under the prairie moon.

These men always followed careful pathways through their days, following ways where they would not be obstructed, avoiding foreigners who might question them or block their passage. They refused promotions that would compromise their cultural values, preferring to work with friends and earn less than to work with strangers at a higher status and wage. Work of the hands, with the earth, was to them holy work, good for the spirit, that allowed a man to feel his life lived on earth was shared with others. And there is much good to say about leaving your house at dawn, in your trusty jacket, and breathing in the cold air, walking down a familiar path to meet friends who wait for you, noticing the changes in the fields around you, and feeling the rising sun on your cheeks and brow.

It was a mythic life they lived. Yet these gentle heroes were regarded as ignorant and vicious by those who did not know their hearts. Outsiders provoked them to fight to enhance their own machismo. They treated these kind men as if they were knife-carrying savages, every one, against whom you had to strike the first blow. When they came around looking for trouble, or arrogant tourists snooped around our yard, my uncles would ask them politely to leave. But then, if they still hung around, treating the place as if it was their own, my uncles would get angry. Without a word they would lift these intruders off the ground and toss them into the pickup bed, or drag them out of the yard by the collar and throw them in the dirt road.

 



The time came for me to leave the pueblo and go to school. There I learned hard lessons not to be found in books. The Anglo boys mocked me and hurled insults at me. I felt ashamed and lowered my head, trying to hide my face. When they beat me up they were heroes; but when I struck back, defending myself and knocking them down, I got the name of troublemaker. Their blows boosted their self-esteem, while, for a time, my defenseless silence assured my survival.

Looking at the monitor, hearing my grandmother talk and seeing her gestures, brought back to me what I had lost. Because I was too fragile and sensitive to endure the abuse, eventually I struck back. And, in so doing, I lost the inner balance of my elders, rejecting their wisdom and becoming lost to their ways.

At first I withdrew into silence, searching out others like me, brown children from rural towns whose confidence had been crushed; outsiders, unwanted, scorned, and condemned to lives of servitude. But later I rebelled, refusing to do anything I was told to do. Yet fighting was against my deepest instincts. When I raised a fist, my other hand stretched out, pleading for peace. I was caught in a conflict not of my making that squeezed from me every drop of my childhood’s sweetness.

I soon realized that, to many, I was just a mestizo boy destined for a life of hard work in the fields or mines, and nothing more. But that was a judgment I couldn’t accept. Knowing no other way to refuse, I found myself falling into the dark worlds where the winos and ex-cons live, a gypsy child in the urban wasteland, hanging under neon lights and on hopeless street corners. I began to drink and take drugs.

I was becoming what society told me I was—prone to drugs and alcohol, unable to control my own life, needing a master to order my affairs, unworthy of opportunity and justice—a senseless beast of labor. I drugged my pain and drowned my self-hatred in drink, seeking oblivion. I had no future, no plans, no  destiny, no regard for my life; I was free-falling into bottomless despair. Death seemed the only way out.

Finally, I found myself hoping for death in a fight with the police or the Anglos; or that a security guard would shoot me when I tried to rob his building. Or that one night while driving my car I’d be so high I would sail off a cliff and explode in a rage, of bursting petroleum and gnarled iron, my misery ending in a smoldering, lifeless mound of pulverized bone and burning flesh at the bottom of a canyon.

Now I had become the coauthor, with society, of my own oppression. The system that wanted to destroy me had taught me self-destruction. I had become my own jailer and racist judge, my own brutal policeman. I was ruthless to myself and murdered all my hopes and dreams. I was in hell.

They told me I was violent and I became violent, they told me I was ignorant and I feigned ignorance. It was taken for granted I would work for slave rations at the most foul and filthy jobs, and I did. It was taken for granted I could not resolve my own problems, and I relinquished control of my life to society’s masters.

I was still young, a teenager, tormented because none of what I did was who I was. I was screaming for release, I was afraid. My dreams for a good life, a life I would make for myself, had been strangled at birth or were stillborn.

They sent me to prison for drug possession. And there, out of suffering, I found a reprieve from my chaos, found language, and it led me back to the teachings and conduct of my elders. I discovered a reason for living, for breathing, and I could love myself again, trust again what my heart dreamed and find the strength to pursue those dreams.

Language has the power to transform, to strip you of what is not truly yourself. In language I have burned my old selves and improvised myself into a new being. Language has fertilized the womb of my soul with embryos of new being.

When I left prison, I went to see my sister, who showed me photographs of a teenager leaning against a Studebaker, his foot on the bumper, a bottle of wine in his hand. In the background a park, mildly subdued in afternoon sunlight. It was me, my sister said, at Highland Park. I remember my amazement and pain that I had no recollection of ever being this person I was looking at.

 



The minstrel singer I am, whose hand-clapping, heel-kicking love dances celebrate every living moment, has always found it hard to go back home. The place of humble origins exposes the illusions of my life. My loss thunders with fountains of memories, and I want to reach out to the paths, the alleys, the leaning fences, the adobe bricks, the ground, and kiss them all, rub my face in the grass and inhale the sweet earth and mesquite fragrance of my innocence.

Going back, there is so much hurt to overcome.

Recently, I visited our village again. My grandmother’s house there is a very lonely house, filled with spirit shadows, spiritual presences, lingering echoes of ancient drumbeats. In the yard, the golden yield of spring in all its millions of shoots is evocations of the returning dead, breaking dirt to smell and taste and bathe again in the warm sunlight.

My grandmother is hunchbacked and disfigured now with age, a bronzed anchor, her hooked fingers refusing to loosen their grip on the llano. Her wrinkles  are encrusted watermarks on canyon walls, telling of almost a century of living. So many years after her birth, she still stands in her back doorway to welcome friends.

Pools of silence float in the rooms where her children, my uncles and aunts, once lived. People were born and grew up there and went away, leaving their spirit prints on the air. There is something in quiet rooms where old grandfathers and grandmothers have lived and died that vibrates with sanctity. Some of these presences do not want something to be touched or revealed. Others want something to be remembered. These spirits mourn lives filled with struggle, pain, solitude, and love, mourn the moments when they felt truly one with all earth and all people. And now there is empty space, the great vertigo of nothingness, of chairs and beds, rugs and old photos, and curtains and wood and windows falling into a meaningless abyss of motionless silence.

 



So few things make sense to me. I have lived on the dark side of life so long, nosing my way into patches of rotting life to find my answers; the side of life where I wear my coat without sleeves, where sometimes I wake up in the morning and shave only one side of my face, where I wear a hat with a brim and no crown. I furnish my life with what I can find on the road or in trash cans—books, chairs, and shoes that have known other lives, picked up by the waysides on my journey. I am fool and king, genius and imbecile, for this is what it is to be a poet. In my poems, whatever has been crippled in me, my hope and love and trust and endurance, rises again in spume of fire, unleashing bird wings and jungle howls. My poems beckon those who are dry into the rain, those without love into lovers’ beds, call those who are silent to cry out and moan in revery.

Who can say why one day I take my shotgun and shoot the newspaper, bits of paper floating on the air as the little dog whines and scampers for cover? The poor telephone rings, and it, too, goes up in an explosion of black plastic pieces, and I am howling and laughing. The next thing I know, I am sitting cross-legged in a tepee under a pine tree in the forest off South 14, fasting and meditating. This to me is normal.

How can I contain this violent bursting of canoes that white-water in my blood and vault into the world laden with songs and flowers? Such joy will not be confined in prisons of nine-to-five. There is too much life and too much flint in my blood, and the crazy and wild light in a boy’s eyes, the innocence in a small girl’s whisper need all my life to tell and to praise.

And so my grandmother. How her image hit me with a jolt of lightning, and how her way of living, so different from mine, makes so much sense to me now, and I understand her gift to me. In her presence I can be anyone. I am a scuttling lizard scurrying from tin can to tin can, under boards, into weeds; then I jerk my praying mantis head and my right eyeball stares in one direction while my left eyeball swivels askance. My heart is a cow’s tongue slowly licking a block of ice. My legs want to catch the train the way a cat catches a mouse in the cupboards. I flick on the light in the midnight of my life, and cockroaches skitter everywhere on these pages, on the fingers of the reader, along the woman’s dress, up the man’s arm and neck and into his nose, to nest in his heart that touches the life around him with cockroach antennae, testing the floors in filthy housing projects. In the French Quarter, I am that woman at the table by a window drinking her cappuccino, her suffering  concentrated in her ankles like cold iron anvils pounded with sledgehammers, her life a red-hot iron sizzling in a bucket of black water.

And on the Lower East Side, down a dingy street, in crack dealer alleys, I howl and mutter in unknown sacred tongues. In a small mountain town in Arkansas, I am the woman screaming because her parakeet got stuck under the refrigerator and died, green shit smearing his once-sleek feathers. I am the field-worker in south Texas whose showered-off dirt forms the image of Christ’s face on the floor of the stall. Thousands of people arrive to pay homage to the miracle, kneeling with candles and rosaries, cripples crowding the bathroom with their crutches and braces and bottles of pills, it’s a sanctuary; while the president’s son in the Rose Garden snares a butterfly into his net and rips off its wings. Some day he will command great armies.

A poet in the forests of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains stares at a placid pond frozen over with crust ice, where a bluebird flits across the steamy, cold fog simmering off the surface. And I walk out and take off my clothes and start to sing and flowers appear on the air, blue and red and green and yellow flowers, and the ice cracks and fish spin in glittering swirls and catch the flowers. And in other places millions of things are happening, equally absurd, equally heartbreaking and marvelous. How incredible our life is! How much there is that we do not understand. How honorable and full of heart has been my grandmother’s life.

My grandmother does not understand what a Chicano is. She does not read newspapers, listen to radios, watch TV. Her life is lived elsewhere: thirty years meditating on the pebbles in her yard, fifty years smelling the dawn, eighty years listening to the silence at dusk, ninety years waiting for the two hummingbirds that come each spring to her unpainted picket fence—if they arrive she will live another year to await their arrival again. Forgiveness rises in her heart as she watches them whirr around the yard and hum at her screen door. She understands how they are truly flowers given wings and a beak, and how she is truly an old female turtle lumbering on wide, wrinkled footpads, raising her head with the millennial slowness of a diamond forming in the coal mines of dark years, ocean moaning in her blood vessels, returning home. While the image of a young boy chasing a train visits her, a boy as new as a just-hatched baby turtle, stumbling toward the ocean for the very first time.






THE GUINEA PIG LADY

Russell Banks

 



 



The story of Flora Pease, how she got to be the way she is now, isn’t all that uncommon a story, except maybe in the particulars. You often hear in these small towns of a woman no one will deal with anymore, except to sell her something she wants or needs—food, clothing, or shelter. In other words, you don’t have a social relationship with a woman like Flora, you have an economic one, and that’s it. But that’s important, because it’s what keeps women like Flora alive, and, after all, no matter what you might think of her, you don’t want to let her die, because, if you’re not related to her somehow, you’re likely to have a friend who is, or your friend will have a friend who is, which is almost the same thing in a small town. And not only in a small town, either—these things are true for any group of people that knows its limits and plans to keep them.

When Flora Pease first came to the trailerpark and rented number 11, which is the second trailer on your left as you come in from Old Road, no one in the park thought much about her one way or the other. She was about forty or forty-five, kind of flat-faced and plain, a red-colored person, with short red hair and a reddish tint to her skin. Even her eyes, which happened to be pale blue, looked red, as if she smoked too much and slept too little, which, as it later turned out, happened to be true. Her body was a little strange, however, and people remarked on that. It was blocky and square-shaped, not exactly feminine and not exactly masculine, so that while she could almost pass for either man or woman, she was generally regarded as neither. She wore mostly men’s work shirts and ankle-high work boots, which, except for the overcoat, was not all that unusual among certain women who work outside a lot and don’t do much socializing. But with Flora, because of the shape of her body, or rather, its shapelessness, her clothing only contributed to the vagueness of her sexual identity. Privately, there was probably no vagueness at all, but publicly there was. People elbowed one another and winked and made not quite kindly remarks about her when she passed by them on the streets of Catamount or when she passed along the trailerpark road on her way to or from town. The story, which came from Marcelle Chagnon, who rented her the trailer, was that Flora was retired military and lived off a small pension, and that made sense in one way, given people’s prejudices about women in the military, and in another way, too, because at that time Captain Dewey Knox (U.S. Army, ret.) was already living at number 6, and people at the park had got used to the idea of someone living off a military pension instead of working for a living.

What didn’t make sense was how someone who seemed slightly cracked, as Flora came quickly to seem, could have stayed in the military long enough to end up collecting a pension for it. Here’s how she first came to seem cracked. She sang  out loud, in public. She supposedly was raised here in Catamount, and though she had moved away when she was a girl, she still knew a lot of the old-timers in town, and she would walk into town every day or two for groceries and beer, singing in a loud voice all the way, as if she were the only person who could hear her. But by the time she had got out to Old Road, she naturally would have passed someone in the park who knew her, so she had to be aware that she wasn’t the only person who could hear her. Regardless, she’d just go right on singing in a huge voice, singing songs from old Broadway musicals, mostly. She knew all the songs from Oklahoma  and West Side Story and a few others as well, and she sang them, one after the other, all the way into town, then up and down the streets of town, as she stopped off at the A&P, Brown’s Drug Store, maybe Hayward’s Hardware, finally ending up at the Hawthorne House for a beer, before she headed back to the trailerpark. Everywhere she went, she sang those songs in a loud voice that was puffed up with feeling, if it was a happy song, or thick with melancholy, if it was sad. You don’t mind a person whistling or humming or maybe even singing to herself under her breath while she does something else, sort of singing absentmindedly. But you do have to wonder about someone who forces you to listen to her the way Flora Pease forced everyone within hearing range to listen to her Broadway songs. Her voice wasn’t half-bad, actually, and if she had been singing for the annual talent show at the high school, say, and you were sitting in the audience, you might have been pleased to listen, but at midday in June on Main Street, when you’re coming out of the bank and about to step into your car, it can be a slightly jarring experience to see and hear a person who looks like Flora Pease come striding down the sidewalk singing in full voice about how the corn is as high as an elephant’s eye.

The second thing that made Flora seem cracked early on was the way she never greeted you the same way twice, or at least twice in a row, so you could never work out exactly how to act toward her. You’d see her stepping out of her trailer early, on a summer day—it was summer when she first moved into the park, so everyone’s remembered first impressions naturally put her into summertime scenes—and you’d give a friendly nod, the kind of nod you offer people you live among but aren’t exactly friends with, just a quick, downward tip of the face, followed by a long, upsweeping lift of the whole head, with the eyes closed for a second as the head reaches its farthest point back. Afterwards, resuming your earlier expression and posture, you’d continue walking, wholly under the impression that, when your eyes were closed and your head tilted back, Flora had given you the appropriate answering nod. But no, or apparently no, because she’d call out, as you walked off, “Good morn-ing!” and she’d wave her hands at you as if brushing cobwebs away. “Wonderful morning for a walk!” she’d bellow (her voice was a loud one), and caught off guard like that, you’d agree and hurry away. The next time you saw her, however, the next morning, for instance, when once again you walked out to the row of mailboxes for your mail and passed her as, mail in hand, she headed back in from Old Road, you’d recall her greeting of the day before and how it had caught you off guard, and you’d say, “Morning,” to her and maybe smile a bit and give her a friendly and more or less direct gaze. But what you’d get back would be a glare, a harsh, silent stare, as if you’d just made an improper advance on her. So you’d naturally say to yourself, “The hell with it,” and that would be fine until the following  morning, when you’d try to ignore her, and she wouldn’t let you. She’d holler the second she saw you, “Hey! A scorcher! Right? Goin’ to be a scorcher today, eh?” It was the sort of thing you had to answer, even if only with a word, “Yup,” which you did, wondering as you said it what the hell was going on with that woman.

 



Everyone in the park that summer was scratching his or her head and asking what the hell was going on with the woman in number 11. Doreen Tiede, who lived with her five-year-old daughter, Maureen, in number 4, which was diagonally across the park road from Flora Pease’s trailer, put Marcelle on the spot, so to speak, something Doreen could get away with more easily than most of the other residents of the park. Marcelle Chagnon intimidated most people. She was a large, hawk-faced woman, and that helped, and she was French Canadian, which also helped, because it meant that she could talk fast and loud without seeming to think about it first, and most people who were not French Canadians could not, so most people tended to remain silent and let Marcelle have her way. In a sense Marcelle was a little like Flora Pease—she was sudden and unpredictable and said what she wanted to, or so it seemed, regardless of what you might have said first. She didn’t exactly ignore you, but she made it clear that it didn’t matter to her what you thought of her or anything else. She always had business to take care of. She was the resident manager of the Granite State Trailerpark, which was owned by the Granite State Realty Development Corporation down in Nashua, and she had certain responsibilities toward the park and the people who lived there that no one else had. Beyond collecting everyone’s monthly rent on time, she had to be sure no one in the park caused any trouble that would hurt the reputation of the park; she had to keep people from infringing on other people’s rights, which wasn’t all that simple, since in a trailerpark people live within ten or fifteen feet of each other and yet still feel they have their own private dwelling place and thus have control over their own destiny; and she also had to assert the rights of the people in the park whenever those rights got stepped on by outsiders, by Catamount police without a warrant, say, or by strangers who wanted to put their boats into the lake from the trailerpark dock, or by ex-husbands who might want to hassle ex-wives and make their kids cry. These things happened, and Marcelle was always able to handle them efficiently, with force and intelligence, and with no sentimentality, which, in the end, is probably the real reason she intimidated most people. She seemed to be without sentimentality.

Except when dealing with Doreen Tiede, that is. Which is why Doreen was able to put Marcelle on the spot and say to her late one afternoon in Marcelle’s trailer at number 1, “What’s with that woman, Flora Pease? Is she a fruitcake, or what? And if she is, how come you let her move in? And if she isn’t a fruitcake, how come she looks the way she does and acts the way she does?” There were in the park, besides Doreen, Marcelle, and Flora, three additional women, but none of them could make Marcelle look at herself and give a straight answer to a direct question. None of them could make her forget her work and stop, even for a second. Only Doreen could get away with embarrassing Marcelle, or at least with demanding a straight answer from her, and getting it, too, probably because both Doreen and Marcelle looked tired in the same way, and each woman understood the nature of the fatigue and respected it in the other. They didn’t feel sorry for it in each other; they respected it. There were twenty or more years between them, and Marcelle’s children had long ago gone off and left her—one was a computer programmer in Billerica, Massachusetts, another was in the Navy and making a career of it, a third was running a McDonald’s in Seattle, Washington, and a fourth had died. Because she had raised them herself, while at the same time fending off the attacks of the man who had fathered them on her, she thought of her life as work and her work as feeding, housing, and clothing her three surviving children and teaching them to be kindly, strong people, despite the fact that their father happened to have been a cruel, weak person. A life like that, or rather, twenty-five years of it, can permanently mark your face and make it instantly recognizable to anyone who happens to be engaged in similar work. Magicians, wise men, and fools are supposed to be able to recognize each other instantly, but so, too, are poor women who raise children alone.

They were sitting in Marcelle’s trailer, having a beer. It was five-thirty, Doreen was on her way home from her job at the tannery, where she was a bookkeeper in the office. Her daughter, Maureen, was with her, having spent the afternoon with a baby-sitter in town next door to the kindergarten she attended in the mornings, and was whining for supper. Doreen had stopped in to pay her June rent, a week late, and Marcelle had accepted her apology for the lateness and had offered her a beer. Because of the lateness of the payment and Marcelle’s graciousness, Doreen felt obliged to accept it, even though she preferred to get home and start supper so Maureen would stop whining.

Flora’s name had come up when Maureen had stopped whining and had suddenly said, “Look, Momma, at the funny lady!” and had pointed out the window at Flora, wearing a heavy, ankle-length coat in the heat, sweeping her yard with a broom. She was working her way across the packed dirt yard toward the road that ran through the center of the park, raising a cloud of dust as she swept, singing in a loud voice something from Fiddler on the Roof—“If I were a rich man . . .”—and the two women and the child watched her, amazed. That’s when Doreen had demanded to know what Marcelle had been thinking when she agreed to rent a trailer to Flora Pease.

Marcelle sighed, sat heavily back down at the kitchen table, and said, “Naw, I knew she was a little crazy. But not like this.” She lit a cigarette and took a quick drag. “I guess I felt sorry for her. And I needed the money. We got two vacancies now out of twelve trailers, and I get paid by how many trailers have tenants, you know. When Flora came by that day, we got three vacancies, and I’m broke and need the money, so I look the other way a little and I say, sure, you can have number eleven, which is always the hardest to rent anyhow, because its on the backside away from the lake, and it’s got number twelve and number ten right next to it and the swamp behind. Number five I’ll rent easy, it’s on the lake, and nine should be easy too, soon’s people forget about Tom Smith’s suicide. It’s the end of the row and has a nice yard on one side, plus the toolshed in back. But eleven has always been a bitch to rent. So here’s this lady, if you want to call her that, and she’s got a regular income from the Air Force, and she seems friendly enough, lives alone, she says, has relations around here, she says, so what the hell, even though I can already see she’s a little off I figure it was because of her being maybe not interested in men, one of those women. And I figure, what the hell, that’s her business, not mine, I don’t give  a damn what she does or who she does it with, so long as she keeps to herself. So I say, sure, take number eleven, thinking maybe she won’t. But she did.”

Marcelle sipped at her can of beer, and Doreen went for hers. The radio was tuned quietly in the background to the country-and-western station from Dover. Doreen reached across the counter to the radio and turned up the volume, saying to no one in particular, “I like this song.”

“That’s ’cause you’re not thirty yet, honey. You’ll get to be thirty, and then you’ll like a different kind of song. Wait.”

Doreen smiled from somewhere behind the fatigue that covered her face. It was a veil she had taken several years ago, and she’d probably wear it until she died or lost her memory, whichever came first. She looked at her red-painted fingernails. “What happens when you’re forty, and then fifty? You like a different kind of song then too?”

“Can’t say for fifty yet, but, yes, for forty. Thirty, then forty, and probably fifty, too. Sixty, now, that’s the question. That’s when you decide you don’t like any of the songs they play, and so you go and sit in front of the TV and watch game shows,” she laughed.

“Well, I’ll tell you,” Doreen said, finishing her beer off and standing to leave, “that Flora Pease over there, she’s going to be trouble, Marcelle. You made a big mistake letting her in the park. Mark my words.”

“Naw. She’s harmless. A little fruity, that’s all. We’re all a little fruity, if you want to think about it,” she said. “Some are just more able to cover it up than others, that’s all.”

Doreen shook her head and hurried her daughter out the screened door and along the road to number 4. When she had left, Marcelle stood up and from the window over the sink watched Flora, who swept and sang her way back from the road across her dirt yard to the door, then stepped daintily up the cinder blocks and entered her home.

 



Then, in August that summer, a quarrel between Terry Constant and his older sister, Carol, who lived in number 10 next door to Flora, caused young Terry to fly out the door one night around midnight and bang fiercely against the metal wall of their trailer. It was the outer wall of the bedroom where his sister slept, and he was doubtless pounding that particular wall to impress his sister with his anger. No one in the park knew what the quarrel was about, and at that hour no one much cared, but when Terry commenced his banging on the wall of the trailer, several people were obliged to involve themselves with the fight. Lights went on across the road at number 6, where Captain Knox lived alone, and 7, where Noni Hubner and her mother, Nancy, lived. It wasn’t unusual for Terry to be making a lot of noise at night, but it was unusual for him to be making it this late and outside the privacy of his own home.

It was easy to be frightened of Terry if you didn’t know him—he was about twenty-five, tall and muscular and very dark, and he had an expressive face and a loud voice—but if you knew him, he was, at worst, irritating. To his sister Carol, though, he must often have been a pure burden, and that was why they quarreled. She had come up from Boston a few years ago to work as a nurse for a dying real estate man who had died shortly after, leaving her sort of stuck in this white world,  insofar as she was immediately offered a good job in town as Doctor Wickshaw’s nurse and had no other job to go to anywhere else and no money to live on while she looked. So she took it. Then her mother down in Boston died, and Terry moved in with his sister for a spell and stayed on, working here and there and now and then for what he called monkey money as a carpenter’s helper or stacking hides in the tannery. Sometimes he and Carol would have an argument, caused, everyone was sure, by Terry, since he was so loud and insecure and she was so quiet and sure of herself, and then Terry would be gone for a month or so, only to return one night all smiles and compliments. He was skillful with tools and usually free to fix broken appliances or plumbing in the trailerpark, so Marcelle never objected to Carol’s taking him back in—not that Marcelle actually had a right to object, but if she had fussed about it, Carol would have sent Terry packing. People liked Carol Constant, and because she put up with Terry, they put up with him, too. Besides, he was good-humored and often full of compliments and, when he wasn’t angry, good to look at.

Captain Knox was the first to leave his trailer and try to quiet Terry. In his fatherly way, embellished somewhat by his white hair and plaid bathrobe and bedroom slippers, he informed Terry that he was waking up working people. He stood across the road in the light from his window, tall and straight, arms crossed over his chest, one bushy black eyebrow raised in disapproval, and said, “Not everybody in this place can sleep till noon, young man.”

Terry stopped banging for a second, peered over his shoulder at the man, and said, “Fuck you, Knox!” and went back to banging on the tin wall, as if he were hammering nails with his bare fists. Captain Knox turned and marched back inside his trailer, and, after a few seconds, his lights went out.

Then the girl, Noni Hubner, in her nightgown, appeared at the open door of number 7. Her long, silky blond hair hung loosely over her shoulders, circling her like a halo lit from behind. A woman’s voice, her mother’s, called from inside the trailer, “Noni, don’t! Don’t go out there!”

The girl waved the voice away and stepped out to the landing, barefoot, delicately exposing the silhouette of her body against the light of the living room behind her.

Now the mother shrieked, “Noni! Come back! He may be on drugs!”

Terry ceased hammering and turned to stare at the girl across the road. He was wearing a T-shirt and khaki work pants and blue tennis shoes, and his arms hung loosely at his sides, his chest heaving from the exertion of his noisemaking and his anger, and he smiled over at the girl and said, “Hey, honey, you want to come beat on my drum?”

“You’re waking everyone up,” she said politely.

“Please come back inside, Noni! Please!”

The black man took a step toward the girl, and she whirled and disappeared inside, slamming the door and locking it, switching off the lights and dumping the trailer back into darkness.

Terry stood by the side of the road looking after her. “Fuck,” he said. Then he noticed Flora Pease standing next to him, a blocky figure in a long overcoat, barefoot, and carrying in her arms, as if it were a baby, a small, furry animal.

“What you got there?” Terry demanded.

“Elbourne.” Flora smiled down at the chocolate-colored animal and made a quiet, clucking noise with her mouth.

“What the hell’s an Elbourne?”

“Guinea pig. Elbourne’s his name.”

“Why’d you name him Elbourne?”

“After my grandfather. How come you’re making such a racket out here?”

Terry took a step closer, trying to see the guinea pig more clearly, and Flora wrapped the animal in her coat sleeve, as if to protect it from his gaze.

“I won’t hurt ol’ Elbourne. I just want to see him. I never seen a guinea pig before.”

“He’s a lot quieter than you are, mister, I’ll tell you that much. Now, how come you’re making such a racket out here banging on the side of your house?”

“That ain’t my house. That’s my sister’s house!”

“Oh,” Flora said, as if she now understood everything, and she extended the animal toward Terry so he could see it entirely. It was long-haired, shaped like a football, with circular, dark eyes on the sides of its head and small ears and tiny legs tucked beneath its body. It seemed terrified and trembled in Flora’s outstretched hands.

Terry took the animal and held it up to examine its paws and involuted tail, then brought it close to his chest and, holding it in one large hand, tickled it under the chin with his forefinger. The animal made a tiny cluttering noise that gradually subsided to a light drr-r-r, and Terry chuckled. “Nice little thing,” he said. “How many you got, or is this the only one?”

“Lots.”

“Lots? You got a bunch of these guinea pigs in there?”

“I said so, didn’t I?”

“I suppose you did.”

“Give him back,” she said and brusquely reached out for the animal.

Terry placed Elbourne into Flora’s hands, and she turned and walked swiftly on her short legs around the front of her trailer. After a few seconds, her door slammed shut, and the lights went out, and Terry was once again standing alone in darkness in the middle of the trailerpark. Tiptoeing across the narrow belt of knee-high weeds and grass that ran between the trailers, he came up close to Flora’s bedroom window. “No pets allowed in the trailerpark, honey!” he called out, and he turned and strolled off to get some sleep, so he could leave this place behind him early in the morning.

 



Either Terry didn’t find the opportunity to tell anyone about Flora Pease having “lots” of guinea pigs in her trailer or he simply chose not to mention it, because it wasn’t until after he returned to the trailerpark, two months later, in early October, that anyone other than he had a clue to the fact that, indeed, there were living in number 11, besides Flora, a total of seventeen guinea pigs, five of which were male. Of the twelve females, eight were pregnant, and since guinea pigs produce an average of 2.5 piglets per litter, in a matter of days there would be an additional twenty guinea pigs in Flora’s trailer, making a total of thirty-seven. About two months after birth, these newcomers would be sexually mature, with a two-month gestation period, so that if half the newborns were females, and if the other mothers continued to be fertile, along with the four original females, then sometime  late in December there would be approximately one hundred fifteen guinea pigs residing in Flora’s trailer, of which fifty-four would be male and sixty-one female. These calculations were made by Leon LaRoche, who lived at number 2, the second trailer on your right as you entered the park. Leon worked as a teller for the Catamount Savings and Loan, so calculations of this sort came more or less naturally to him.

“That’s a minimum!” he told Marcelle. “One hundred fifteen guinea pigs, fifty-four males and sixty-one females. Minimum. And you don’t have to be a genius to calculate how many of those filthy little animals will be living in her trailer with her by March. Want me to compute it for you?” he asked, drawing his calculator from his jacket pocket again.

“No, I get the picture.” Marcelle scowled. It was a bright, sunny Sunday morning in early October, and the two were standing in Marcelle’s kitchen, Marcelle, in flannel shirt and jeans, taller by half a hand than Leon, who, in sport coat, slacks, shirt and tie, was dressed for mass, which he regularly attended at St, Joseph’s Catholic Church in Catamount. It was a conversation last night with Captain Knox that had led young Leon to bring his figures to the attention of the manager, for it was he, the Captain, who had made the discovery that there were precisely seventeen guinea pigs in Flora’s trailer, rather than merely “lots,” as Terry had discovered, and the Captain was alarmed.

It hadn’t taken much imagination for the Captain to conclude that something funny was going on in number 11. When you are one of the three or four people who happen to be around the park all day because you are either retired or unemployed, and when you live across the road from a woman who announces her comings and goings with loud singing, which in turn draws your attention to her numerous expeditions to town for more food than one person can possibly consume, and when you notice her carting into her trailer an entire bale of hay and daily emptying buckets of what appears to be animal feces, tiny pellets rapidly becoming a conical heap behind the trailer, then before long you can conclude that the woman is doing something that requires an explanation. And when you are a retired captain of the United States Army, you feel entitled to require that explanation, which is precisely what Captain Dewey Knox did.

He waited by his window until he saw Flora one morning carrying out the daily bucket of droppings, and he strode out his door, crossed the road, and passed her trailer to the back, where he stood silently behind her, hands clasped behind his back, briar pipe stuck between healthy teeth, one dark, bushy eyebrow raised, so that when the woman turned with her empty bucket, she met him face to face.

Switching the bucket from her right hand to her left, she saluted smartly. “Captain,” she said. “Good morning, sir.”

The Captain casually returned the salute, as befitted his rank. “What was your rank at retirement, Pease?”

“Airman Third Class, sir.” She stood not exactly at attention, but not exactly at ease, either. It’s difficult when retired military personnel meet each other as civilians: their bodies have enormous resistance to accepting the new modes of acknowledging each other, with the result that they don’t quite operate as either military or civilian bodies, but as something uncomfortably neither.

“Airman Third, eh?” The Captain scratched his cleanly shaved chin. “I would have thought after twenty years you’d have risen a little higher.”

“No reason to, sir. I was a steward in the officers’ clubs, sir, mostly in Lackland, and for a while, because of my name, I guess,” she said, smiling broadly, “at Pease down in Portsmouth. Pease Air Force Base,” she added.

“I know that. You were happy being a steward, then?”

“Yes, sir. Very happy. That’s good duty, sir. People treat you right, especially officers. I once kept house for General Curtis LeMay, a very fine man who could have been vice president of the United States. Once I was watching a quiz show on TV and that question came up, ‘Who was George Wallace’s running mate?’ and I knew the answer. But that was after General LeMay had retired—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” the Captain interrupted. “I thought the Air Force used male stewards in the officers’ clubs.”

“Not always, sir. Some of us like that duty, and some don’t, so if you like it, you have an advantage, if you know what I mean, and most of the men don’t much like it, especially when it comes to the housekeeping, though the men don’t mind being waiters and so forth. . . .”

The Captain turned aside to let Flora pass and walked along beside her toward the door of her trailer. At the door they paused, unsure of how to depart from one another, and the Captain glanced back at the pyramid of pellets and straw. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that, Pease,” he said, pointing with his pipe stem.

“Sir?”

“What is it?”

“Shit, sir.”

“I surmised that. I mean, what kind of shit?”

“Guinea pig shit, sir.”

“And that implies you are keeping guinea pigs.”

Flora smiled tolerantly. “Yes, sir, it does.”

“You know the rule about pets in the trailerpark, don’t you, Pease?”

“Oh, sure I do.”

“Well, then,” he said, “what do you call guinea pigs?”

“I don’t call them pets, sir. Dogs and cats I call pets. But not guinea pigs. I just call them guinea pigs. They’re sort of like plants, sir,” she explained patiently. “You don’t call plants pets, do you?”

“But guinea pigs are alive, for heaven’s sake!”

“There’s some would say plants are alive, too, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir.”

“That’s different! These are animals!” The Captain sucked on his cold pipe, drew ash and spit into his mouth, and coughed.

“Animals, vegetables, minerals, all that matters is that they’re not like dogs and cats, which are pets, because they can cause trouble for people. They’re more like babies. That’s why they have rules against pets in places like this, sir,” she explained. “But not babies.”

“How many guinea pigs have you?” the Captain coldly inquired.

“Seventeen.”

“Males and females alike, I suppose.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, smiling broadly. “Twelve females, and eight of them is pregnant at this very moment. If you take good care of them, they thrive,” she said with pride. “Like plants,” she added, suddenly serious.

“But they’re not plants! They’re animals, and they produce . . . waste materials,” he said, again pointing with the stem of his pipe at the pile behind the trailer. “And they’re dirty.”

Flora stepped onto her cinder-block stairs, bringing herself to the same height as the Captain. “Sir, guinea pigs are not dirty. They’re cleaner than most people I know, and I know how most people can be. Don’t forget, I was a steward for twenty years almost. And as for producing ‘waste materials,’ even plants produce waste materials. It’s called oxygen, sir, which we human people find pretty useful, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir. And, as a matter of fact, come next spring you might want me to let you take some of that pile of waste material I got going over to your place.” She shoved her chin in the direction of Captain Knox’s trailer, where there was a now-dormant ten-foot-by-ten-foot garden plot on the slope facing the lake. Then she turned and abruptly entered her home.

That same evening, the Captain, in number 6, telephoned Leon LaRoche, in number 2, to explain the situation. “I’d take it to her myself,” he said, meaning to Marcelle Chagnon, “but she’s got it into her head that I’m trying to take over her job of running this place, so every time I ask her to do something, she does the opposite.”

LaRoche understood. “I’ll put a little data together first,” he said. “Guinea pigs are like rats, aren’t they?”

“Very much.”

LaRoche was eager to please the older man, as he admired and even envied him a little. He had once confessed to Doreen, after her ex-husband had made one of his brutal, unexpected visits and had been hauled away by the Catamount Police Department, that he was open-minded about the idea of marriage, assuming he met the right person and all, but if it turned out that he remained a bachelor all his life, he hoped he would be able to achieve the dignity and force, by the time he reached sixty or sixty-five, of a Captain Dewey Knox, say.

That night LaRoche researched guinea pigs in volume 7 of his complete  Cooper’s World Encyclopedia, which he had obtained, volume by volume, by shopping every week at the A&P, and learned that guinea pigs, or cavies (Rodentia caviidae), a descendant of the Peruvian Cavia aperea porcellus, which were kept by the Indians for food and even today are sold as a delicacy in many South American marketplaces, have a life expectancy of eight years maximum, an average litter size of 2.5, a gestation period of sixty-three days, and reach reproductive maturity in five to six weeks. He further learned that the female goes through estrus every sixteen days for fifty hours, during which time the female will accept the male continuously, but only between the hours of 5:00 P.M. and 5:00 A.M. He also discovered that 8 percent of all guinea pig pregnancies end in abortion, a variable that made his calculations somewhat complicated but also somewhat more interesting to perform. He learned many other things about guinea pigs that night, but it was the numbers that he decided to present to Marcelle. He thought of telling her that guinea pigs are coprophagists, eaters of feces, a habit necessitated by their innate difficulty in digesting cellulose tissue, creating thereby a need for bacteria as  an aid to digestion, but thought better of it. The numbers, he decided, would be sufficient to make her aware of the gravity of the situation.

The next morning, a crisp, early fall day, with the birches near the lake already gone to gold and shimmering in the clear air, LaRoche walked next door to Marcelle’s trailer fifteen minutes before his usual departure time for Sunday mass and presented her with the evidence and the mathematical implications of the evidence. Captain Dewey Knox’s testimony was unimpeachable, and Leon LaRoche’s logic and calculations were irrefutable. Marcelle’s course of action, therefore, was inescapable. The guinea pigs would have to go, or Flora Pease would have to go.

“I need this like I need a hole in the head,” Marcelle griped, when LaRoche had left her alone with her cup of coffee and cigarette. Winter was coming on fast, and she had to be sure all the trailers were winterized, storm windows repaired and in place, exposed water pipes insulated, heating units all cleaned and operating at maximum efficiency to avoid unnecessary breakdowns and expensive service calls, contracts for fuel oil and snowplowing made with local contractors and approved by the Granite State Realty Development Corporation, leaky roofs patched, picnic tables and waterfront equipment and docks stored away until spring, and on and on—a long list of things to do before the first snowfall in November. Not only that, she had to collect rents, not always a simple job, and sometime this month she had to testify in court in the case involving Doreen’s ex-husband, since Marcelle had been the one to control him with her shotgun when Doreen called the police, and Terry Constant had taken off again for parts unknown, so she had no one to help her, no one (since Terry had a deal with his sister whereby his work for Marcelle helped pay her rent) she could afford. And now in the middle of all this she had to cope with a fruitcake who had a passion for raising guinea pigs and did-n’t seem to realize that they were going to breed her out of her own home right into the street. No sense treating the woman like a child. Rules were rules, and it wasn’t up to Flora Pease to say whether her guinea pigs were pets, it was up to management, and Marcelle was management. The pigs would have to go, or else the woman would have to go.

 



Days went by, however, and, for one reason or another, Marcelle left Flora alone, let her come and go as usual without bothering to stop her and inform her that guinea pigs were pets and pets were not allowed in the trailerpark. Terry came back, evidently from New York City, where he’d gone to hear some music, he said, and she put him to work winterizing the trailers, which, for another week, as she laid out Terry’s work and checked after him to be sure he actually did it, allowed Marcelle to continue to ignore the problem. Leon LaRoche thought better of the idea of bringing up the topic again and generally avoided her, although he did get together several times with Captain Knox to discuss Marcelle’s obvious unwillingness to deal forthrightly with what would very soon turn into a sanitation problem. Something for the health department, Captain Knox pointed out.

Finally, one morning late in the month, Marcelle went looking for Terry. It was a Saturday, and ordinarily she didn’t hire him on Saturdays, because it brought forward speeches about exploitation of the minorities and complaints about not getting paid time and a half, which is what anyone else would have to pay a man to  work on Saturdays, unless, of course, that man happens to be a black man in a white world. Marcelle more or less accepted the truth of Terry’s argument, but that didn’t make it any easier for her to hire him on Saturdays, since she couldn’t afford to pay him the six dollars an hour it would have required. On this day, however, she had no choice in the matter—the weather prediction was for a heavy freeze that night and Sunday, and half the trailers had water pipes that would surely burst if Terry didn’t spend the day nailing homosote skirting to the undersides.

He wasn’t home, and his sister, Carol, didn’t know where he’d gone, unless it was next door to visit that woman, Flora Pease, where he seemed to spend a considerable amount of his time lately, Carol observed cautiously. Yes, well, Marcelle didn’t know anything about that, nor did she much care where Terry spent his spare time, so long as he stayed out of her hair (Carol said she could certainly understand that), but right now she needed him to help her finish winterizing the trailerpark by nightfall or they would have to spend the next two weeks finding and fixing water pipe leaks. Carol excused herself, as she had to get dressed for work, and Marcelle left in a hurry for Flora’s trailer.

At first when she knocked on the door there was no answer. A single crow called from the sedgy swamp out back, a leafless and desolate-looking place, with a skin of ice over the reedy water. The skeletal, low trees and bushes clattered lightly in the breeze, and Marcelle pulled the collar of her denim jacket tightly against her face. The swamp, which was more of a muskeg than an actual swamp, lay at the southern end of about three thousand acres of state forest—most of the land between the northwest shore of Skitter Lake and the Turnpike, Route 28, which ran from the White Mountains, fifty miles to the north, to Boston, ninety miles to the south. The trailerpark had been placed there as a temporary measure (before local zoning restrictions could be voted into action) to hold and initiate development on the only large plot of land available between the town of Catamount and the Skitter Lake State Forest. That was right after the Korean War, when the Granite State Realty Development Corporation, anticipating a coming statewide need for low-income housing, had gone all over the state purchasing large tracts of land that also happened to lie close to cities and towns where low income people were employed, usually mill towns like Catamount, whose tannery kept between seventy and eighty families marginally poor. As it turned out, the trailerpark was all the Granite State Realty Development Corporation could finance in Catamount, for it soon became apparent that no one in the area would be able to purchase houses, if the Corporation built single-family dwellings, or pay high enough rents to justify the expense of constructing a town house apartment complex. Soon it became clear that the best use the Corporation could make of the land and trailers was as collateral for financing projects elsewhere in the state, in the larger towns and cities where there were people who could afford to buy single-family dwellings or rent duplex apartments. In the meantime, the Corporation maintained the twelve trailers just adequately, paid the relatively low taxes, and came close to breaking even on its investment. Marcelle had been the first tenant in the trailerpark, moving out of a shabby, wood-frame tenement building in town because of her kids, who, she believed, needed more space, and she had immediately become the manager—when the company representative recognized her tough-mindedness, made evident, as soon as there  were no more vacancies, by her ability to organize a rent strike to protest the open sewage and contaminated water. They had installed septic tanks and leach fields, and she had continued as resident manager ever since.

Flora’s door opened a dark inch, and Marcelle saw a bit of cheek, blond hair, and an eye looking through the inch. She shoved against the door with the flat of one hand, pushing it back against the face behind it, and stepped up the cinder blocks and in, where she discovered the owner of the cheek, blond hair, and eye—Bruce Severance, the college kid who lived in number 3, between LaRoche and Doreen.

“Hold it a minute, man,” he said uselessly, rubbing his nose from the blow it had received from the door and stepping back into the room to make space for the large, gray-haired woman. The room, though dark from the venetian blinds being drawn, was filled with at least two other people than Bruce and Marcelle, batches of oddly arranged furniture, and what looked like merchandise counters from a department store.

“Don’t you have any lights in here, for Christ’s sake?” Marcelle demanded. She stood inside the room in front of the open door, blinking as she tried to accustom herself to the gloom and see who else was there. “Why are all the blinds drawn? What the hell are you doing here, Severance?” Then she smelled it. “Grass! You smoking your goddamned hippie pot in here with Flora?”

“Hey, man, it’s cool.”

“Don’t ‘man’ me. And it isn’t cool. I don’t let nothing illegal go on here. Something illegal goes on, and I happen to find out about it, I call in the goddamned cops. Let them sort out the problems. I don’t need problems, I got enough of them already to keep me busy.”

“That’s right, baby, you don’t want no more problems,” came a soft voice from a particularly dark corner.

“Terry! What the hell are you doing here?” She could make out a lumpy shape next to him on what appeared to be a mattress on the floor. “Is that Flora over there?” Marcelle asked, her voice suddenly a bit shaky. Things were changing a little too fast for her to keep track of. You don’t mind the long-haired hippie kid smoking a little grass and maybe yakking stupidly, the way they do when they’re stoned, with probably the only person in the trailerpark who didn’t need to get stoned herself in order to understand him. You don’t really mind that. A kid like Bruce Severance, you knew he smoked marijuana, but it was harmless, because he did it for ideological reasons, the same reasons behind his vegetarian diet and his T’ai Chi exercises and his way of getting a little rest, Transcendental Meditation—he did all these things, not because they were fun, but because he believed they were good for him, and good for you, too, if only you were able to come up with the wisdom, self-discipline, and money so that you, too, could smoke marijuana instead of drink beer and rye whiskey, eat organic vegetables instead of supermarket junk, study and practice exotic, ancient Oriental forms of exercise instead of sitting around at night watching TV. You, too, could learn how to spend a half hour in the morning and a half hour in the evening meditating, instead of sleeping to the last minute before getting up and making breakfast for yourself and the kid and rushing off to work and in the evening dragging yourself home just in time to make supper for the kid. And if you could accomplish these things, you would be like Bruce Severance, a much improved person. That was one of Bruce’s favorite phrases, “much improved  person,” and he believed that it ought to be a universal goal and that only ignorance (fostered by the military-industrial complex), sheer laziness, and/or purely malicious ideological opposition (that is to say, a “fascist mentality”) kept the people he lived among from participating with him in his several rites. So, unless you happened to share his ideology, you could easily view his several rites as harmless, mainly because you could also trust the good sense of the poor people he lived among, and also their self-discipline and the day-to-day realities they were forced to struggle against. A fool surrounded by sensible poor people remains a fool and is, therefore, seldom troublesome. But when it starts to occur to you that some of the poor people are not sensible—which is what occurred to Marcelle when she peered into the dingy, dim clutter of the trailer and saw Terry sprawled out on a mattress on the floor with Flora Pease clumped next to him, both with marijuana cigarettes dangling from their lips—that’s when you start to view the fool as troublesome.

“Listen, Bruce,” she said, wagging a finger at the boy, “I don’t give a good goddamn about you wearing all them signs about legalizing pot and plastering bumper stickers against nuclear energy and so on all over your trailer, just so long as you take ’em down and clean the place up the way you found it when you leave here. And I don’t mind you putting that kind of stuff on your clothes,” she said, pointing with her forefinger at the image of a cannabis plant on the chest of Bruce’s tie-dyed T-shirt. “Because what you do behind your own closed door and how you decorate your trailer or your van or your clothes is all your own private business. But when you start mixing all this stuff up together like this,” she said, waving a hand contemptuously in the direction of Terry and Flora, “well, that’s a little different.”

“Like what, man?” Bruce asked. “C’mon, will you? And hey, calm down a little, man. No big thing. We’re just having us a little morning toke, then I’m headin’ out of here. No big thing.”

“Yeah, it’s cool,” Terry said lightly from the corner.

Marcelle shot a scowl in his direction. “I don’t want no dope dens in this park. I got my job to look out for. You do anything to make my job risky, I’ll come down on you,” she said to Terry. “And you, too,” she said to Bruce. “And you, too, sister,” she said to Flora. “Like a goddamned ton of bricks!”

“No big thing, man,” Bruce said, closing the door behind her, wrapping them all in the gray light of the room. Now Marcelle noticed the sharp, acidic smell of animal life, not human animals, but small, furred animals—urine and fecal matter and straw and warm fur. It was the smell of a nest. It was both irritating and at the same time comforting, that smell, because she was both unused to the smell and immediately familiar with it. Then she heard it, a chattering, sometimes clucking noise that rose and ran off to a purr, then rose again like a shudder, diminishing after a few seconds to a quiet, sustained hum. She looked closely at what she had thought at first were counters and saw that they were cages, large waist-high cages, a half dozen of them, placed in no clear order around the shabby furniture of the room, a mattress on the floor, a rocker, a pole lamp, a Formica-topped kitchen table, and, without the easy chair, a hassock. Beyond the living room, she could make out the kitchen area, where she could see two more of the large cages.

“You want a hit, man?” Terry asked, holding his breath as he talked, so that his words came out in high-pitched, breathless clicks. He extended the joint toward her, a relaxed smile on his lips. Next to him, Flora, who lay slumped  against his muscular frame like a sack of grain dropped from several feet above, seemed to be dozing.

“That’s what she looks like, like she got hit.”

“Ah, no, Flora’s happy. Ain’t you, Flora honey?” Terry asked, chucking her under the chin.

She rolled her head and came gradually to attention, saw Marcelle, and grinned. “Hi, Mrs. Chagnon!” she cried, just this side of panic. “Have you ever smoked marijuana?”

“No.”

“Well, I have. I love to smoke marijuana!”

“That right?”

“Yep. I can’t drink, it makes me crazy, and I start to cry and hit people and everything . . .”

“Right on,” Bruce said.

“. . . so I drink marijuana, I mean, I smoke marijuana, and then I feel real fine and everything’s a joke, just the way its s’posed to be. The trouble is, I can’t get the knack of rolling these little cigarettes, so I need to have someone roll them for me, which is why I asked these boys here to come in and help me out this morning. You want a seat? Why don’t you sit down, Mrs. Chagnon? I been meaning to ask you over to visit sometime, but I been so busy, you know?” She waved toward the hassock for Marcelle to sit down.

“You sure you don’t want a hit, Marcelle baby?” Terry offered again. “This’s some dynamite shit. Flora’s got herself some dynamite grass, right, man?” he said to Bruce.

“Oh, wow, man. Dynamite shit. Really dynamite shit.”

“No, thanks,” Marcelle sat gingerly on the hassock in the middle of the room. Bruce strolled loosely over and dropped himself on the mattress, plucked the joint from Terry’s hand, and sucked noisily on it. “So you’re the one who smokes the marijuana,” Marcelle said to Flora. “I mean, these boys didn’t . . .”

“Corrupt her?” Bruce interrupted. “Oh, wow, man, no way! She corrupted us!” he said, laughing and rolling back on the mattress. “Dynamite shit, man! What fucking dynamite grass!”

“He’s just being silly,” Flora explained. “It makes you a little silly sometimes, Mrs. Chagnon. Nothing to worry about.”

“But it’s illegal.”

“These days, Mrs. Chagnon, what isn’t? I mean, honestly.”

“Yeah, well, I suppose it’s okay, so long as you do it in the privacy of your own home, I mean.”

“Really, Mrs. Chagnon! I would never be so foolish as to risk being arrested by the police!” Flora was now sitting pertly, her legs crossed at the ankles, gesturing limp-wristedly as she talked.

Marcelle sighed heavily. “I came over here looking for Terry to help me finish winterizing, because we got a cold snap coming. But I can see he won’t be any good today, all doped up like he is . . .”

“Hey, man!” Terry said and sat up straight, his feelings hurt. “You paying time and a half, you got yourself a man. In fact, you pay time and a half, you might getcha self two men,” he said, waving toward Bruce. “You need a few bucks, man?”

“No, no, not today. I gotta study for a quiz on Monday, and I haven’t even looked at the stuff . . .”

“Right, right,” Terry said. “College boys gotta study for quizzes and stuff. But that’s okay. More for me, as I always say.” His voice was crisp and loud again, which to Marcelle was cheering, for she had been made anxious by his slurred, quiet, speech as if his voice had an edge she couldn’t see—if he was going to say things that cut, she wanted to be able to see them coming, and usually, with Terry, she could do that, so she was relieved to hear him yammering away again, snapping and slashing with his sarcasm and bravado.

“Hey, Flora,” Terry suddenly said, “now that you got the boss lady here, whyn’t you show her all your little furry friends! C’mon, baby, show the boss lady all your furry little friends!” He jumped up and urged Marcelle to follow. “C’mere and take a peek at these beasties. She’s got a whole heap of ’em.”

“Not so many,” Flora said shyly from the mattress.

“I gotta go,” Bruce said. “I gotta study,” he added and quickly let himself out the door.

Marcelle said not now and told Terry that he could start work by putting the winter skirting around Merle Ring’s trailer, which was the most exposed in the park, located as it was out there on the point facing the lake. She reminded him where the sheets of homosote were stored, and he took off, not before, as usual, synchronizing watches with her, so that, as he put it, she wouldn’t be able later on to say he didn’t work as long as he did. “I’ve been screwed that way too many times,” he reminded her.

Then he was gone, and Marcelle was alone in the trailer with Flora—alone with Flora and her animals, which to Marcelle seemed to number in the hundreds. Their scurrying and rustling in the cages and the chittering noises they made filled the silence, and the smell of the animals thickened the air. Flora moved about the room with a grace and lightness that Marcelle had never seen in her before. She seemed almost to be dancing, and Marcelle wondered if it was the effect of the marijuana, an effect caused by inhaling the smoke-filled air, because, after all, Flora was a heavy, awkward woman who moved slowly and deliberately, not in this floating, delicate, improvisational way, as if she were underwater.

“Flora! You can’t keep these animals in here anymore!”

Flora ignored the words and waved for Marcelle to follow her into the kitchen area, where the babies were. “The babies and the new mommies, actually,” she went on with obvious pride. As soon as they were weaned, she would place the mommies back with the daddies in the living room. Soon, she pointed out, she was going to have to build some more cages, because these babies would need to be moved to make room for more. She repeated what she had told Captain Knox: “When you take care of them, they thrive. Just like plants.”

Marcelle Chagnon said it again, this time almost pleading. “You can’t keep these animals in here anymore!”

Flora stopped fluttering. “It’s getting colder, winter’s coming in. I must keep them inside, or they’ll freeze to death. Just like plants.”

Marcelle Chagnon crossed her arms over her chest and for the third time informed Flora that she would not be able to keep her guinea pigs inside the trailer.

Finally, the words seemed to have been understood. Flora stood still, hands extended as if for alms, and cried, “What will I do with them, then? I can’t put them outside. They’re weak little animals, not made for this climate. You want me to kill them? Is that what you’re telling me? That I have to kill my babies?”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re going to do with them!” Marcelle was angry now. Her head had cleared somewhat, and she knew again that this was Flora’s problem, not hers. “It’s your problem, not mine. I’m not God. What you do with the damned things is your business . . .”

“But I’m not God, either!” Flora cried. “All I can do is take care of them and try to keep them from dying unnaturally,” she explained. That was all anyone could do and, therefore, it was what one had to do. “You do what you can. When you can take care of things, you do it. Because when you take care of things, they thrive.” She said it as if it were a motto.

“Then I’ll have to call the health board and have them take the guinea pigs out. I don’t want the scandal, it’ll make it hard to rent, and it’s hard enough already, but if I can’t get you to take care of these animals by getting rid of them, I’ll have someone else do it.”

“You wouldn’t do that!” Flora said, shocked.

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll have to get rid of me first,” she said. “You’ll have to toss me into the cold first, let me freeze or starve to death first, before I’ll let you do that to my babies.” She pushed her square chin defiantly out and glared at Marcelle.

“Oh, Jesus, what did I do to deserve this?”

Quickly, as if she knew she had won, Flora started reassuring Marcelle, telling her not to worry, no one would be bothered by the animals, their shit was almost odorless and would make fertilizer for the several vegetable and flower gardens in the park, and she, Flora, took good care of them and kept their cages clean, so there was no possible health hazard, and except for their relatively quiet chitchat, the animals made no noise that would bother anyone. “People just don’t like the  idea of my having guinea pigs, that’s all,” she explained. “The reality of it don’t bother anyone, not even Captain Knox. If people were willing to change their ideas, then everyone could be happy together,” she said brightly.

In a final attempt to convince her to give up the guinea pigs, Marcelle tried using some of Leon LaRoche’s calculations. She couldn’t remember the specific numbers, but she understood the principle behind them. “You realize you’re going to have twice as many of these things by spring. And how many have you got now, seventy-five or a hundred, right?”

Flora told her not to worry herself over it, she already had plenty to worry about with the trailerpark and winter coming and all. She should forget all about the guinea pigs, Flora told her with sympathy, and look after the people in the trailerpark, just as she always had. “Life is hard enough, Mrs. Chagnon, without us going around worrying about things we can’t do anything about. You let me worry about taking care of the guinea pigs. That’s something I can do something about, and you can’t, so therefore it’s something I should do something about, and you shouldn’t even try.” Her voice had a consoling, almost motherly tone, and for a second Marcelle wanted to thank her.

“All right,” Marcelle said brusquely, gathering herself up to her full height. “Just make sure these bastards don’t cause any trouble around here, and make sure there isn’t any health hazard from . . . whatever, bugs, garbage, I don’t know, anything . . . and you can keep them here. Till the weather gets warm, though. Only till spring.”

Marcelle moved toward the door, and Flora smiled broadly. She modestly thanked Marcelle, who answered that, if Flora was going to smoke pot here, she’d better do it alone and not with those two big-mouthed jerks, Terry and Bruce. “Those jerks, one or the other of ’em, will get you in trouble. Smoke it alone, if you have to smoke it.”

“But I don’t know how to make those little cigarettes. My fingers are too fat, and I spill it all over.”

“Buy yourself a corncob pipe,” Marcelle advised. “Where do you buy the stuff from, anyway?” she suddenly asked, as she opened the door to leave and felt the raw chill from outside.

“Oh, I don’t buy it!” Flora exclaimed. “It grows wild all over the place, especially along the Old Road where there used to be a farm, between the river and the state forest.” There were, as part of the land owned by the Corporation, ten or fifteen acres of old, unused farmland now grown over with brush and weeds. “They used to grow hemp all over this area when I was a little girl,” Flora told her. “During the War, for rope. But after the War, when they had to compete with the Filipinos and all, they couldn’t make any money at it anymore, so it just kind of went wild.”

“That sure is interesting,” Marcelle said, shaking her head. “And I don’t believe you. But it’s okay, I don’t need to know who you buy your pot from. I don’t want  to know. I already know too much,” she said, and she stepped out and closed the door behind her.

 



The trailerpark was located three and a half miles northwest of the center of the town of Catamount, a mill town of about five thousand people situated and more or less organized around a dam and millpond first established on the Catamount River some two hundred years ago. The mill had originally been set up as a grist-mill, then a lumber mill, then a shoe factory, and, in modern times, a tannery that processed hides from New Zealand cattle and sent the leather to Colombia for the manufacture of shoes.

To get to the trailerpark from the town, you drove north out of town past the Hawthorne House (named for the author Nathaniel Hawthorne, who stopped there overnight in May of 1864 with the then ex-president Franklin Pierce on the way to the White Mountains for a holiday; the author died the following night in a rooming house and tavern not unlike the present Hawthorne House, located in Plymouth, New Hampshire, but the legend had grown up in the region that he had died in his bed in Catamount), then along Main Street, past the half dozen or so blocks of local businesses and the large white Victorian houses that once were the residences of the gentry and the owners of the mill or shoe factory or tannery, whichever it happened to be at the time, and that were now the residences and offices of the local physician (for whom Terry’s sister, Carol Constant, worked), dentist, lawyer, certified public accountant, and mortician. A ways beyond the  town, you came to an intersection. To your right, Mountain Road sloped crookedly toward the hill that gave the town its name, Catamount Mountain, so named by the dark presence in colonial times of mountain lions and the rocky top of the hill. Turning left, however, you drove along Old Road, called that only recently and for the purpose of distinguishing between it and New Road, or the Turnpike that ran north and south between the White Mountains and Boston. When, three and a half miles from town, you crossed the Catamount River, you turned right at the tipped, flaking sign, GRANITE STATE TRAILERPARK, posted off the road behind a bank of mailboxes standing like sentries at the intersection. Passing through some old, brush-filled fields and a pinewoods that grew on both sides of the narrow, paved lane, you emerged into a clearing, with a sedge-thickened swamp on your left, the Catamount River on your right, and, beyond, a cluster of somewhat battered and aging house trailers. Some were in better repair than others, and some, situated in obviously more attractive locations than others, were alongside the lake, where they exhibited small lawns and flower gardens and other signs of domestic tidiness and care. The lake itself stretched beyond the trailerpark, four and a half miles long and in the approximate shape of a turkey. For that reason, for over a hundred years it had been called Turkey Pond until Ephraim Skitter, who owned the shoe factory, left the town a large endowment for its library and bandstand, and in gratitude the town fathers changed the name of the lake. That, in turn, gave the name Skitter to the large parcel of land that bordered the north and west sides of the lake, becoming by 1950, when the Turnpike was built, the Skitter Lake State Forest. All in all, it was a pretty piece of land and water. If you stood out on the point of land where the trailerpark was situated, with the swamp and pinewoods behind you, you could see, out beyond the deep blue water of the lake, spruce-covered hills that lumped their way northward all the way to the mauve-colored wedges at the horizon, the world-famous White Mountains.
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