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The human fish is intricate and hidden; the
appearance of his fins are deceptive.


—JEAN TOOMER, Essentials
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PROLOGUE


Mrs. Annie Simmons strutted down her front porch steps one May day butt-naked except for a pair of high-heeled pink satin bedroom slippers and a short strand of coral-colored pop beads. I was walking down her side of the block on my way home from school for lunch. She paused at the top of her steps, looked like she was listening for the music. When she heard it, she clapped her hands, smiled, kicked up first one leg and then the other, and began swaying her hips from side to side. Then she kicked high again. Her scraggy breasts swayed as she slowly switched down those steps, kick, sway, switch forward. Kinky red hairs covered her private parts. When she reached the bottom step, she threw her arms out, clapped again, snapped her fingers, shook her head, and began her routine again. Kick! Sway! Switch forward! When she got out to the edge of the sidewalk, she turned around and faced her house, bent over from her waist, and started playing with herself. Just as this seemed to get good to her, a black police truck came skidding around the corner. Two blond policemen jumped out of the truck and Mr. Simmons came out of the house, crying, carrying a patchwork quilt. His wife was squatting dog fashion, touching herself, when they ran up and knocked her down on her back. Mr. Simmons threw the quilt over her head. Then he jumped on top of her, holding her down. I could hear him say, “Oh, Annie! Baby! My po’ baby! What’s wrong, Annie?” Those are the first words I ever remember hearing Mr. Simmons say to anyone other than “Good day.” Mrs. Simmons didn’t say anything. She just lay there looking up at the sky, snot running from her nose, thick spit formed at the corners of her mouth. As they went to pick her up, she looked at them only long enough to spit in Mr. Simmons’s face. After that she just closed her eyes, seemed to be asleep.









PART ONE


DISCONNECT









JASON STEEL


Jason had a crooked smile and he had a crooked way, called himself Pasqua because he thought his father was part Mexican. Proudly he had said, “I’m part Mexican, part Irish, part Chinese, part Spanish, part Indian, and part Negro.” In what order and what proportions? That’s what I had thought, looking at the long, skinny, shit-yellow boy of twenty that lay beside me grinning. We were in his vacationing sister’s bed. Jason was as pleased with his sis as he was with his international heritage. She was part Jewish, I learned in time. He was trying to kiss me. I was pretending not to know how to French kiss. See, Jason’s teeth were not only yellow. The ones left were decayed, too; little black ant-size specks sat on his front ones. He had a wide gap and true to the old folks’ saying he lied a lot. I didn’t like lying on his sister’s bed with him and I didn’t like him. But I had to do whatever he wanted, I thought, because of my condition. I’d missed a period and at sixteen that usually does not indicate menopause. I was scared of not obeying him, his knowing I didn’t like him. I closed my eyes as he pushed back Sis’s white satin quilted comforter and sheet. I didn’t want to see his great big thing ever again. Nor did I wish to look as he pulled my half-slip up and my drawers off. In the early fifties good girls didn’t look. They surely didn’t undress themselves for any boy. I bet you my mama never did.


“What a pretty body you have,” he said as he eased my white cotton drawers down my legs and off my feet. I really don’t know if Jason was lying or not, because I think I was twenty-five before I ever dared look at my body carefully enough to appraise it. I didn’t look at my own asshole until I was thirty-three. I was hoping Jason wouldn’t look at my big feet as he pulled my panties over them. I hated my toes; the first two were as long as my big one. I’d also developed corns by sixteen from trying to stuff size tens into size eight and a half. Jackie Kennedy did more for me in the sixties than anyone when they printed the size of her feet in the Detroit Free Press that time. Jason had really small feet for a man six foot three. I’d say size ten, wide instep, short toes, and a nicely rounded heel. His spindly legs looked better covered, however; they were perfectly straight and hairless. He didn’t look at my feet at all; he was too busy trying to get into me. The grease in his Quo Vadis haircut felt nasty on my belly as he kissed it, making smacking sounds as he traveled down my “pretty body.”


I tried as best I could to hold my thighs together when he got to that part. I opened my eyes up just long enough to focus on Sis’s gold ceiling. My, how I hoped he’d skip the fingering procedure. I hated his sticking his finger aimlessly in and out of my body. All it did was agitate me. I turned my face slowly into the pillow. I didn’t want him to see the undiluted disgust in my eyes. “Are you ready?” he asked hoarsely as he slinked up my body. I tried to relax ’cause I knew that the moment he felt his thing on my thing he was going to ram me for all he was worth. Jason, like so many men I have known since, loved dramatic entrances. Maybe, I thought as he swiveled his hips into motion, if I help him hurt me, I’ll lose the baby. I won’t have to tell anyone.


“That’s it, Lewis, give it to me. Whew! It feels so good. You like it, don’t you? I can tell you do,” he said breathlessly on a backswing. “You been acting like you didn’t like it.” He was slamming it now. Sweat was dripping down my thighs, making squeaky sounds. In one fell swoop, he had my legs up and over his shoulders. He was really ready to dig into me now. I scooted unashamedly up on his narrow, hairless yellow chest, spreading my thighs as wide as I could. I tried to swallow him, I thought I felt the blood.


“I think I feel blood,” I said. “I don’t want to get any on your sister’s pretty white sheets.”


In the bathroom, I frantically unrolled some toilet tissue and wedged it between my legs. No blood, just that snot.


Holding one of his beloved sister’s fluffy yellow monogrammed towels around my body, I returned to that room and crept back into that woman’s bed beside him. He was lying there with the covers still thrown back, twirling a strand of his hair with his fingers, drinking a glass of Kool-Aid and watching an old Alan Ladd film. I waited until the commercial break before I broke the news. “I’m pregnant. About two months, I think,” I said delicately, looking right at his face for the first time in a long time, it seemed.


He grinned slyly as he resumed watching that commercial. “Pregnant? Whose baby? Anyone I know?”





 


Jason and eight of his friends pulled a train on a girl one time. They belong to this elite club called the Quadrilles. Jason was the president and founder; twelve of the members participated in this project. I’m sure the only reason I wasn’t invited was that Jason wasn’t being seen with me because of my prenatal condition (we talked on the telephone when everyone else at our houses was asleep).


One of the girls smelled a rat when she saw nine-to-two odds at the party. She sneaked out the back door on her way from the toilet, I heard, without mentioning her move to the other girl. Jason and the boys got this one drunk on Sneaky Petes. Then he took her to Sis’s room and showed her how much he loved her. I heard that after he finished showing her they all came in and took turns showing her how loved she was by them.


That girl was secretly hospitalized by her mother the next day in a state of hysteria. She nor her mother ever told on Jason and his friends. They were too ashamed.





 


Jason,” I whispered into the phone late one night. “We don’t have to get married now. My mother took me to this abortionist a friend of hers told her about. She said it was almost too late but she’d try. Everything’s gonna be all right again,” I said, looking down at my swollen stomach. “She said it’ll probably happen tonight.”


“How’d she do it?” he asked.


“With a hanger,” I whispered back.









PETER BROWN


My white bobby socks were dusty from the gravel of the playground by the time I got to my eighth-grade social studies class the first day of school. Mud streaked the white part of my saddle oxfords. My new social studies teacher’s black penny loafers almost threw off a reflection of the room, they were so shiny. He was standing at the hallway door talking to Mrs. Hiller and Miss Weinstein. Mrs. Hiller kept running her hands through her long wavy hair. Miss Weinstein didn’t touch herself; she kept touching his arm where his starched white shirt was folded back. Every now and then they would all laugh. To me, his laughter sounded the way clear golden apple cider looks.


That first day he had us make a circle around him, and then he read poetry to us. Robert Frost: “But I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep.” I thought Mr. Brown was reading to me because whenever I looked at him he was looking at me with this smile in his eyes. Betty Washington swore when we were playing on the playground that he was reading to her. She could tell, she said, because whenever she looked up at him he was looking at her titties. She had the biggest in class. My grandmother told my mother, when she thought I didn’t hear, that Betty Washington was probably letting boys feel on her and that’s why she was so big. Mr. Brown made Betty his book-room captain.


One Tuesday afternoon, right before Christmas, as I left Pauline’s Beauty Shop, I saw Mr. Brown let Betty out of his car in front of her house. She had a J. L. Hudson’s shopping bag with a big box wrapped in gold paper and green ribbon. She didn’t see me. But he did as he slowly turned his new black Mercury around. Quite naturally, I waved. As he drove up to the curb in front of me, he reached over and opened the door. I got in and stepped on Betty’s angora cardigan sweater, which was on the floor of the car. The seat was warm. He didn’t say anything except “Hi.” He just started driving slowly down Mt. Elliot, in the opposite direction from my house. He didn’t stop until we got to Belle Isle. I didn’t say anything when he put his hand on my knee. He kept his other hand on the steering wheel and looked straight ahead. I don’t think I was breathing when he turned in his seat and slid his hand up to where Walter, the boy across the street, used to try to touch when we’d all play doctor on his back porch. Mr. Brown sighed and pushed his tongue between his lips as he pushed the leg of my white cotton pants aside. I closed my eyes tight when he started rubbing and squeezing me down there. He started talking in this soft little voice. “I wanna see,” he whispered, placing his head under my skirt, lifting it just a little. “Like the silk fuzz on a baby’s head,” he whispered. I squeezed my eyes tighter. I must have squeezed my legs, too, because he took his hands and reopened them. When he started kissing me there, the tears just slid from behind my eyes. At about the same time I opened my eyes and sneaked a look at his face because it felt like I was peeing.





 


O Holy Night” was the song the church organist was quietly playing in the background as I waited for Peter Brown’s second wedding ceremony, Saturday, the night before Christmas 1962. My new friend Woody and I sat right by the door where Peter would enter with his best man. I’d graciously arranged this seating. I wanted my pretty, smiling face to be the one to greet him as he came into the church. I’d demurely pulled the sheer gold veil back on my pillbox hat so that he could see me clearly. The guests around us whispered in the kinds of tones used at a funeral about how lovely she’d arranged everything. “She’s having a society band that usually only plays in Grosse Pointe at the reception. They’re going to Ocho Rios for their honeymoon. She’s so lucky.” I was trying to decide if I should object when that old piece of bullshit about anyone objecting came up during the ceremony. I was happy that Woody looked so rich sitting next to me. I was hoping that Peter would freak when he saw the almost topless gold beaded dress I wore under Sestra’s autumn haze mink coat. I planned on his seeing it in the moment before I walked up to him in the reception line and planted a real kiss on his face. I could still feel the scratch marks between my thighs where Peter’s head had lain only four hours ago.


“Here he is,” I said to no one in my excitement as the vestibule door opened and Peter sallied out to what I thought was the tune of “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”


“That’s Peter, my degenerate schoolteacher,” I said to Woody as Peter flashed a toothy grin at me. “Doesn’t he look beautiful?” I whispered as I looked at Peter’s back.


“That tuxedo makes him look like a waiter to me,” Woody whispered, placing his long arm around my shoulders.


Sestra says it takes twelve hours for a man his age to regenerate, I thought as the organist began to play the “Wedding March.” I saw myself standing over their bed this morning, crying, drunk from the bottle of champagne we consumed before we made love, heard myself all over again ask Peter, “Why her?” I heard him answer all over again in his girlish voice as he lay there naked, curled up like a snake looking up at me, “She understands me.”





 


That son of a bitch,” I whispered as I ran up his apartment steps still damp from his body. “I was twelve years old. He was twenty-six. Jesus Christ, he has been fuckin’ me around since I was twelve. I wasn’t even paying full fare at the movies when he molested me.” I was running up those steps, crying. My breathing was beginning to take on that animal sound. I couldn’t close my mouth for the breathing. My eyes hurt from the stretching the anger was causing.


“What do you want, Lewis?” a shirtless him asked, blocking my way to his apartment. “Jodi is sleeping. I’ll talk to you later,” he promised, whispering, as I tried to push past him.


“What do you want, Lewis?” Jodi called out from their bedroom. “Come on in, I’m just getting up,” she said in a hoarse South Florida drawl.


Breaking his hold, I rushed past him into her trap. Jodi was lying on their brass king-size bed, nude, smoking a Turkish-smelling cigarette. “Here, catch one of my smoke rings,” she said, directing a perfect ring toward me. For forty-three she was pretty well kept. Her short olive legs were slightly spread.


“She’s really crazy this morning, baby,” he said, standing in the doorway.


“Crazy,” I said as I grabbed his head, slamming my fists into it. We must have looked like those Apache dancers as he held on to me. Exasperated by our embrace, I went limp in his arms long enough for him to let go. When he did, I raised my head, cleared my throat, and spit into his face. I hit right between his forehead and his nose. His look of innocent surprise lasted only a moment. When he started toward me, she yelled out, “Don’t do it, Pete. She’s kicked her own ass.”


Looking first at her and then me like a confused young child, he asked, “What’s wrong with you, Lewis? I’ve been honest with you. I thought you understood.” Then he slowly turned and walked out, leaving the two of us alone. I wanted to beg him to stay and tell her that he loved me. “Tell her that you have always loved me, bastard” leaped out of me. “Desecrator, rapist, slimy child molester” spilled out of me into that quiet room.


“Pete told me you were nuts,” she said from her bed. “He was right. He told me that he’s tried to help you since you were twelve.”


“Help me?” I screamed out. “By fucking me? Huh?”


“Most men believe that their dicks are better than penicillin,” she said, sliding under the covers. “Lewis, I’m real sleepy,” she drawled. “Why don’t you go on home, talk to your daddy. Perhaps he’ll explain that pussy is nothing to most old men nowadays. It ain’t sacred anymore. It ain’t even scarce. Wake up, Lewis, try giving some money instead, or understanding. Give something that is rare.”


I was trembling now with embarrassment. “Is that what you offered him?”


“Precisely,” she said. “I used my head. Peter can have all of the poon he can get for cocktails and lies. You, my dear, have lost a good lover today and an old friend. He did care for you. Disconnect your brain from your pussy, girl,” she said, lazily turning over in their bed, feigning sleep.


“How old were you when you disconnected?”


“Oh, about thirty-five,” she whispered drowsily.


“I’m only thirty-two,” I said. “Thanks for the tip. Now I can spend an extra three years as a hard, bitter old woman,” I said, walking out of her bedroom.


“Not hard and bitter, Lewis, perhaps peaceful and sweet.”


“I prefer to stay plugged in, Jodi. Plugged in makes me feel alive,” I shouted as I slammed their apartment door.









WOODY


The first time I saw Woody he was standing at Peter Brown’s bar watching Peter’s guests dance. I noticed him because he kept this smile on his face all the time. It took me years to understand that a smiling face does not always indicate happiness. He had come in with two women: Peaches and Isadora. Peaches shot herself after her fifth husband kicked her down a flight of steps. Isadora settled in New York and disappeared. Someone said they saw her getting in a big limousine one day around Gramercy Park, looking every bit the grand lady. She didn’t speak. Rumor has it she was passing.


By the time Peter put on the slow music and lowered the lights, I’d forgotten Woody. I was too drunk to do anything but stare at my man Peter, dancing with his woman Jodi. I really thought I’d pass out. Peter was my entire life. He had been since I was twelve.


Jodi was doing The Run-Around at a frantic pace. Peter was doing The Pony. Her long curly hair nearly brushed me in the face, we were so close. I wanted to lock my hands in her hair and pull it until her neck snapped. To get away from my feelings, I turned to Woody.


“Got a light?” I asked, with my cigarette dangling from my lips.


“I sure don’t,” he responded, just grinning the way I mentioned. “You really smoke a lot.”


“You’ve been watching me?”


“Sure have,” he responded, taking a sip from his drink. “I’ve been watching you watch them,” he said as he nodded toward Peter and Jodi. Peter’s hand was cupping her ass right at the crack. Their eyes were closed. “Your face is very honest. I like that,” he said, smiling as usual.


I asked Woody to marry me right after he happily consented to wait in my bedroom closet when Peter visited me unexpectedly. Peter always just dropped by. My home was his home sort of thing. This particular Sunday he dropped by while Jodi attended noon mass. I knew he wanted a little piece the moment I saw the brown paper bag wrapped around the pint of gin. Gin was always served before sex. This time it was against the kitchen wall, as quietly as possible.


Promptly at twelve-thirty a satisfied Peter left to pick up his wife. And I went to let Woody out of the closet. There he sat, on top of my shoes, smiling. I proposed right then, right there. And he accepted right then, right there. Seems no one had ever asked him before. He was truly flattered.


We married three months later on Peter Brown’s first wedding anniversary. Peter didn’t RSVP and he didn’t come.





 


One morning after I got out of an overnight stay in jail for charges of malicious damage to property over a hundred dollars, Sestra drew this conclusion: “Woody has the most fascinating personality for a man. Now, it is true that you broke out Robin Lexington’s picture window and climbed through it. Isn’t it?”


“True,” I admitted, noting new brown specks in her eyes.


“You did try to attack Robin with his own fireplace poker after you got in. Right?”


“Sure did,” I responded, taking a cigarette out of her pack.


“Then Woody went over to Robin’s house and sat him down and told him that he’d scored ninety-nine percent several times on the artillery range. Right?”


“Right!” I blew my first smoke ring as she stared in amazement at me.


“That’s when Robin decided to drop the charge?”


“Right!”


“Fascinating,” Sestra responded, trying to blow one, too.





 


I feel so much better being with you,” Woody said ever so gently in the dark. “I rest better when I’m with you. I do love you.” At this, he got out of the bed and turned his favorite Andrés Segovia record over. Woody was a freak for guitar players. He sounded like he’d been sleeping a long time, too. I could hear the evening traffic subsiding outside on Waverly Place. It must have been very late.


“How long,” I asked, “have I been out?”


“Three days, baby.” He walked over to the small refrigerator in my room and got out a beer as he talked.


“I got any Valiums left?”


“A few.”


“Any champagne?”


“An entire bottle. I bought it while I was out. Like my new Segovia?”


I flashed back on that night-duty nurse blocking that elevator at St. Vincent’s. “She has to wait for her doctor,” she’d said. “She’s not well.”


“I am her doctor,” Woody had said, reaching over her shoulder to push the button.


After he’d sprung me we stopped at the Lion’s Head for a drink. I hadn’t gotten beyond the second martini before the bar became all lights to me.


“Gimme a Valium. I’ll drink the champagne and tell you what happened when I wake up,” I promised, remembering sitting on Augus’s loft steps, chipping at my wrists with a broken champagne glass.
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