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         HE’S WAITING FOR her to die, Rose knows. She’s no dummy. Every June her son, Gary, itches to inherit her big house on Rockaway Beach. “You’re getting up there” is this year’s catchphrase, as if turning eighty-one begins the ascent. Up and up, she’ll levitate a little higher each birthday, while Gary, Maureen, and the kids fan out on the sand below her waving bye-bye. Gary’s latest brainstorm is he moves in now—this weekend. “We’ll take care of you,” he insists, oblivious to the way this sounds. “Maureen’s a doctor.” (Close! A veterinarian.) “You’ll get to play Grandma. All the time!”

         “Oh, he’d love the free child care,” Rose is griping to her new friend Li, a real (if ill) Chinaman, right here under her dining-room table. “But I know those grandkids think I’m boring and smell weird. And I am. And I do. I’m no dummy.”

         This strikes Rose as so hysterically funny that soon she has to steady herself on the marble sideboard. Harboring an illegal alien is one of her first-ever crimes (give or take a little parking on her late husband, Vincent’s handicapped permit). She feels Sambuca giddy, puffy with pride. If only Vin could see his favorite shirt (the ivory with black piping) draped big as a dress on this true outlaw. Wouldn’t he be impressed! Donning their cowboy best, Vin and his buddies from the social club used to spend Sunday mornings riding around Belle Harbor on their mopeds. “The Good Guys,” they called themselves, and went out looking for good deeds to do. But Vin had never risen to this Robin Hood level: a good deed and a crime too!

         “It was mostly his excuse to get out of church,” Rose explains to her guest and crosses herself, a reflex.

         “Yesu Jidu!” Li moans from under the table, where he’d crawled like a sick crab. To hide? So weak; it seemed miraculous that he’d even made it into the house. “Yesu Jidu?”

         Is he dreaming with his eyes open? He’s so spacey and emaciated, it’s like taking care of a child again. Like Vin at the end, even wrapped in the same orange crocheted blanket. But this fellow can’t be over thirty. A large bruised head on a skeletal frame and wet-looking hair even now that it’s dried. With one hand he clutches a Ziploc bag containing a small roll of bills and a phone number written on a scrap of newsprint. With the other he points at the iron crucifix from Calabria hanging above the sideboard and Rose’s head.

         “Yesu Jidu,” he repeats. “Me.”

         At last Rose gets it. “You’re Jesus Christ! No wonder we’re hitting it off!”

         And not an hour ago he was on his knees, in his undies, puking up Atlantic Ocean all over her shower house.

         For no reason, this memory cracks Rose up all over again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When the helicopters whirred her awake, the phone was also ringing. Rose fumbled for it in the dark.

         “Is the TV on?” Gary panted from his Hoboken apartment. Eighteen years he’d lived there and Rose had been invited twice. She retrieved her bifocals from the white pocketbook she’d begun to take with her to bed. The clock read…“Three a.m.? Gary. It’s three—”

         “Are all the doors locked, Ma? A whole boatload of Chinks—”

         “Who taught you to talk like that?”

         “What’s that? I heard something.”

         “Helicopters?”

         “Oh, Christ, Ma! Get up! Turn on the TV!”

         It was easier to push aside the window curtain and confirm that she was right. Helicopters weren’t at all unusual here on the shore, called in often for drownings, drug trafficking, and bigwig airport transport. And what with that 120,000-pound whale that just washed up in Arverne on Friday? The sky had been pocked with press aircraft all week. But this was a swarm—police, Coast Guard, and media. And this time the giant metal insects were buzzing above the opposite end of the beach, at Breezy Point.

         “Get Dad’s gun, in my closet, I’ll feel better.”

         “Gary…”

         “They’ll be storming our house!”

         “My house.”

         “Get the gun, Ma, or I’ll come get it for you.”

         So what choice did Rose have but to slowly unload herself from the bed? She’d never get back to sleep anyhow. Instead of a robe, she preferred one of Gary’s old, hooded surf-shop sweatshirts. Instead of slippers, flip-flops. Better to accommodate a hammertoe or two.

         The pitted gray revolver, still loaded and ready to guard Vincent’s Bootery, was hidden, fittingly, in one of Vin’s old cowboy boots. But which? No sign of it inside either of the pointy black ones, which once kicked and broke Rose’s elbow. Nor was the gun in the fringed white jobs from the ’60s, nor in the scuffed beige-suede numbers Gary wore every day of Brooklyn College. One boot box was crammed with old photographs of Rose’s father’s medicinal-herb garden (the remnants of which still grew out back). Another hid—hmmm—Vin’s Cuban cigars. Still a third had been turned into Gary’s Box of Pain, artifacts from childhood no one normal would collect, like scabs and splints and bloody pulled teeth. It was agonizing, physically and every which way, for Rose to kneel there amid the pinewood-derby cars, shoehorns, and porno magazines. But once she found the correct boot, she lingered, running her hand along the soft, red leather and bumpy white stitching, letting herself miss the husband she’d mostly despised. The gun sagged heavily in her front sweatshirt pocket but the feeling was not altogether unpleasant, a little like a baby there. After Vin died, the bootery space became Rockaway Video, Clothesliner, Sean’s Liquor, the Photo Hub, Pickles ’n’ Pies.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The back door always stuck. To open it, you had to lean with your whole weight, shoulder first, wham. Each time Rose did this, she imagined falling onto the brick patio and lying there in crumpled agony until Gary came by to check whether she’d been drinking and forced her to wear that medical leash with the button to press in case of emergencies.

         “You wouldn’t treat me like that,” Rose says now, lowering herself and a wicker tray down to Li. (Can he hear all her joints popping?) “You’d be nice. If you found me out there on the ground?”

         Li just bows, or has a cramp. From his fetal position, he tries and fails to reach up for the tray. Never mind. Rose places it beside him on the scratched-up tile. All the while, Li’s shiny black eyes both avoid and study her, as if she’s a phantom or royalty.

         “The queen of Queens, Rose Impoliteri, and Yesu Jidu will commence to dine. Choice of Fiberall, orange juice, Sambuca.”

         It’s a far swim from the meals Rose used to make for her daddy, then her husband, then her son, for the endless stream of relatives from Italy and Bensonhurst, for Good Guys and Bad Guys, their loud wives, sandy children, pets! On a Sunday like this, she’d be expected to serve the antipasti and the pasta, two meats, a vegetable side, salad, dessert, espresso, a digestif, and mints. She’d prayed for a daughter to help her. When that failed, she’d prayed for an air conditioner. Finally: “I just prayed they’d leave me the fuck alone, excuse my Italian. And here I am. Until Gary puts me in a place. Or that dead whale saves me.”

         A bacterial time bomb, the papers are calling the washed-up finback. If the city doesn’t get rid of her before the next high tide, she could infect the whole waterfront. The summer of ’93 will be an environmental disaster, a PR nightmare. Ah, but a blessing for Rose. No one will bother coming near her house if the beach is closed. Rose can live happily ever after for one more summer. Rose and Li—

         Sadly, no one’s ever seen a Chinese person in Rockaway other than the delivery boy for Wok ’n’ Roll. People would definitely notice. Li’s oily dark hair and sparse eyebrows are actually a lot like young Vin’s were, but that’s about all for the resemblance. Li has those nearly lidless eyes, high cheekbones, a nose like some kind of exotic sliced mushroom. He sniffs with what might be disgust at the box of Fiberall.

         “If Gary trusted me enough to leave my gas on, I’d make you my famous pasta with sardines,” Rose says. “Or soup. I know your people like soup. The nerve of that kid, after forty-five years of scarfing my rigatoni. On a Sunday like this, I’d serve an antipasti and a pasta. Two meats—”

         Eyes closed, Li hauls himself up onto his forearm and begins quickly eating the cereal with his hands, from the box, no milk. He’s got a way of chewing with his whole head that Rose has never seen before. And Rose has seen a lot of people chewing.

         “I’d go easy on that Fiberall,” she warns.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He ripped through the rhododendron hedge just as Rose made it out the back door. There he goes, she thought. There goes the neighbor’s black Lab, Blacky, off his leash again, en route to pee on her shower house again. And though his bark did sound odd, like a croup, Rose was too busy fuming to dwell on it. No point protesting to his owner, Tim Ray, a man so deeply unoriginal that he’d name a black dog Blacky. A divorced alcoholic firefighter living with his mother, Tim had probably peed on Rose’s property too—mark some more territory. Both houses sat on the same beachfront plot (once owned in full by Rose’s father) but the Rays’ side was half the size. Their wooden house a shack by comparison.

         And it wasn’t just Gary or the Rays who threatened Rose’s seaside bliss. All the neighbors were jealous. The Mole-Kacys on her driveway side regularly sent their kids on trikes to spy. Is that old bat still alive? The Fitzwhatnots across the street brought Christmas and Easter cookies so as to get double peeks inside. Rose is no dummy. She can tell her house is watched, this brick house her father built, the house in which Rose was born and has lived—eighty-one years now. They’re watching, waiting…to buy, steal, or tear it down. More room, more view, more parking. Owning things that others covet might make some feel powerful, but it consumes Rose with fear.

         In the distance, Ambrose lighthouse pulsed on, off, on; its usual soothing rhythm jangled by searchlights. She heard sirens. Screams? The helicopter din confused the sound. Then that bruiser of a policeman appeared, coming around the side of the house.

         Rose clutched at her sweatshirt, alert. She’d been hassled by the law once before, after starting a fire on the beach. Had she actually fallen when opening the back door, this officer would have been the one to find her. Quite by accident, it would have been. His long flashlight roaming enviously over her climbing ivy, decorative inlaid tile, and large picture windows would have suddenly illuminated her, or what was left of her. Rose Camille Joan Russo Impoliteri. A bloodied and desiccated human carcass. An ugly nuisance requiring removal.

         “We were ringing, but you were out here, I guess,” said the thick policeman, bouncing in place. Only then did he remember to flash a badge. “Sloane. And you are—”

         “Who needs to know?”

         Something was moving in the background, down below, on the lawn, where a long wall protected garden from beach. Squinting, Rose made out a second, trimmer uniform, skinny head, loping walk, nightstick. “I know him!” An old classmate of Gary’s, wasn’t he—Kevin? Kieran? But then, they all looked alike, those fair-haired Rockaway boys, lifeguards and rangers, cops and firemen, Coast Guard and sanitation. Almost all of them could pass for larger versions of the St. Francis grammar-school bullies who tagged her son “Guido” and “greaseball,” “zipper-head,” “bait-eater.”

         So perhaps it wasn’t the officer but his heartless nightstick that seemed familiar. It trailed down the length of Rose’s plants, pausing now and then to take a random, vicious whack.

         “Why’s he doing that?” Rose’s frail voice failed to rise.

         “Just checking around,” Sloane said. “You see anything unusual?”

         “Yeah. Over there, your partner beating on my foliage. Hey! You! Basta!”

         “Any Chinese, I meant. A boatload of illegals just ran aground off of Breezy. The Golden Venture—”

         “That’s my cherry!” Rose screamed, starting for the tree. Sloane caught her arthritic elbow. “Oh…”

         By the time he released her, the other cop had moved on, the nightstick held up in two hands like an ugly erection. At his back, the ocean moaned along with Rose. Pain radiated the length of her manhandled arm.

         Sloane had resumed his bouncing, up and down, off and on the balls of his feet. “Sorry, ma’am. But it’s total mayhem out here. They’re drowning, they’re running. We gotta check around.” Up and down, up and down. Was he trying to peer over her head into her house? Or—“Do you need the toilet?”

         “What?” The question caught the cop on the upswing, where he froze and asked, “Anyone else home? Husband? Kids? Companion?”

         “I take care of myself.”

         Which is when Blacky started up barking again, barking from inside the house next door, the same high-pitched bark Rose was used to. So Blacky wasn’t actually out here, Rose realized. So it hadn’t been a dog that ran past her just—

         “Wait,” she called uselessly. Both cops had already gone off down the side of the house to search the garage. “Wait! You can’t do that!”

         Rose’s elbow throbbed, but still she followed. “You can’t do that! Wait!” She kicked off her flip-flops, trying to move faster along the rhododendron hedge. “No, I think you’re not allowed to do that. Without a warrant.”

         Was this true? She hadn’t the vaguest idea. All she knew for sure was “this is my house!”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The back door sticks; the tile is scratched; the basement floods every time someone cries, Vin liked to joke. But according to that broker who called just this week, the massive brick cube and the lot it’s on is now worth two million, easy. Five thousand was what her father paid in construction costs, back in the 1940s. “Germans came ashore then, did you know? U-boats in Rockaway! I doubt they were trying to immigrate.”

         Total strangers regularly hang over the beach wall and call, “Yoo-hoo,” to make offers on the place. Once or twice, they’ve come right up to the house, even peeped into her picture windows. Just thinking about it usually frightens Rose. But here under the table with Li, it’s good. She’s safe.

         “I have a mind to fool them all,” Rose tells Li, on a whim. But it’s a whim she believes in. “I’m going to leave this place to you.”

         The Good Guys never helped anyone that much. Other than a lady who’d let them load up her car with groceries in the Waldbaum’s parking lot, the Good Guys never really helped anyone at all. Vin said they tried, but no one wanted helping. Even the lady with the groceries, Vin said, probably just felt sorry for them. So the Good Guys took to drag-racing up and down Beach Channel Drive. Then Vin came home to Sunday dinner to alternately sweet-talk and criticize Rose. My favorite flower. You call this turd a meatball? My soft, sweet Rose. Lazy bitch can’t go to Bensonhurst for some decent bread!

         “It was that and more, and I took it until the day he says, ‘Rose,’ he says, ‘do me a favor. Don’t serve this grease when my cousins come from Calabria.’ In front of our Jewish friends, he says this, in front of the Baums! He calls my sauce grease!”

         Li can’t possibly understand the story, yet he tilts his head at its tone of hurt and even stops eating while Rose speaks. If Gary and his atheist wife ever showed her half the deference Li does, Rose might not mind them moving in, having someone to listen.

         “That night, I burned the table leaves,” Rose says. “This table here. I dragged those two heavy planks one by one across the floor—see these long scratches? That’s from dragging them, and, mind you, by myself while Gary and Vin were upstairs watching their shows—detective stories and professional wrestling. Nothing that would interest a world traveler like you.”

         At that, Li tries to give Rose the wad of bills from his Ziploc bag and she pretends not to notice.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once she finally got to the garage, she saw that all the chairs and cushions she’d paid the grandkids to stack at the end of last summer had been tossed across the dirty floor, and still the officers were going at it, knocking over beach umbrellas, tossing paint cans. What would they do if they actually found a person? Rose’s father had come over like this, on a boat from Sicily. And Vin had arrived in an Armani suit on a plane. But those were known journeys. To imagine the suffering of some poor Chinese soul crammed on a freighter for months was beyond her. And when they got here? Forced to kick for survival in the frosty June chop? Hunted down by pigs like rabbits? The thought convinced Rose that she heard that croupy cough again, that someone was there.

         “Someone’s here,” Kevin or Kieran said, but he meant Rose. “Hey. Hi, ma’am. You really shouldn’t be out.”

         “At my age?”

         “At this hour. With that chest cold.” One of his blue eyes was lazy, drifting.

         Rose thought to cough again to cover for the stranger. She wondered if the wok she’d long ago ruined had wound up here in the garage. She’d cleaned it wrong and it had rusted or—

         “You should get back inside,” the officer insisted, grasping her still-burning elbow. “Mrs.—”

         “Don’t you even remember me? Gary’s mom?” The way it came out, it sounded like begging. Of course, it had been years since Rose had been Gary’s mom in any meaningful way. She touched the bulge in her sweatshirt. It had been years since she’d been in her own garage, let alone had a car, driven a car, ridden a bike, fired a gun. How quickly the briny, mildewed stench took her back to mean Vin and all his sticky cousins, the endlessly boiling pots, gritty towels, crumbs, bones, and water rings that had ultimately led her down to the sand dragging those two heavy planks that signified company. Two leaves, two meats, the vegetable side—

         Kevin or Kieran claimed not to have grown up around here. But, too bad, he’d kill to inherit a house like this, on the beach. At the door, he gave her his card. In case Rose saw anything unusual. She stuffed it into her sweatshirt with the gun, for safekeeping. Then Sloane whistled for him to move on to neighbor Tim’s house, setting Blacky off yapping for real now.

         “Fires on the beach are illegal,” said the policeman who had arrived that first time, smacking his nasty nightstick on the smoldering table leaves. “Burning some good wood there—oak, is it? I should give you a ticket. I should haul your crazy ass in.” When he’d finally gone, it had taken Rose hours to bury the rest of the charred planks in the sand. And still some animal had it partially dug up by daylight. Vin saw it and raged. Here was the proof of what he knew all along, his wife was “the redheaded devil spawn.” Then he drag-raced his moped into a Green Line bus.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Kids on the beach never stopped trying to dig a hole to China. And once, for a few months somewhere in the ’70s, Rose had fashioned a hair ornament out of chopsticks, like she’d seen on that actress, what’s her name, in that film, what’s it called?

         “Other than that,” she admits to Li, “when it comes to things Oriental, I’m one big dummy.”

         Li starts to nod but an involuntary shiver overtakes him. His eyes close. Bits of Fiberall dribble from his lips. He whimpers, backstroking into the table’s pedestal. Rose imagines Li’s mother teaching him to swim. A river, it must have been, not a curly, raging ocean. A safe and manageable river.

         
            *  *  *

         

         At first, he looked like some kind of sea monster, soaked through and wrapped in the moldy shower curtain. You could see his chest heave, but when she got up close, the rusty, tentative sound panicked her. Each breath might erupt into coughing or nothing. And the shower house was no place for him—a dank, cobwebbed lair, slick with dog pee–scented wet leaves and the butts of the Marlboro Lights she suspected her ten-year-old grandson was smoking.

         “I can help you,” Rose said. “My daughter-in-law is a doctor.”

         The stranger lurched up onto his hands and knees and puked up a gush of ocean.

         “You come into my house,” she insisted. “I have a nice house.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Ma! Ma! You would not believe the traffic! Big whoop, that Golden Venture, every single—Ma? Why are you under the table?”

         Rose opens her gluey lids; blinks. According to the window, it’s morning—low tide. A short, wide man with a graying goatee and a Yankees cap is wheeling in two Samsonites. “Thought I’d start the move-in process. Since I was coming anyways. Oh, look here, that explains it.” Gary gives a swift kick to the empty Sambuca bottle. “Tell me you didn’t drink that whole thing. Ma!”

         Rose shields her face. “I thought she was dying. I thought they were closing the beach!”

         “Will you quit yapping about that dopey whale? Ten men just drowned right out—”

         Li! It really happened! Rose finds him beside her, under the orange crocheted blanket. But his cheeks look all wrong—too flat and waxy. “Get Maureen, Gary! Hurry!”

         “What’s Maureen gonna do about a dead fucking fish? A truck already took—Jesus! Not again!”

         Now Gary’s spotted his father’s cowboy shirt. “You keep telling me you don’t need taking care of, so how come every time you get blicked, you gotta carry this shit around?” Grabbing for the fringed sleeve, he discovers—“Aah!”—there’s an arm inside. There’s a man attached to the arm.

         If Li weren’t so pale, Rose would crack up. If it weren’t for the whale dying. “You should see your face, Gary!”

         “Who the hell—”

         “This is my friend Li…Li? Oh my God! Call nine-one-one!” Adrenaline pumps Rose the strength to cradle Li’s head, to search in vain for breath or a pulse, but no. Rose crosses herself. “Call a priest.”

         “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

         “He’s a Christian.”

         “He’s a criminal!” Gary pulls on his own hair, pacing.

         “Father Flynn, call. The number’s in my pocketbook.”

         “I’m calling the cops is who I’m calling once I figure out—”

         “The white pocketbook. Upstairs—”

         “Would you shut your fucking trap?”

         Vin used to say that. And though Gary has Rose’s strawberry-blond coloring, he looks just like his father now—the superior purse of his lips, the neck stubble, his fly slightly unzipped.

         “You think you can kill me and get my house?” Rose asks, calmer now that she’s decided. For once, Gary will take his mother seriously. Inside her sweatshirt pocket, the soft wood of the old revolver handle is reassuring. “You think you can kill your own—”

         “I said shut up, Ma, Christ! I’m thinking!”

         Rose cocks the hammer with her thumb the way Vin made her practice before trusting her to mind the store. Don’t forget to aim, now.

         “Holy shit! What—”

         The kick of the gun slams Rose back to the floor, where she stays, wincing, eyes on her son. So strange, the way his body writhes before it thuds, slow twist up, accent down. Like those Indian dances she saw years ago, when the Indians came to Rockaway to entertain. Of all things to think of now! That’s how foreign Gary’s body seems, falling and now slumped over his bulbous luggage, leaking. Another mess for her to clean up. And the throb connecting Rose’s elbow and neck is so all-consuming that she misses the screech of the back door somehow. It’s the odor that tells her that neighbor Tim’s arrived, his unique blend of vodka, envy, ocean, wet dog.

         “Get out!” Rose yells, and as his firefighter boots blur past her toward Gary, she quickly thrusts the gun into poor, dead Li’s hands. Fingerprints, right? She did not endure years of Columbo for nothing.

         “I saw that! I saw you,” Tim squeals, giving up on Gary and lunging pointlessly to try and revive Li. “What did you do, Rose?”

         Once more, she reaches into her sweatshirt pocket, desperate to make the message clear. “This is my house!” It relieves her to see the detective’s card does not, after all, say Kevin or Kieran, but Vadim. He’ll be the one to help her. Vadim Volistaya. Not from around here.
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            Ring and Run

            Friday, June 14, 2002

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         “EIGHTY-ONE YEARS old.” Tim Ray is telling his ex-firefighter buddies how at “eighty-fucking-one” his neighbor Rose started smoking. “Found a stash of her dead husband’s stale stogies, and blam!” Burn holes everywhere, the new neighbors report. All the places she bumped into things, lit-end first. Tim has spent the last nine years waiting for the brick house to ignite and, with it, his own wooden Cape. What one ember on a sea breeze on a dry night could manage…All heads in the yard nod, concurring. Point is: Tim sleeps better since the Murder House sold. He lost a nostril not long ago! (Surgery.) And still, he sleeps so, so much better.

         If the rhododendrons weren’t in hysterical white bloom, they could see across the shared beachfront lawn and in through the picture windows of the notorious dining room. There, according to everyone, a Chinese dude shot Rose’s son. Too late for Tim to correct them. Too risky too. He’d worked (and drunk) hard to forget what he’d witnessed. And, fuck it, Tim rationalized, who’d even care now?

         Fifty-nine locals just died on 9/11. Two months later, a plane crash took out five more, along with some two hundred and sixty on board. The Golden Venture disaster is now “so last century” that it’s only even mentioned in connection with the Impoliteri house.

         Almost nostalgically, Chris D. recalls one corpselike teen Asian who’d tied a bucket to his waist, thinking it’d help him float. Then the conversation swings back to Tim and his new neighbors, the Glassmans.

         They’re perfect. Scratch that. Compared to Rose (not to mention his own skimpy clan), they’re as ideal as possible. A mom and a dad, a grumpy stick-figure Gramps, two red-haired daughters and a third kid on the way. If they hadn’t been escapees from an apartment near Ground Zero, Tim would have wondered what the hell they were even doing here, in Rockaway.

         True, he barely knows them. Even after five months, this is the case. Only four-year-old Sage has logged any real time outside. They just let her out the back door, same as Tim does with his mutt, Blacky, when he’s too lazy to walk him. Lately, Blacky, the girl, and her imaginary pirate friend, Ed, spend whole afternoons in search of buried treasure. Rose’s mutant-looking cherry tree is home base.

         “Down there.” Tim points his Fresca twelve-ounce to where a chest-high brick wall runs parallel to the beach, separating sand from yard, city from private property. In the middle of the wall, partially obscured by cherry branches, a small wooden door is flapping open to let in the little gang. “See ’em?” First Blacky, toting treasure (garbage) in his jaws. Next, tiny, orange-haired Sage, fisting a jumbo plastic ketchup bottle. Finally, presumably, the imaginary Ed. The kid hauls her invisible pal and that Heinz around everywhere. “Oh yeah.”

         “Oh yeah?” Bean palms his bald spot in disbelief, a quarter-size patch of skin, flushed from his coughing.

         Smiling tightens Tim’s scar tissue unpleasantly, but how to help it? “Finally some new blood around—”

         “Whoa, Butter, your ears are blushing. Is it the mom or are you a pedi?”

         All three of the next-door females—with their bony limbs, big joints, and orange frizz—might have been drawn by Dr. Seuss. So it’s nothing like Bean McMoron imagines. But the Glassman family as a whole does make Tim feel kind of…buzzed. And he’s the only sober guy in the yard—eight months, three weeks, five days. So what’s that?

         Mark (no last name), his AA sponsor, insists Tim should be avoiding his old friends (“Friends? Ya sure?”) Bean and Chris D. Two middle-aged 9/11 heroes who still regularly chug a six-pack apiece, laugh at farts, and call women “stains.”

         “That Glassman mom’s old but she’s no stain,” Chris D. opines, cupping his hands in front of his buff pecs to describe her. “Medicine-ball tits.”

         Chris D. got a BS in PE from BU.

         “Because she’s pregnant, dickhead,” Tim says, only fueling the guy’s rant.

         “My point exactly! They’re extra-horny knocked up. More blood flow to the—”

         “Is that true?” Bean’s got two kids to Chris D.’s one, so how come he never heard of this supposed phenomenon?

         “ ’Cause you’re a fag?”

         Mark No Name is wise. And yet. These are the same guys who coach Little League and T-ball, plan memorial paddle-outs, and head up programs to take wounded veterans jet-skiing, and that’s when they are not rushing into burning buildings, working second jobs in contracting, or donating bone marrow. They would never be less than impressive to Tim. But they cannot save him no matter how hard they try or how often they stop by under the guise of coordinating visits to the fire widows.

         Not that Tim entirely minds this. Imagine the general happiness if everyone had a place like his yard to come, sit, check the waves, decompress. And the calls to the widows are, to Tim’s mind, a basic tax owed for surviving. It’s humbling to follow Denise McClary as she sews sock monkeys for 9/11 charities. It buoys him to see Maggie Shannessy organize trips to Washington, pro bono lawyers, and comedy clubs. When Trish Shea rants about “revenge enlisting” in the army, all Tim has to do is listen and she always eventually calms down and shuffles the cards for hearts. As for his old friend and new lover, Peg, each visit makes Tim pine for the next. How tempting it is to exploit her manic stockpiling of supplies for the next disaster. Too tempting. He could fuck her daily just by showing up with cases of bottled water and batteries, like bouquets. Conscience should dilute his lust. Peg’s husband, Chowder, had been Tim’s first and best buddy. Peg herself was second and second-best. A sludge of sadness clogs his chest. Tim is godfather to Peg and Chowder’s two young children.

         “You do have a way with those widows,” Chris D. says. Coincidentally? (Tim is sure he’s been keeping the affair on the QT.) “Maybe you should get ordained and be our fire chaplain.”

         “Not this again.” The brotherly vibe dies as soon as they start in nagging Tim to return to the Beach House—Engine Company 268.

         “Time’s up, Butter. Back to work. Whaddaya say?”

         What do you say when they’re still calling you Butter (short for Butterfingers) fifteen years after one lifeguarding mishap? Figured I’d quit firefighting before I get a worse nickname. What do you say when even the widows (except Peg) cringe at the sight of your mashed-in nose hole? Don’t you dare pity me while I’m pitying you. Tim’s still got eight years until his twenty-year retirement, so what the hell do you say?

         You don’t say no. So why did they make him keep saying it? “No. No, thank you.” He will not go back to the FDNY, especially as a chaplain (what the fuck?), or as a chauffeur (yesterday’s brainstorm). He will not have a beer. Or, please God, no, date one of their single or divorced sisters or cousins. He’s alive-on-sick-leave-count-his-blessings not going back. And though Bean, a lieutenant now, keeps calling him King Coward—bottle cap flicked at Tim’s head—it’s the eighth or ninth time they’ve stopped by since Tim was sprung from Peninsula Hospital.

         “What guy on sick leave can teach driver’s ed, reel in a twenty-five-pound striper, and surf Hatteras?” Chris D. keeps on.

         “Meaning?”

         “You’re only thirty-six, Butter. What else ya gonna do?”

         “Whatever scares you is a good bet,” Mark No Name advised. Flash on a carful of teenagers taking turns at the wheel, and Tim shrugs. “Keep teaching for Steer-Rite Auto, I guess. Otherwise, I don’t know…let my beard grow? Garden? I just bought these really cool Malibu outdoor plant lights.”

         Tim’s friends (“Friends?”) screw up their ugly mugs in unison. “Garden? You’re not even Italian!”

         Which is when they hear a car pull into the neighbors’ driveway. It’s too early for Dad and Gramps to be home from work running their locksmith empire (#1 in the Tristate Since ’58!). And teen June has no license (which Tim plans to remedy). So it’s a guest, a contractor, a Con Edison meter man, or just your average outsider making a U-turn. You learn to expect a dead end in Rockaway.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It’s that house—an ivy-choked brick square where city street meets city beach. Its windows are pocked with BB holes. The ceiling’s moist, dripping. And yet it’s not the state of disrepair that disturbs Sue. It’s the way the house has enchanted her family. Four-year-old Sage spends all her free time taking orders from an imaginary pirate. June, sixteen, swears that ghosts live inside the bedroom walls. Sue’s husband, Dan, has developed migraines and an aversion to the dining room, the very spot Sue most enjoys.

         Southern exposure.

         Good acoustics.

         The Atlantic Ocean through two large (albeit dirt-streaked) picture windows.

         Here, with her feet up on a big oak table, Sue can simultaneously listen to her new iPod, mind Sage out back, and review Genesis. Not the band (though she was a major Peter Gabriel fan, early years), but the book, in which God turns out to be a cross between her father-in-law, Mozart, and Eloise. Possibly bipolar. A tyrant. Absolutely a wit. The master of understatement. When the doorbell rings, He’s just created “all there is,” and appraised it as “very good.”

         Sue decides to ignore the bell. June’s on the beach. Dan’s on the golf course. Chances are it’s those ring-and-rip kids again. Sue would just catch another look at the crumbling stoop, cracked sidewalk, and sandy trash blowing around on the dead-end street. Then again, who knows? What if? Another emergency? A lifeguard needing the bathroom? A housewarming gift needing detonating? FedEx with anthrax? Apology daisies from Dan?

         Dan believes Sue will forgive him for anything if he just sends daisies, since, once, as newlyweds, she lied and said that they were her favorite flower. Back then, Sue thought it possible to curb her husband’s extravagant nature. Or protect herself from it. To change him. And if not, so what? Back then, Dan, conversely, thought Sue’d stay the same. Suzanne Ainsley, the spacey musician Dan met on a midnight locksmith call (“The keys to the car and my apartment are in there!”), would never have demanded he stand up to his daddy the way Sue did in their latest fight. That Sue had barely known herself, let alone Dan, let alone his father, Sy, the source of so much future strife.

         Dan works beside his father at Glassman Locks & Keys (What Have You Got to Lose?). Sue assumed Dan’s salary would ascend with the years. Yet nearly two decades later, and even though Dan now technically owns the company, it’s Sy’s gifts that still keep them afloat, infantilized—a dishwasher here, a college fund there, orthodontics, an iPod. And now that Sue finally agreed to convert to Judaism, the big prize, a beach house.

         Craftily, this latest bribe was made on 9/12 even as Sue and Dan argued over who had left all the windows open in their cramped Tribeca apartment. And though Dan had never before interfered in his parents’ quest to convert Sue, in a few weeks, he was begging her to say yes. A bit unhinged, Sue guessed. In an unrelated crisis, Dan’s seemingly healthy mother lay dying in the ICU at Brooklyn Hospital—heart attack. How desperately she had wanted a Jewish daughter-in-law Dan reminded her.

         “Sorry, but that won’t work on me.”

         Ever smooth, Dan switched tactics. “Well, we can’t stay here. What do you think we’re breathing in?”

         “People, metal—”

         “That was rhetorical. Oh, Su-zy. Who loves the ocean more than you?”

         “We can move without your father, Dan.”

         “When we sell our apartment at Ground Zero?”

         “We’ll figure it out.”

         “You’re in denial.”

         “You’re in shock.”

         “My mother’s dying. And without a Jewish—”

         “Sorry, but that won’t work on me.”

         These words were repeated often, in the same order and also rearranged with the occasional add-on insult or plea. Then, for a time, Sue and Dan stopped saying anything. Dan’s mom died, and his dad gave him ownership of Glassman Locks & Keys. Dan sent Sue daisies and they made up (sort of), avoiding the subject(s). In the end, Sue discovered she was pregnant again…at forty-two. And caved. Blame hormones or love or the post-terror downtown stench, but moving suddenly seemed the only option. Within an hour of her assent, Sy had the whole conversion arranged with his rabbi and golf buddy Larry Gutman. An early-summer date was set for the ritual. As June loves to say, Sue sold her soul for a sea view and a few extra bathrooms.

         If Sue were converting to Christianity, she could confess and be absolved. Instead, there’s only punishment. First, the catch: her father-in-law was going to live with them. (So Sue could take care of him.) Then, the rub: other than Sy’s own bottom-floor suite, the old wreck would be renovated piecemeal. (It’s high time Dan got handy.) Next, the revelation that the Murder House was not a name coined by witty children but the result of a shooting death here in this room. Perhaps worst of all is the doorbell itself, now again chiming “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.”

         Sue rises; head rush. The digital tune was clearly chosen by Sy to drive her, a lapsed music teacher, insane. And it’s working. As she zigzags down the front hall, faded forms on the peeling pink wallpaper shift from roses to skirts to tiny uteri to cupcakes.

         Sue swallows. She spits. Yet the saliva keeps returning, overflowing on her tongue, an eternal maternal fountain. This merely the latest in a tall list of pregnancy indignities—the bulging vein in her crotch, the dizziness and hemorrhoids, the itchy belly and startlingly graphic dreams of sex with Philip Glass, the Good Humor Man, and her own husband! “For He’s a Jolly”—

         If only it were possible to conjure a person bearing baked goods—éclairs, crullers, doughnuts. Sue would take a Pop-Tart, so severe is this sudden, almost nauseating need for frosting. The neighbors she’s met so far—retired firefighter cum driver’s ed teacher Tim Ray, with half his nose missing, and the always-yelling Mole-Kacy family—don’t strike her as people likely to bake. So Sue’s pleased that the peephole reveals a curvy Indian beauty swathed in lemony silk. (The fact that Belle Harbor homes aren’t sold to brown people Sue is still too new to have grasped.) When she opens the door, she finds an additional guest, below eye level, in a wheelchair. Elderly but solid, with a mustached smirk and a puff of no-color hair. In the lap of her flowered housedress sits an enormous, white, cracked leather pocketbook.

         “The lady’s come home,” the aide announces.

         “Excuse me?” Sue asks.

         “Excuse you, Mommy? Do you speak English? I said, ‘The lady’s come home.’”

         “There must be some mistake.”

         But the gorgeous helper just shoves the wheelchair over the threshold. Sue backs up to protect her toes.

         “Careful, carrottop!” The senior laughs, donning bifocals from a beaded chain on her neck. She peers up at Sue through newly googly, magnified eyes. “That your real color?”

         “I don’t know who you are but—”

         “Well, I know you, Red. You’re, she’s—”

         “Suzanne,” prompts the aide, as though they’ve studied up. “I gather this is Suzanne, married into the Glassman family.” She reaches out and pats Sue’s bulge. “Twins? At your age?” Two insults in four words! As if on cue, the baby (singular) wakes and begins jabbing at Sue’s ribs in syncopation.

         “Suz-anne,” the old woman says, thrusting out a hand. A zing of window light electrifies her gaudy gold bracelet.

         Sue has to force herself to lean down and shake. Sure enough, the reptilian skin transmits a steady bolt of dread.

         “Rose Camille Joan Russo Impoliteri.”

         “Ohhh.” At last, Sue (partly) understands.

         The daughter-in-law, Maureen, who handled the house sale, told the Glassmans that the elderly seller was “incapacitated,” “lingering” in a nursing home in Forest Hills. But this old gal with the loud housedress, powder-blue hoodie, and fuchsia lipstick appears, if anything, overly animated. When Sue offers to hang up her things, she clamps onto her bag with a tissue-stuffed sleeve and commands the aide, “Move it!”

         Instantly, the chair is hurtling down the hallway. “This is my hallway,” Rose narrates, pointing out the obvious. To the right, “my graaand staircase.” To the left, the door to “my living room.” Farther down, “we have my half bath—”

         “Can I get you…anything?” Sue asks, a bit breathless from keeping pace. They’ve arrived at the end of the corridor, the doorway of Rose’s “famous kitchen.” Back in the day, Rose would right now be breading the Friday-night fish while figuring out her big Sunday meal. “That’s the antipasti and the pasta, two meats, a vegetable side—”

         The wheelchair veers off into the dining room/murder room, where Sue just assumes they will stop. But on they roll (the aide as if also on wheels, gliding), past the big round table piled with Sue’s books and CDs, over the long scratch in the tile floor, toward the back door.

         “Push hard. It’s broken!” Sue calls, idiotically. Rose obviously knows about the door. She moved out only five months ago, after…eighty years? Ninety? To all but the Glassmans, this is still the Impoliteri house when it’s not “that house” or “the Murder House.”

         “The Impoliteri house? That old wreck’ll be work!” said Dr. Mole next door, first day.

         “So you’re the plucky ones who moved into that house,” chirped Sage’s preschool teacher, Miss Katy.

         “The Murder House? People live in there? Ya sure?” This from the pizza guy before agreeing to deliver.

         Not to mention the ring-and-rip crowd, who chant, “Scary Impoliteri, Scary Impoliteri,” as they race away, shrieking.

         The Impoliteri house is rife with spider corpses, loose doorknobs, saggy ceilings, broken locks, and sweating walls, for starters. It’s a money pit with a weird oregano/shoe polish/moldy smell that no amount of Ajax will obscure. Like a third (or fourth or ninth) kid, it’s so used to being neglected that it acts out even when it’s paid attention to. An opera of a house is how Sue regards the heavy, dark, Old World mustiness. Fat, ornate furniture legs plot to trip you; worn velvet cushions sigh out clouds of melodramatic dust; drafty old windows turn ordinary sea breezes into hysterical arias.

         It moves Sue, despite everything, the overblown dynamics. She’s settling in. By the ocean, nothing can corner you. The appearance of the old lady confirms it. Sue already feels…attached? Attacked?

         Sue retreats to the kitchen, spits into the stained, oversize marble sink, and scarfs down four Fig Newtons before picking up the phone to call Dan on the seventh hole.

         “She’s come home!” Sue says, her mouth still jammed with fig. “Whatever that means.” Then, flashing on the huge white pocketbook: “I think she might have brought a suitcase.”

         In the background, Sue can hear her father-in-law, Sy, barking at Dan to “wrap it up! We’re in the middle of a meeting here.”

         “Hello to him too! Will you…hurry back, please?”

         “On my way,” Dan promises.

         “Like hell you are,” Sy rails. “How dare you skip out on a dying man in the middle—”

         “You’re not dying, Dad.”

         Sy did have bone cancer. Fifteen years ago.

         “Gimme that phone!”

         “No!”

         “Hand it over!”

         Sue paces, half listening to them wrestle for the cell. The corner kitchen has windows on two sides—one facing her driveway and the Mole-Kacy garage, the other fronting the rhododendron hedge and, past that, the neighbor Tim’s house. He’s out back, as always, with his cronies, all in Adirondack chairs. But their eyes, usually fixed on the ocean, now stare into her yard.

         Sue pivots to see where exactly they’re looking. Beyond the doorway connecting kitchen to dining room, there’s a straight view across a strip of scuffed, sunlit tile and out through half a picture window. In the available frame, the aide’s graceful brown hand slices a piece of blue sky. Following her yellow dress downward, Sue can make out, in receding order, windblown greenery, a stretch of brick patio, some anemic grass, and, down at the bottom right corner, a miniature silver sandal—Sage! Her little girl is out there with strangers! “Gotta go!”

         “So you do!” her father-in-law bellows, having apparently wrested the phone from his son. “Shabbat shalom, Sue. Don’t forget to put in the brisket.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tim’s primed for the screech of the Impoliteri back door. On his feet as soon as he hears it, he tucks then untucks his T-shirt, sits again, stands again, sits. Which Glassman will emerge and what can he think to say to any of them? Then the house spits out Rose, and Tim feels, at once, paralyzed.

         During her absence, the old lady has acquired a wheelchair and a hot brown chick in head-to-toe yellow to push it. “This is my yard,” Rose says as they clear the weedy patio and plow onto the patchy grass. The long lawn is contiguous with Tim’s own save for a thick, dividing row of rhododendrons. Anyone can see that this was once a single property. But Rose insists that her companion “picture it!” back when her father owned the entire plot. No lawn at all then, just the best victory garden in the U. S. of A., spanning the beachfront between two soon–to–be–New York City streets.

         Apparently old Rose is still too proud for a hearing aid. Tim easily makes out every word.

         “One day, I’m a little girl playing on my private acre, and the next I’m a madwoman staring down a bulldozer.”

         Tim and his mom weren’t the ones to buy the parceled-off lot. They didn’t build the house on Rose’s Eden. They weren’t even the first people to live in it. Yet the Impoliteris have always liked to blame the Rays for their dip in fortune. The way Tim heard it, Rose’s father sold the land after his shoemaking business went bust. With the money, he imported Rose a husband from Italy and set the guy up with a store on Rockaway’s main shopping street: 116th. What little time remained, he spent on what little garden remained.

         “I’ve kept a lot of his plants alive,” Rose goes on, showing off a small tree by the back door. “This is his yew. That’s yew, not me, get it?” Tim waits anxiously to see when she’ll notice…“It’s shedding all its needles!” And beneath it: “Dad’s fool’s parsley! Flattened dead!” The little hoods on the monkshood resemble Rose’s own droopy purple eyelids. It’s worse than Tim even realized. In the five months since Rose left, her garden has totally tanked. Tim braces himself for the scowl now swiveling toward him.

         “And over there,” Rose tells her helper, “is one of my neighbors, drunk Timmy.”

         Wrong! Tim wants to shout. Eight months, three weeks, five days wrong, bitch! Don’t make me glad I killed your plants. FYI—I’m not Timmy (or Butter), I’m Tim! Tim Ray! Tim-Remember-It-Ray!

         But what if one of the Glassmans were to hear? They’d never want to get to know him then. And what if Rose’s return is his fault? What if crowing to his friends about the great new family next door has in some way invoked her? How foolish of Tim ever to have believed that he was free of Rose simply because she’d moved. She was his burden. And he forever part of her tour.
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