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PREFACE 

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 
Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, 
Che la retta via era smarrita... 

In the middle of the journey of our life, 
I found myself in a dark wood, 
For the straight way was lost… 

Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, Inferno I
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The Aunt of Canal Grande  

 
 
 

The thing that changed my life forever happened in Venice. I still remember the 

intense, sweet scent of night blooming jasmine coming from the tiny inner garden under 

my bedroom window. A smell forever associated in my mind with that strange summer.  

I had an aunt who lived in Italy, zia Cecilia, my father’s older sister and the only 

relative who had refused to move to New York. She was in her mid-seventies and nearly 

blind, but she still lived independently in a two story house facing Canal Grande in the 

neighborhood of Accademia. For years I had wished to visit Italy or—even better—move 

there for good, although my father swore that zia Cecilia was a crazy old hag and warned 

me to stay away from her. But I was adamant, and my aunt was my best chance to stay in 

the country, as I was always penniless and couldn’t even afford the most modest hotels. 

One summer, I contacted zia Cecilia in Venice, without telling my family. Two weeks 

later, I scraped up just enough money to buy an airline ticket, quit my uninspiring job as a 

waiter in an Italian restaurant in Brooklyn, and left New York, hoping never to come 

back.  

My mother had died when I was little and my father, who was just a twenty-one 

year old pizza boy from Naples and the youngest of four siblings, had immigrated to New 

York with two of his sisters and their husbands and, of course, me. His older sister, zia 
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Cecilia, had stayed behind to care for their aging parents and help them liquidate all their 

possessions in Italy. When the time had come to follow the rest of the family to America, 

she had instead put my grandma and grandpa on a ship headed for New York and refused 

to go with them. A month later, she had moved to Venice with a man nobody knew, a 

stranger, who had come to Naples to open a business and apparently had a wife and 

children in Florence. Or, at least, that was the rumor. Grandma and grandpa had been 

devastated and had refused to speak with their daughter again. Only at her mother’s 

death, had Cecilia tried to contact her sisters, but they had intimated to her to stay away; 

she had made her choice. Many years later, when I was around fifteen, the name zia 

Cecilia resurfaced again in the family banter. This time the rumor was that her husband 

(she had eventually married the business man from Florence) had died under mysterious 

circumstances. One of my aunts maintained that someone had murdered him, the other 

that zia Cecilia herself had killed him in his sleep because he was seeing another woman. 

I was used to my aunts’ gossip as I had been raised by them, and I didn’t believe their 

sister—my Italian aunt—would kill her husband. On the contrary, the more I heard 

stories about zia Cecilia, the more I became fascinated by her and decided that, as soon as 

I was old enough, I would look for her in Venice. She had been treated like an outcast by 

the rest of the family for years, and I resolved to be the one who would reach out to her 

and make amends for everybody else.  

As I grew older my resolution weakened and the reality of my family’s financial 

constraints made me reconsider my dreams. After high school, I began to work as a 

waiter and to paint in my spare time. My dream was to become an artist, like Picasso or 



   

 3

van Gogh, but I didn’t have any formal training except for a few art classes taken in 

school. It never occurred to me I could go to college; it was something no one in my 

family expected me to do. Besides, I had been a mediocre student all my life and my poor 

grades made it hard for me to think of higher education. Even if I had enough money to 

apply, no university would have considered me a suitable candidate as I barely made it 

through high school.  

The one time I told my father I would have liked to be able to go to art school, 

even part time, he said, lifting his head from his plate of minestrone soup: 

“Art school is for girls. Do you want everyone to think you’re a sissy? I started 

working when I was fourteen. Now it’s your turn to help out the family.”  

We never discussed it again.  

In all truthfulness, I didn’t want to go to college. I hated school and, except for 

drawing and painting, talking to girls in the school corridors, and sports, my school 

experience was a never ending drudgery. Yet, working in a pizza place wasn’t much 

better. Something was missing from my life. My girlfriend, Marina, who I had known 

since we were in our junior year, had broken up with me for a car salesman who made 

more money and drove a red Corvette. They went to church together; I guess her family 

approved of him more than they did of me. I sat in the back pews and tried not to look at 

them. Painting in my basement by myself was not much fun, and I had never managed to 

sell any of my work. That’s when I began to think about zia Cecilia again. About zia 

Cecilia and about Venice. Really, more about Venice than about zia Cecilia. Venice. 

Venezia. As the idea took hold, the shabbiness of my life disappeared. In Italy I would be 
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what I could never be in Brooklyn. Venice was a place for young artists. I could be a 

portraitist and sell to the tourists on the steps of the Rialto Bridge. The only drawback 

was my father’s and aunts’ disapproval. My sense of family and family honor had been 

engrained in me as a child, and I knew that zia Cecilia was still taboo. But why? I was 

twenty-five years old. I should be able to live my life as I wanted and not listen to old 

wives’ tales. That’s when I decided to do it.                                                  

♦♦ 

 My room in zia Cecilia’s house was spacious and dark. The floor was of mottled 

marble, black and white, and cold like a frozen lake. In the center of the room stood a 

huge canopy bed, soft like clean laundry, and so high that, when I sat on it, I couldn’t 

reach the floor with the tips of my toes. A purple satin bedspread that smelled of 

mothballs and lavender, with hand sewn golden arabesques, covered the white, heavily 

starched cotton sheets and the two stiff goose down pillows that—I would soon 

discover—gave me a crick in the neck. Two huge mahogany bedside tables stood at each 

side of the heavy crucifix that hung above the bed. I peeked inside their deep drawers and 

found numerous pictures of saints, a dozen spotted seashells, a fluorescent rosary, a 

crucifix, three embroidered handkerchiefs that smelled of naphthalene, and a black 

leather-bound copy of the Gospels in Italian. Each side table held identical brass lamps 

with shades made of variegated Murano glass that cast multicolored shadows on the 

white cement walls. Across from the bed, there was a huge, dark mahogany armoire and a 

small writing desk with a worn out green, velvet armchair next to it. A copy of Dante 
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Alighieri’s Divine Comedy dominated the center of the desk. It was bound in bright red 

leather, with the title, Divina Commedia, embossed in bold golden letters.  

 Upon my arrival, zia Cecilia had made a strange request.  

“Mio caro Tommaso,” she called me Tommaso in spite of the fact that I had asked 

her to call me Tom, “there’s only one small thing I require of you, while you’re here. I 

would like you to read la Divina Commedia.”  

We were in my room when she asked me to read Dante—whom I, the son of an 

Italian immigrant, had heard about but had never considered reading—and she pointed to 

the large red-bound tome strategically placed in the middle of the tiny mahogany desk, 

which seemed disproportionately small, as the huge book took up almost its entire 

surface.  

“No one has read it since my late husband passed away and my eyesight became 

too poor for reading small print,” she explained, “It would give me great pleasure to 

know that you’ll bring it back to life.”  

I protested—my Italian was not good enough to read Dante—but she was so 

adamant that I found myself compelled to promise I would give it a try.  

“Don’t worry, my dear boy, mio caro ragazzo.”  

She called me her dear boy, although I was twenty-five years old—a man—but I 

didn’t complain. She was old and eccentric after all.  

“This book speaks to the heart,” she continued, “you’ll understand it.”  

A vibrant smile, unbefitting her pale withered face, briefly lit her watery eyes at 

the mention of the Divine Comedy, and then it immediately disappeared.  
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“Il pranzo, lunch, will be ready soon,” she continued, and I grinned in 

anticipation. I was starving.         

 “I made spaghetti alle vongole and grilled swordfish, especially for your arrival. 

A couple of my neighbors might join us for coffee. You don’t mind, do you? They want 

to meet my American nephew.”  

I wanted to ask how she managed to cook and move around with the ease of 

someone who had perfect eyesight but I didn’t. I still felt a bit uncomfortable around her, 

although she seemed to be pleased with my arrival. There was something intimidating in 

her countenance. Something I couldn’t quite make sense of. She left me to unpack and 

trotted down the steep winding, wooden staircase situated at the end of the corridor. Her 

steps resonated on the mahogany stairs. She was a tiny lady with thin, white hair arranged 

in a chignon. She wore a long, black, organza dress that contrasted sharply with the 

extreme paleness of her complexion. She could have come out of a black and white 

movie except for the azure gemstones that were her eyes, the only touch of color in her 

entire figure.  

“Grazie zia, thank you,” I called after her.           

♦♦ 

 I opened the shutters to air the room out and began to unpack. My second-floor 

bedroom overlooked a private garden that smelled of stale canal water, rotten peaches, 

rosemary, sage and birdcages, mixed with the sweet fragrance of the many bushes of 

jasmine that spread along the edges and climbed on the brick wall which separated the 

garden from the canal. The white jasmine shrubs looked luscious and untamed. They 
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stretched their fleshy limbs towards the sky like green nymphs with white hands and 

faces turned towards the sun. I sat on the windowsill and breathed in the unfamiliar 

smells. I filled my eyes with the vivid colors of the Venetian Laguna, which could be 

seen at a distance. The cobalt blues of the sea and the sky. The luscious greens, lilacs, 

pinks and whites of the private gardens. The many shades of red of the tile roofs. I 

couldn’t wait to start painting it all. I was in Italy. ITALY!  

Zia Cecilia is a little eccentric but who cares? I said to myself.  She had implied I 

could stay as long as I wanted, and that was exactly what I would do. I was determined to 

make her like me. I glanced at the red volume on the writing table. I wasn’t big on poetry 

but if this was what would keep me in Italy, so be it. I would try to read Dante.  

I picked up the book and opened it. The pages were yellowed and flimsy. I lifted 

it to my nose. It smelled musty and piquant, like the rest of zia Cecilia’s house. I read out 

loud and, surprisingly, the Italian words came to me too easily, like smooth, rich 

chocolate drops. As I recited the first tercet of Inferno’s Canto I, I became aware that I 

had lost my clumsy American accent. I didn’t understand every word, but I instinctively 

knew the pronunciation, cadence, and meaning of the tercet.  

               Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita     
 Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, 
 Che la retta via era smarrita... 
   

    In the middle of the journey of our life, 
 I found myself in a dark wood,  
 For the straight way was lost… 
    

Alarmed, I dropped the book. A cloud of dust lifted from the old pages irritating 

my nostrils and making me sneeze.  
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What was happening? How could I read Italian so well when I barely spoke it?   

 “Tommaso, caro, e` pronto. It’s ready, come to lunch,” I heard my aunt’s voice 

from the landing. 

I jumped up, startled. My aunt’s thin voice echoed in my ears as if she were 

standing outside my room. I hadn’t heard her come up. How was that possible? Her 

footsteps had echoed heavily on the wooden steps when, earlier, she went downstairs. I 

replaced the volume on the desk, and marched out of the bedroom. She was no longer 

there. Strange.  

I found her in the kitchen bending over her pots, as if she had never left them. 

 “Come in, dear. Accomodati. Make yourself at home.”  

She placed a plate of spaghetti with clam sauce in front of me.          

 “I see you have already begun to read Dante’s Commedia. Bravo, I’m very 

pleased,” she said, matter-of-factly, as I was halfway through a mouthful of spaghetti alle 

vongole. 

 “Did you year me?” I replied surprised and embarrassed, with my mouth still full 

of pasta.  

 “You recited it beautifully, mio caro.”  

I wanted to tell her that I couldn’t read Italian; that something weird had 

happened, that the voice that read Dante wasn’t really mine, although it was me reading.  

I didn’t.  

How could I tell such a thing to someone I had just met?  She would think I was 

crazy.      
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“I want you to read Canto V,” she continued, unexpectedly animated like a young 

girl, her blue eyes a shade brighter, her hands moving up and down as she spoke. “It tells 

the story of two lovers: Francesca Da Rimini and Paolo Malatesta. They were murdered 

by Francesca’s husband, who was also Paolo’s older brother, when he caught them in 

flagrante. That means red handed,” she added as a way of explanation. Zia Cecilia 

always translated what she feared I wouldn’t understand into English. Her fluency was 

remarkable. How did she learn to speak my language so well? As she told me the story of 

Paolo and Francesca, she blushed mischievously. Then she looked away, as if she were 

talking of herself. I felt awkward listening to her. My Dad might have been right about 

my aunt. She was rather strange.  

I bet the old girl fantasizes about being Francesca with her lover Paolo, I thought. 

But, of course, I didn’t say a word. 

♦♦ 

 By the second course I was already stuffed, but the food wasn’t over. After the 

three-course meal, we had meringue cake, espresso and Grand Marnier with an old 

couple who had materialized at the most propitious moment to meet the American 

nephew. I finally returned to my room intending to change pants, as the zipper of my 

jeans was about to burst. I wanted to go for a walk to Piazza San Marco and feed the 

pigeons, like all tourists do the first time in Venice. I couldn’t wait to walk around the old 

calli—the narrow cobbled streets that form a maze around Venice—and find Ponte dei 

Sospiri, the Bridge of Sighs, a bridge inside which prisoners were chained to the massive 

stone walls, tortured and left with hardly any light, food or water until they went blind, 
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crazy or died. I planned to hire a gondola and ride down the Canal Grande, see the 

Danieli, the most expensive hotel in Venice, and talk to the artists that drew sketches, 

landscapes and caricatures for the tourists near Rialto, another bridge next to which, I had 

read, the fresh vegetable and fish market was located. I wanted to inhale the acrid smell 

of fish and stale water, so characteristic of the Venetian Laguna, a smell I would soon 

become accustomed to and would no longer be able to appreciate. But that wasn’t going 

to be the case. I didn’t get to do any of those things, at least not on my first day.  

Instead, I glanced at the red, leather-bound volume, still where I had left it, and 

laughed at myself for imagining it could move. I mulled over what my aunt had said 

about Francesca, caught with her lover by her husband, and wondered if I would know 

the lines. I imagined the two lovers in bed together. Francesca’s ash-blond curls and 

Paolo’s midnight-black hair matted in their dried blood. Her lips, thin and lifeless. Their 

bodies, white and naked, still entwined. The heavily starched cotton sheets of a bed with 

a canopy, just like mine, covered in dark red blood. I could almost taste the pungent odor 

of caked blood.   

The red, leather-bound book appeared mischievously inviting. It tempted me to 

read on, as if it had a life of its own. Bold, in its vivid unrepentant redness, it dared me to 

unearth its secrets. I chuckled out loud for having such a wild, crazy imagination. Must 

be the brandy, I thought. But it wasn’t. I picked up the Divine Comedy, feigning 

indifference, and skimmed the pages looking for Canto V.  

    O animal grazioso e benigno  
 Che visitando vai per l’aere perso 
 Noi che tingemmo il mondo di sanguigno… 
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    O living being, gracious and benign, 
 Who through the darken air have come to visit  
 Our souls that stained the world with blood… 
 
 I kept reading, fascinated by the sound of my own voice, so melodious, so deep, 

so unlike the boyish voice I was familiar with. My vocal cords were vibrating like the 

chords of a harp with the music in Dante’s poetry.  Although I didn’t understand every 

word, the overall meaning was clear, as if I knew the story even before I’d read on.  

I saw Paolo and Francesca as they sat, side by side, on Francesca’s bed reading a 

book about Lancelot and his love for Guinevere, and how, at the exact moment in the 

story in which Lancelot kisses his Queen, Paolo, trembling, kissed Francesca’s lips. My 

body shivered, my lips parted as the fresh air, blowing from the open window and 

carrying the scent of jasmine, twirled around me. I experienced the same sense of longing 

that—I knew—was in Paolo’s and Francesca’s hearts. Longing for the loss of life, youth, 

and love, so violently and suddenly taken from them. 

    Amor ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende 
 Prese costui della bella persona 
 Che mi fu tolta, e il modo ancor m’offende… 
 
 
    Love that can quickly seize the gentle heart, 
 Took hold of him because of the fair body 
 Taken from me; how that was done still wounds me...  
         
As I kept reading, I agonized for them. I forgot myself, and blended in their 

sorrow.    

♦♦ 
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 I had been in Venice nearly two weeks when I saw the girl for the first time. I was 

sitting on the windowsill, reading Dante. I looked down, towards the jasmine-covered 

wall, and sensed her before I saw her. She looked like the Francesca I had imagined while 

I read Canto V. I felt like I knew her, although I had never met her before.  

She stood in the garden below my window, picking jasmine; then she looked up 

and saw me. She had long ash-blond hair that hung loose reaching her waist and curled at 

the tips. She wore a short, white dress and was barefoot. She had the whitest complexion 

I had ever seen. Her lips were thin, and parted in an expression of surprise when she saw 

me looking at her. Her eyes—of a cerulean hue—reminded me of my aunt’s eyes. 

 “Francesca,” I called to her, surprising myself. I’m not generally that bold with 

women. “Ti chiami Francesca? Is your name Francesca?” I added, suddenly in doubt. 

 “Si`. Do you know me?”  

 “I know you from my dreams,” I replied without thinking, and immediately 

wanted to take it back because what I said sounded like a pick-up line and I didn’t intend 

it that way. It was really true; I had dreamt about her.  

I was about to apologize, or at least try to explain without sounding too crazy, but 

she smiled and replied: “Oh yes, now I remember…”  

Was she making fun of me, now?  

 “Why don’t you come down to my garden? Bring your book, we can read 

together,” she added. Only then I glanced down and realized I had dropped the book on 

the floor where it lay sprawled open. How could she see the book lying at my feet?     
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 “How am I going to get in? Where’s the gate?” I asked. The garden was 

completely encircled by walls.    

 “There’s no gate, you must jump down,” she answered. A remark which I took 

with the utmost seriousness although it was two floors down. 

 “Va bene, I’ll try. Hold on, let me get the book.” I bent down to pick up the 

Divine Comedy. When I reemerged she had disappeared.   

 Oh, I see, she was making fun of me then. I felt foolish and disappointed.          

 “Tommaso caro, e` pronto.”  

Zia Cecilia’s voice behind the door summoned me to lunch and, once more, made 

me jump as I had not heard her come up. I turned toward the door to tell her I’d be right 

out, then I looked into the garden, just to be sure, but no one was there.  

That night, at dinner, I asked my aunt if she knew a blond girl who lived 

downstairs.  

“Of course,” zia Cecilia replied with an elusive smile, “that’s Francesca.”  

I wanted to ask her a million questions, but I was too proud to admit my feelings 

and my aunt was too sharp not to read my mind. So I changed the subject. For the 

following two weeks, I sat by the window everyday waiting for her to reappear.       

♦♦ 

 I was rather lonely. Zia Cecilia only showed up for meals and Francesca seemed 

to have vanished. I began to notice how odd my aunt’s behavior was. I never saw her 

around the house during the day and she never came to my bedroom, except to call me 

when lunch or dinner was ready. If I ventured into the kitchen, I always found it in the 
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most impeccable order. The living room and the dining room were equally clean and tidy, 

no sign of a human presence was to be detected anywhere in the house. I never even 

heard zia Cecilia move around during the day, until the moment when her thin voice 

would startle me, as she called from behind my bedroom door with the announcement 

that a meal was on the table. No matter how fast I made it to the door, when I opened it 

she was no longer there. At first, I paid little attention to these oddities, but as the weeks 

went by, I began to listen to every sound coming from downstairs, and to make random, 

fruitless trips to the kitchen, on my tiptoes, to catch my aunt busy around the house. Her 

bedroom door was always locked and, although I knocked several times with a ready-

made excuse to conceal my curiosity, she didn’t respond.  

What was she doing all day? When did she cook? She never asked me to go 

grocery shopping for her or to help her with anything else. Curiosity was fast turning into 

an obsession. I would go downstairs for lunch or dinner and the kitchen suddenly smelled 

of the most fabulous flavors. Zia Cecilia, wearing a red and white checkered apron over 

one of her many black organza outfits, stood by the stove mixing spaghetti sauce, stirring 

meatballs, warming up baccalà alla vicentina, a typical Venetian fish dish she knew I 

loved, serving mozzarella in carrozza, slicing lamb, or frying cotolette alla milanese. 

  “Vieni caro, come dear,” she always welcomed me with a beaming smile. Most 

of the time we ate alone, but sometimes the old couple from the first day would 

materialize at dessert time. We never went to their house, though.  

Zia Cecilia usually asked me how my day went. I generally hung around Rialto 

trying to sell my portraits and watercolor landscapes. She wanted to know if I had painted 
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anything new, but never showed any desire to come to Rialto and see me work. Besides 

talking about me, we never spoke about anything serious and I had a feeling she didn’t 

like to be asked personal questions. 

 “Where do you go during the day, zia? I never see you around,” I finally got up 

the nerve to ask. She just smiled and shrugged her shoulders.  

“I’m an old lady, I don’t do much my dear, with my eyesight being so poor,” she 

dismissively changed the subject. In spite of her blaming her eyesight, she moved around 

as if she had perfect vision.  

“But enough about me. Don’t worry about what an old lady does with her time. 

What about you? I meant to talk to you about what you do, or rather don’t do, with 

yours.”  

She looked at me sternly, and put her fork down. 

“What do you mean zia?”  

“When you arrived I requested that you read Dante, but recently you haven’t 

touched the book at all. Why? You promised me you would read it.”  

I wanted to ask her how she knew I was no longer reading; instead I decided to 

confess what had troubled me for quite sometime.  

“Zia, when I read, something really weird happens. I…I’m not myself anymore.” 

She smiled, and put her wrinkled hand over mine reassuringly.  

“When I read I feel the text as if…as if it were all happening to me. I can’t 

explain it, but it hurts so much.”  



   

 16

I looked down at the flowery pattern printed on the tablecloth, embarrassed by 

how stupid I sounded. It could be that I was just too impressionable. It could be just my 

imagination. And yet…  

“That girl that lives downstairs, Francesca, I saw her in a bath of blood while I 

read Canto V,” I continued, “It was really her, same face, same hair. How is it possible, 

zia? ”  

I sighed and looked up at my aunt, unsure of her reaction.  

“You like her, don’t you? You like Francesca? You’ve been looking for her since 

the day you saw her in the garden. Every day you sit at your window and gaze into the 

garden. But she won’t come. Not like this.”  

“What do you mean, zia? How will she come? And how do you know I sit at my 

window everyday?” 

“Do you remember what you were doing when you saw her the first time? She 

was picking jasmine, remember? ” 

“How do you know she was picking jasmine? Where you there too?”  

The conversation made me feel uncomfortable. I began fidgeting with the hem of 

the tablecloth. 

“Look at me and answer me. What were you doing, Tommaso?” she insisted, 

pressing her hand over mine, and staring at me with severe blue eyes, somehow 

darkened, in the dim light of the kitchen.  

“I was…I was looking out of the window,” I tried to remember. 
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“And? You know the answer. You’ve known the answer all along but you’ve 

been too scared to admit it.”  

Her voice had become shrill with excitement. She stood up, placed her hands on 

her sides and looked down on me.  

“I was reading the Divine Comedy, but what’s that got to do with it? And how do 

you know all this? You don’t mean to say that…” I stopped, shocked by the absurdity of 

my thought. She laughed softly. 

“Mio caro ragazzo, you’ve been such a challenge. But a positive challenge, I 

hope. Finally you’re beginning to understand. Your family could never understand, but I 

know you can. Go to your room and read about Paolo and Francesca. I’m going to bed 

now, it’s getting late and I’m tired. Buona Notte, Tommaso.” 

“Zia aspetta, wait.”  

I wanted her to tell me it was all a big joke; that she was just making fun of me 

because I was a silly, impressionable American boy who had barged into her life 

uninvited. Instead I watched as she removed her apron and left the kitchen, as if I was no 

longer there.  

♦♦ 

I returned to my bedroom in mental turmoil. My head was spinning. It couldn’t 

be. She was crazy. Daddy was right; I should have never come here. She’s just an old 

woman trying to influence me to believe in old wives’ tales.  

I leaned out of the window and called, at the top of my lungs, “Francesca. I’m the 

boy from upstairs, please come out. I need to speak with you. Francesca…”  
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I heard the parrots shuffling their wings in their cages, frightened by my loud 

voice booming in the silent night. A lonely dog barked somewhere in the obscurity. 

Somebody called back from inside the jaws of an open window.  

“Chi e`? Sta’ zitto! Who’s that? Shut up!”   

I flopped onto my bed, disconsolate, and closed my eyes. The lines of the Divine 

Comedy, the last lines I had read, came back to my lips, unguarded, and I murmured 

them, unaware.  

    Amor, ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende, 
 Prese costui della bella persona, 
 Che mi fu tolta; e il modo ancor m’offende… 
 
    Love that can quickly seize the gentle heart, 
 Took hold of him because of the fair body, 
 Taken from me; how that was done still wounds me… 

 
♦♦ 

 
The sheets are so white, they hurt my eyes. They exhale an intoxicating scent of 

fresh jasmine. The smell irritates my nostrils and I feel as if I can’t breathe. The side 

lamps cast red shadows on the walls. I look at my body and realize I am trembling. I want 

to pull the satin bedspread over my limbs because I’m freezing, but I can’t move. Then I 

see Francesca lying next to me. She smiles. Her azure eyes glitter in the light that seems 

to radiate from the sheets.  

“I’ve been waiting for you, Paolo” she whispers in my ear. I’m not Paolo, I want 

to protest but I can’t speak. She leans over my body and kisses my lips. Her lips are sweet 

and soft, her hair tickles my cheeks. I look at her beautiful body clad in a white, silk dress 

and I feel embarrassed. I want her but something tells me I mustn’t have her. I try to look 
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the other way but she turns my face towards her and smiles. She nuzzles next to me, her 

body fitting into the folds of my body. She slowly warms me up and calms me down until 

my heartbeat slows down to a murmur. Now I’m content. I feel as safe as a fetus in a 

mother’s womb. I have become timeless, eternal. I am part of the universe. I am here, 

now. And, at the same time, I belong in history. And I go back forever. 

Now everything makes sense. I am content. I gently fall asleep.  

I know I’m dreaming but the dream is so vivid that I ask myself if this isn’t really 

happening. I awaken while Francesca is undressing. I want to tell her that she mustn’t, 

but my body reacts to her beauty. I’m getting aroused and there’s no way to hide it. Or 

stop it.  I extend my hand to touch her but I can’t reach. She lies next to me naked and 

rocks her body against mine. Her skin is so white that it looks almost transparent. 

Translucent. I see her veins, blue and delicate, pulsing as she rolls on top of me. She is on 

me. She is inside me. She is me. Her blond hair falls on my bare chest as she keeps 

rocking, rocking, rocking. I am excited. I can hear my own heartbeat amplified. The 

entire room rocks with us. The pounding of my heart seems to bounce from wall to wall 

as if outside my ribcage. Then a sharp pain in my chest. But it could be Francesca’s chest 

and not mine—the boundaries between our bodies have become indistinct. The pain 

intensifies as does the light coming from the sheets. My eyes water from the strength of 

the light and the pain. It’s like a blade cutting through our flesh joined together. I 

scream. Or is it her scream that deafens me? I  drift into oblivion.          

♦♦ 
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The next morning I woke to a gentle breeze coming from the open window. When 

I realized she was next to me I leapt from the bed and stared at her. I touched her. Her 

body was warm. I sat on the velvet chair next to the bed and examined her, trembling, 

trying to make sense of what had happened. She looked so pretty, her tiny body 

motionless, peaceful, as if she was asleep. A contented smile still discernible on her thin, 

bloodless lips. Her black organza dress only slightly ruffled. Her hair tidily pinned in a 

bun behind her head.  

But I knew she was gone.  

I sensed that I had helped her do it, although I wasn’t sure how. The memory of 

the dream gradually returning, I asked myself if I had committed a sin and would be 

damned forever like Paolo and Francesca.    

“Zia Cecilia, zia… ” I finally called her, after what seemed like a long time, but 

was just a fleeting instant. She didn’t move. I kept calling her, murmuring her name 

softly: “Francesca! Francesca!”  

I thought I saw her lips twitch at the corners—as if she had tried to smile from the 

nether regions where she now was—but I’m sure I imagined it. 

♦♦ 

My aunt’s death changed my life. I never understood the mystery of the red, 

leather-bound Divina Commedia.  Or was it my aunt’s mystery? After her death, I didn’t 

dare touch the book for a long time. When I finally did read from it, it no longer evoked 

the feelings and images it had brought to life when my aunt was alive. I kept it. In fact, it 

became one of my most prized possessions, and now I read it to my children.  
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I never returned to New York. Since then, I have learned to speak and write 

Italian fluently. Now I know the pronunciation and meaning of most words without the 

aid of zia Cecilia’s Divine Comedy.  

Was my aunt the reincarnation of Francesca da Rimini? Did I dream of Francesca 

the night before my aunt died, or did she really come to my bed? And what happened 

between us? These questions troubled me for many years; then I realized whatever 

happened that night didn’t matter. My old aunt had passed on and she wasn’t alone. I was 

at her side. That was what mattered. The real miracle was another one. I became the 

miracle.  

Upon her death, my aunt left me her house in Venice and all her savings which 

amounted to enough money to allow me to live comfortably for many years. Was it 

because I was her only living relative who hadn’t rejected her? Or because I brought 

Paolo and Francesca back to life?  

With zia Cecilia’s money, I enrolled in art school at the Accademia delle Belle 

Arti where I met my future wife. Eventually, I became a professor and was able to sell 

my work to art galleries all over Italy. I no longer have to paint on the steps of the Rialto 

Bridge, I now teach Art History at the University of Ca’ Foscari. I married Giulia, a 

beautiful Italian woman who doesn’t look anything like Francesca, and we have two 

children. I hope zia Cecilia knows she gave me the means to fulfill my aspirations, to live 

the kind of life I was looking for when I came to Venice.       
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Strays  
 

 

 

Your idea. Not mine. I must stress this point.  

We picked up Greg on the road a few miles away from the border checkpoint. A 

backpacker. Blond, British. You said he was just a kid, that it would be safe. That the 

world had lost its compassion but you were determined to keep yours. Frail, his hair 

sticking out like hay. Blue eyes and shoulder bones protruding like porcelain knobs from 

drawers. He was beautiful in a delicate, ethereal, epicene way.  

Patty didn’t say a word. She just sat in the back seat of my Jetta, leaning against 

the door, her breath fogging up the rear window. Silent. Withdrawn. Obviously too 

wrapped up in her thoughts to complain about the new boy. She was pregnant. Five 

months. We were traveling to Croatia to bring her to a woman who would perform a late 

abortion. Patty was born in Bosnia. Near Mostar. She believed in things that went above 

and beyond Swiss state-of-the-art technology and medicine. You were slouched in the 

front seat, next to me, sifting through my CD collection. Your dark brown hair in 

ponytails, strings of multicolored beads dangling from your neck and wrists. No make-

up. A tan the color of autumn leaves. You were solar. You carried your simplicity with 

sophistication.  
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After the last restroom stop, you had taken off your sneakers and socks. The pink 

nail polish on your toes was chipped. 

“This is Victor, my best friend ever,” you had introduced me to the hitchhiker, 

winking at me.     

My love for you was a tangible thing. It came in waves; the close proximity of the 

car trip intensifying it exponentially. And when I saw the twitch in your eyes, as the boy 

with the British accent got into our car, I felt a pang of jealousy. You had reacted to him. 

To his childlike beauty. You—my girl—and the boy who had stirred your senses. I 

imagined your nerves, neurons, cerebral matter and cortex, all at work inside you. A well-

tuned machine, made of organic bolts and screws, governed your thoughts, feelings, 

desires. I knew when you liked something. As I watched you, I delved into unorthodox, 

profane, voyeuristic metaphors; but you smiled it off. You knew me too. 

♦♦ 

When I was a kid I used to go to Yugoslavia with my dad and his girlfriend of the 

moment. We lived in Germany then. Father loved camping and taking off his clothes. In a 

nudist campsite in Rovinj, Istria, I had my first erotic experience with another boy. I 

never considered it homoerotic until years later. To me it was just playing with each 

other’s bodies; it was warmth and friendship. I was only eight. But I never told you about 

this. You’d probably laugh, if I told you. We got to the border of what used to be 

Yugoslavia—now Croatia—as I forced myself to remember scenery I had forgotten. 

Everything was different, except the sensation of foreignness crossing into a non-

EEC country. I remembered that sensation. The unfamiliarity was familiar. A border 
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patrol official in uniform, sitting inside a cubicle, on the Italian side we drove in from, 

waved us through. Reverently, we crossed the one-kilometer-long stretch of no-man’s-

land between the Italian and the Croatian frontiers. I thought of the murders that had been 

committed in this country—so that it could be called “Croatia”—and in the nearby 

Bosnia, Patty’s homeland. I thought of the women who had been raped, the acts of 

genocide, and the mass graves just hundreds of kilometers south-east of where we were 

headed. Reconstruction had been phenomenal, I had read it somewhere. The signs of war 

obliterated, as if it had never happened. New boundaries. Rebuilding. Modernization. 

Westernization. An uncomfortable history conveniently forgotten. Everyone happy, 

choosing not to remember…or just pretending, putting up a brave front. Life had to go 

on. Croatia had become the new tourist destination on Euro-planet, still inexpensive in 

comparison with the established and time-honored Greece, Spain or Italy. As we 

approached the Croatian border I gathered everyone’s passports, regretting having picked 

up the British boy-girl. Three men in khaki uniforms with shiny guns tucked into their 

holsters, like black pearls peaking out of shells, surrounded our car. 

“What is your destination and the purpose of your visit, sir?” 

“We’re heading for Krk. Vacation,” I said in German. The older officer, to whom 

I had handed the passports, wore a green beret tipped to the side and had a droopy 

mustache. He looked at our pictures, then our faces. Then our pictures, then our faces.  

“Pregnant? A Boy?” he said in a heavily accented German and stared at Patty 

smugly. She smiled faintly.   
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Mounting car tension. You were fidgeting with the beads around your neck, 

playing the old trick of looking guilty when you had nothing to hide. You loved to do it 

in airports and department stores, just to see if one of the security guards would stop you. 

You loved to prove them wrong, to make them feel stupid. See officer, I haven’t stolen 

anything. See? Your distaste for authority was childish, confrontational. I saw you ogling 

this different kind of officer—a smirk on your face—I knew you were about to spit out 

some version of your innate sarcasm and piss him off when he waved us off in the nick of 

time. Disaster averted, I thought, but didn’t say a word. I didn’t want to fight with you; I 

always lost.     

♦♦ 

 Patty was visibly upset. I spied on her from the rearview mirror. She was 

weeping silently. Painful memories: hers was a world—a life—that no longer existed. 

Her parents had never been found. Maybe they were lying on the bottom of a mass grave. 

Now she was carrying a child who wasn’t going to be born, who was going to die on his 

mother’s home soil where others, like him, had been killed, and she—Patty—was alone 

and surrounded by past and future deaths. But these were just my conjectures; driving 

always unleashed improbable, dysfunctional thoughts. You probably knew what went on 

in Patty’s head. You always seemed to understand people instinctively. You had a gift. I 

only knew—because you told me—that Patty left Yugoslavia in 1992, at the onset of war, 

and never returned. After a year, she lost contact with her parents who had forced her to 

leave her country.  
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When you met her she worked as a nursemaid in a hospice and lived at the 

YMCA in Zurich. I could never understand your friendship. She was shell-shocked, 

timid, gloomy—you were bold, defiant, passionate. Her German was childlike; you had 

to gesticulate to understand each other. Yet, undefeated, you took her home, to your box-

sized studio apartment, as if she were a stray cat. And that was that.  

Patty was an albino. Her eyelashes almost white. Her skin semi-transparent under 

the heavy sweaters she always wore, even in summer. Her long, ash-blond hair falling 

over her voluptuous chest that people took for fake. For a while, I thought you two might 

have secrets. Secrets you shared in the queen-sized bed of the Zurich apartment you 

shared with her when you weren’t spending time at my place. I was jealous. I envied her. 

I secretly spied on her, convinced she was your lover. She had to be, I said to myself. 

Why would you, otherwise, let her live with you, rent-free, in such confined 

surroundings? When I asked you to move in with me you dismissed me with a laugh, as if 

it had been a joke, a burp of my subconscious—too ridiculous to be given any serious 

consideration. One day I found you crying in your car outside your work place. Patty had 

dyed her hair red.  

A month later she moved in with a Yugoslavian refugee, fifteen years older than 

she.  

♦♦ 

We stopped at a gas station. I watched you chat with Greg, in line at the cash 

register, leaning against the grimy food counter of the filling station slash convenience 

store slash take out restaurant. I pumped more gas. Patty was with you, as always. You 
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were holding her by her waist, still tiny in spite of the rounded protuberance barely 

visible under her oversized sweatshirt. From time to time she rested her head on your 

shoulder. Her eyes and nose were red, swollen, almost matching the carrot hue of her 

dyed hair. Her make-up smudged. Crying was not concealable for Patty; her pasty 

complexion gave her away. Greg ordered cevapcici, a local dish of spicy meatballs and a 

slice of cheese pizza, and you paid for everybody. You all sat outside; on a dilapidated 

retainer wall on the edge of the precipice. The sea crashed angrily against the rocks a few 

hundred yards underneath. You and Greg began dipping into the same paper plate with 

plastic forks, the pizza was for Patty. I found it ironic that a Bosnian girl, returning home 

after nine years, would choose pizza before local dishes. A political statement of some 

sort, maybe.  I joined you reluctantly. You stuck a meatball in my mouth and laughed 

when I almost choked. 

“How long before we get there?” you asked me. 

“A couple of hours.” 

“Then we should find a hotel room and look for the woman tomorrow. I’m beat.”  

You referred to the abortion practitioner as the woman. Patty cringed, but didn’t 

say a word. As usual, you made up your mind for everybody else. Greg looked at me, 

then at you. 

“You can stay too, right?” you said to him.  

I recognized the signs—you wore the same expression I saw on your face when 

you told me you had decided to help a Yugoslavian refugee—you had picked up another 

stray.     
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♦♦ 

That night you announced you would sleep with Patty. We found two inexpensive 

rooms in a bed and breakfast in Krk, the town where the abortion woman supposedly 

lived. Disappointed, I agreed. No choice, one can’t ask a pregnant girl to sleep with a 

stranger, a hitchhiker, no matter how effeminate he looks. And so you two got to be 

together, again. And I was left by myself. I agreed to this trip only to spend time with 

you. You knew this, so you acted all nice to soften the blow, sneaking up on me and 

hugging me to appease me. How many times had I tried to pin you down, but failed? You 

consented to be my lover from time to time and were my friend, but you would not be my 

woman/girlfriend/fiancée/wife: none of the above. You made fun of my love—my 

obsession to be more precise—in your solar, lighthearted way, which I couldn’t resist, 

and which always weakened whatever residual strength I had left. I was stuck in a self-

destructive emotional circle and I knew it—a gyrating silo full of love-regret-hope-anger 

all mixed up together like grain, moldy and fresh.    

We meandered around Krk for a while, looking for a place to eat. In a bar near the 

fishermen’s port, we had martinis without olives. Patty ordered a Perrier, which I found 

inconsistent with the purpose of her trip. If she was getting an abortion she may as well 

drink. A scrawny puppy befriended you and you fed him peanuts under the table. 

“We should take him back to our rooms, buy some steaks or pork chops and treat 

him for a day. I bet he’d never forget us.”  

You patted the dog on its matted head.   

“Yeah, King for a day,” Greg winked at me.  
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“Wouldn’t you like that, poochy-pooh?” you asked the dog, as if expecting a 

reply.    

You were excited like a kid on vacation. There was the old port to discover and 

you dragged us among old fishermen’s boats that smelled of seaweed, mackerel and 

mold.  

“I love this smell,” Patty said. It was the only remark she made about Croatia. 

Greg looked at me from time to time, as if he were waiting for the right moment to tell 

me something. He still wore the same clothes he had on when we picked him up. Tattered 

blue jeans and beige sleeveless t-shirt that said  

SAVE 

THE REINDEER 

in black letters, imprinted over a stylized drawing of a reindeer. I thought about the 

concept, the message therein contained. Did the reindeer need saving? And where did the 

reindeer live? At the North Pole?  

Although I knew reindeers were real animals, I had always imagined them as 

mythical creatures. I thought about the “reindeers of Croatia”. Did they need saving too? 

I imagined a bunch of reindeers hanging out on the beach in protest.  

“Nice t-shirt,” I said.  

Greg moved closer and, leaning towards me, pulled a hand-made cigarette out of 

his back pocket.  

“For later. I have some more in my rucksack.”   
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A childish grin of anticipation spread on his hairless face while I frowned, as I 

pictured the green bereted officer with the droopy mustache and the vicious smile putting 

handcuffs on my virgin wrists and seizing my brand new Jetta with its lofty car payments 

still attached. You, unaware of what your liberality might have cost us, were skipping 

cheerfully ahead of us. The mutt followed your every step hoping for more treats. 

“Better wait until we get back to our rooms,” I said, pushing Greg’s hand down, 

away from me.  

Damage control was all I could think about. I planned to leave Greg in Croatia, no 

matter what you said.  

A fisherman you approached to ask for a cheap place to dine invited you to eat on 

his barge. You were about to accept when my look of disapproval stopped you. Instead 

we made for the old medieval town of Krk, a maze of narrow cobbled streets, with 

multicolored souvenir shops, boutiques, taverns and canteens built over a thousand years 

ago with stone bricks painted in different colors and leaning against each other like old 

women adorned with bright summer dresses.  

A hag, completely clad in mourning, with a black scarf over her head and a pipe 

in her mouth, sat on a stoop outside the dark cellar which must have been her home. 

When she saw our company approaching she muttered something in Croatian which 

stopped Patty in her tracks. 

“What did she say?” you asked. You too looked alarmed as if you believed in the 

ancient lore and signs Patty believed in. 
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“That we won’t go back as we came,” Patty said. A silence fell upon all of us. The 

woman fixed her gaze on Patty’s belly then slowly pulled herself up, holding onto the 

stone walls, her hands visibly trembling from the effort. She turned around and 

disappeared inside her darkened dwelling. 

“Don’t tell me you listen to an old witch, girls.” I tried to regain my German 

composure and control over the situation.  

Greg pointed to a tavern across from the square the road opened into.  

“That place looks crowded. That means the food must be good,” he said.   

“Let’s go check it out,” I went along. We made our way there, glad to put the 

incident behind us, except for Patty who looked more ashen than ever.          

♦♦ 

2 AM. No sound from the girls’ room. We smoked Greg’s joint and then another 

one and drank pivo—Croatian beer—to digest the cobanac, a sort of goulash with hot 

paprika, garlic and bay leaves, heavier than a knock on the head with a baseball bat. I was 

pissed because you didn’t want to hang with me but locked yourself in the room with 

Patty. Patty needed comforting. By tomorrow night there would be no more baby and 

Patty would move back in with you, and the two of you would live happily ever after. I 

delved into more jealous ramblings, unable to sleep. I even suspected that you made me 

pick up the hitchhiker as a diversion, so you and Patty could be together.  

I twisted and turned, in the confined space of the bed Greg and I shared. Greg’s 

fair body lay motionless on the edge of the mattress. His blond hair ruffled; his breath 

regular and light as a child. He couldn’t be much older than eighteen. He wore only a 
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white tank top and boxer shorts and seemed undisturbed by my presence in bed. I stroked 

his shoulder, lightly not to wake him. His skin was smooth and taut, as I had imagined. 

He didn’t move, oblivious to my touch and my nocturnal fantasies. I stroked his shoulder 

again, this time I let my hand rest on it. He slept in a fetal position, facing the wall, his 

back towards me. When I was eight, I had fallen in love with the boy in Rovinj. He was 

the teen-age son of my dad’s girlfriend—probably thirteen or fourteen. The boy and I 

slept in the same tent while our parents were in a bigger tent, next to ours. As I lay next to 

Greg, I tried to remember the boy’s name. The name of my first love. Girls wouldn’t 

come for many more years. Karl? No, Kurt. It bothered me that I couldn’t remember for 

sure. But I remembered well the tears I cried for him when, after that trip, my dad 

stopped seeing his mom.  

Kurt was smarter than any boy I knew—he showed me how to fish with real 

worms. We attached them to a fishing rod with a rusted metal hook at its end. Kurt and I 

would go out armed with a pocket knife—his knife—a rucksack, plastic sacks to put the 

fish in and a collection of rocks of different sizes to hit the fish on their heads. Our 

parents never wondered where we were all day, they were too busy with each other. We 

would first look for worms. My job was to catch them alive and put them inside a 

perforated Tupperware container we had stolen from our parents’ tent. When we had at 

least twenty fleshy worms—they had to be of a certain size or Kurt would chuck them 

out—we would walk to the end of the pier, sit on the edge and wait for the fish to bite. 

We did this everyday and I loved Kurt more and more as we sat, side by side, staring into 

the Mediterranean Sea and talking about everything under the sun and the moon; but 
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whispering it, so as not to scare the fish. Kurt was the brother I never had, my hero, my 

role model. Kurt knew everything. I knew nothing, but he taught me everything he knew.  

One day, while we were sitting on the pier waiting for some fish to bite, Kurt put 

a hand on my thigh. I knew this was something my father could never find out about, or 

I’d be in trouble. I knew it was something forbidden. But if Kurt wanted it I was willing 

to go along. I became nervous and excited just thinking about it. Kurt threw me in the 

freezing water, then jumped in. That night, in the tent, Kurt came inside my sleeping bag 

and he hugged me then kissed me on the lips. I didn’t know what to do, but I grew 

excited as his fingers roamed inside the sleeping bag. I felt safe in his arms and happy, as 

I had never been since the day my mother died.   

I moved my body closer to Greg’s. We were only an inch away from contact, like 

two halves of a Russian doll, one inside the other. I hid my face in the back of his neck, 

his hair tickled my nostrils but I didn’t mind. I didn’t move. I didn’t even breathe.  

“What are you doing?”  

I was propelled to the other side of the bed by his voice. 

“Nothing,” I shouted.  

He turned around, scratched his head and scrutinized me with growing interest 

and a certain amount of amusement in his eyes, as I lay motionless on my back, on the 

edge of the bed. 

“Can’t sleep?” 

“No. I’m sorry,” I gathered a smidgen of courage and turned towards him, “I 

didn’t mean to disturb you.”  
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I tried to regain the control of the situation that would permit me to look him in 

the eye, the following day, and tell him he could no longer travel with us. But I knew it 

was a poor attempt; Greg stared at me and I averted his gaze.       

“I hadn’t figured it out, and I normally catch on pretty quick. I thought you liked 

your crazy friend with the ponytails. Why didn’t you say something?” 

“I… It’s not what you think. I do like her. As a matter of fact, I’m in love with 

her,” I said, as persuasively as I could. 

He didn’t answer.  

“What time is it?” he asked. 

“Around three, I think.”  

I stretched forward to glance at the alarm clock on his side of the bed and later I 

wondered if that was an act of coquetry, a coded invitation on my part, because, as I 

leaned over his body, he grabbed me by the waist and pushed me back on the bed. 

“Good,” he said, “only 3 AM. We have plenty of time.”  

He pinned my arms to the sides of my head, as if we were kids wrestling.   

“And now tell me, what were you thinking earlier, while you were playing with 

my shoulder?”  

I blushed, I think.   

“Where you going to make a move on me?” He was undeterred, he was enjoying 

this.  

“I don’t know.” 
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“Did you want to kiss me?” he said and leaned closer to me, blowing warm air on 

my face. 

“I… I think so.” 

“You can kiss me now, if you want.” 

I was clammy with sweat and nervous, eight years old again. In spite of my love 

for you, I felt the same excitement I experienced on that pier, and in that tent, playing 

inside my sleeping bag with Kurt. Greg’s beautiful face challenged me, only an inch from 

mine, definitely too close to be ignored. I told myself I wasn’t being unfaithful to you; 

that this was different, that it didn’t count. 

The next morning Greg was gone.  

♦♦ 

You screamed again. “I don’t believe you left all our money—Patty’s money—

lying around the room.” 

“It was in my suitcase. And if you hadn’t slept in Patty’s room this wouldn’t have 

happened. And if you hadn’t picked up a stranger we wouldn’t be in this situation now.” 

“Are you saying this is my fault?” Your eyes bulged, your cheeks were red.   

“I am saying that if you hadn’t picked him…” 

“If you hadn’t left your bags unlocked...” 

“He could have taken the whole bag, don’t you think? Did you want me to chain 

it to the foot of the bed?” You wouldn’t see the inevitability of what had happened. 

“Damn, Victor. Do you think this is funny? I trusted you with Patty’s money. I 

thought you would be careful.” 
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“If I knew it was her money I wouldn’t have taken it.”        

I was raising my voice too, something I didn’t do very often. I wanted you to stop 

blaming me, so I could stop blaming myself, but the more I tried to defend my actions the 

more you attacked me as if you could smell my weakness like a tigress smells fear on her 

prey.  

Patty sat on the floor, in a corner of my room, weeping—we had forgotten she 

was there. 

I had crushed the note in my hand and hidden it in my back pocket—the 

compromising note that would give away my complicity in this crime. You must never 

know. I would hide my secret with my life. I couldn’t help feeling cheerful in spite of the 

situation. The note said: “I need it more than you. Sorry. You were great. One day I’ll 

find you and pay you back. Love. G.”  Was I so naïve that I was disposed to forgive a 

man who had just robbed me? Obviously. I smiled to myself. 

“What’s so funny?”   

“Maybe he needed it. It was only five hundred francs. I’ve seen you spend more 

on clothes in one afternoon,” I said, although I knew it wasn’t true, “and, as soon as we 

get back to Zurich, I’ll pay her back.”  

You looked as if you were ready to kill me; to turn me to stone with your gelid 

gaze. I imagined you like Medusa with snakes instead of ponytails, ready to avenge 

humankind from man’s toxic presence.   
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“I’ll pay you back, Patty.” I glanced at Patty. She looked unsympathetic and never 

gave me the metaphorical pat on the back I was hoping for. I was angry at her; she was 

always on your side. 

You yelled again, enjoying having the upper hand on me. “You, moron. We 

needed cash to pay for the abortion. Were did you think we were going, the hospital?” 

“Look, baby. I’m sorry,” I conceded, knowing the argument would otherwise 

never end, “I didn’t think he was the type. He must have seen the money when I sifted 

through my stuff, looking for a clean t-shirt. The cash was under everything. He must 

have searched my suitcase while I was taking a shower before dinner.”  

Later on, I pondered the various possibilities—the before or after—but quickly 

dismissed the thought that it happened “after”. It was too disturbing to think it was a 

premeditated act; that he went through my things, cold-heartedly, after we did it. 

However, I had to admit, the “before-hypothesis” was rather weak; it would have made 

more sense for him not to come back to the hotel with us if he already had the money. 

Why didn’t he disappear while we were exploring the town? All he had to do was take 

the wrong turn, linger in front of a shop window then disappear inside it. My pride 

damaged, lame like a pussy cat, I searched for comfort in you. I couldn’t stand that you 

were mad at me.  

“Anna, we’ll go to the bank and get some cash with my credit card,” I said. You 

were quickly appeased. 

♦♦ 
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“I’m not doing it,” Patty said almost to herself. We stood in front of the house 

which corresponded to the address of the woman who performed the abortions. It was a 

decrepit two-story building in the fishermen’s port area. Outside a scratched wooden door 

painted red, someone had placed a bowl of leftovers on the ground, but the many stray 

cats sitting on the window sills or lying in the sun on the cobbled pavement didn’t seem 

interested in the rotting food and a host of flies was, instead, buzzing over the putrescent 

bowl. 

“I’m not doing it,” Patty said louder and turned back. 

We thought Patty was afraid something might go wrong, given the poverty and 

degradation of our surroundings.  

“Are you sure? We came all the way here. Maybe the inside is better,” you said. 

“It’s not because of that. I’m just not doing it.” 

I stepped away to let you talk some sense into Patty. After she had dragged us 

here from Switzerland, now she wasn’t doing it? The abortion idea was a bad one—even 

if the baby’s father had turned out to be married and she didn’t want to raise a child on 

her own—but she should have thought of that earlier. I walked up and down, annoyed.     

“How are you going to take care of this baby? You can’t stay with me, with this 

baby,” you said. I was surprised at your callousness. For a long time I had thought you 

were merciless only towards me.      

“I know.” 

“Then why won’t you get rid of it, like I asked you?” The beads around your 

wrists jingled furiously. Patty didn’t answer.   
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You shook your head. “Wasn’t it bad enough you hooked up with that loser 

married man, who left you? And now—after all we agreed —you’re telling me you want 

to have his baby?” 

“I’m sorry, Anna. Please try to understand. I just can’t…” 

“But you promised me.”  

You acted like a child who doesn’t get her way and stomps her feet. You acted 

like you owned Patty. I had hated Patty for so many years, because I thought you were 

more interested in her than in me, and now it appeared that she was as much your victim 

as I was.  

“Anna, you can’t force her if she doesn’t want…” 

“Stay out of it. This is none of your business. I told her she could move back in 

with me only if she got rid of the baby. We made an agreement.”  

You turned to Patty. “Why won’t you do it?” 

“The hitchhiker, Greg, maybe he took my money for a reason. Maybe it was a 

sign that I shouldn’t do it,” she said, “I’m glad he took it.” 

Patty turned towards me and smiled. “You can have your money back. I don’t 

want it.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” you said, “It was his fault and he agreed to pay you back.” 

“No, it wasn’t, Anna,” Patty said, “It was a sign. I used to pay attention to the signs. Do 

you remember the hag we met yesterday? Did you see how she looked at me? She tried to 

warn me, she knew what I planned to do. But I didn’t want to listen. I’m sorry, Anna, I’m 

not killing this baby.”  
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Patty looked you straight in the eyes. She wasn’t crying anymore, she wasn’t 

afraid, or sad. I had never seen her so calm, composed, confident. She walked towards the 

door painted red and rang the bell. After a while I heard footsteps; then an older woman 

in Muslim garb appeared in the crack of the door. Patty said something to the woman in a 

language I couldn’t understand. The woman responded in rapid, guttural sounds.  Patty 

said something else which prompted the woman to step outside. They talked some more 

in rapid, high-pitched exchanges that sounded as if they were surprised or excited about 

something. They laughed with each other as if they shared a private joke. They were so 

engrossed in their conversation that it seemed as if they had completely forgotten you and 

I were standing next to them. Finally they hugged each other. I just stood there, observing 

your furrowed eyebrows and the wrinkles that formed at the corners of your mouth, 

fascinated to see you so out of sorts, hating the fact that you didn’t understand what was 

going on. Patty peeled two bank notes from the crisp stack I had given her, and handed 

them to the woman. The woman bent down and kissed Patty’s knees and stomach. Then 

she said something with the word ‘Allah’ in it that sounded like a blessing. 

“Let’s go,” Patty said, after the woman disappeared inside the house. 

“We can go wherever you want, but when we get back to Zurich you’re on your 

own. Don’t expect to come home with me,” you warned her. 

“I’m not going back to Zurich with you. I just asked that woman where the bus 

station is. She’s from Mostar, too. She knew my parents. I’m going to go back there to 

see what’s left. I’m going home. Victor, can you please take me to the bus terminal?” 
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We drove to the terminal in silence. When we got there you didn’t even want to 

get out of the car to say goodbye to your friend. I, on the other hand, wanted to take her 

all the way to Mostar. I wanted to say something to her that would undo all the years of 

envy and jealousy I had felt towards her. She pulled the rest of my money out of her 

pocket. 

“I just need enough for the bus fare,” she said and put the rest in my hand.  

“Keep it, Patty.” I pushed the notes back towards her colorless fingers. 

“I can’t,” she said, but she was weeping. As I helped Patty get on the bus I saw 

Greg standing only a hundred yards from us, obviously waiting for another bus. He didn’t 

see us as we were behind Patty’s bus. 

“Take care of yourself and your baby, Patty. If you need anything call me,” I said.  

She hugged me, probably for the first time; her nose was very red. Then she 

looked at you, still sitting inside the car. You turned the other way. 

“I’m sorry, Patty,” I said. 

“It’s ok.” 

I returned to you in the car, as the bus with Patty inside slowly pulled out from the 

curb and wobbled leisurely towards the main road. 

“Look,” you shouted, “the boy, the boy… is there.” I pretended to ignore you. 

“Victor, the hitchhiker, can’t you see him?” 

I started the engine and drove off. I passed Greg without stopping. He smiled and 

looked straight at me. 

“Why didn’t you stop? Have you gone mad?” 
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“No,” I said, heading out of the town. 

“So why didn’t you get him?” 

“We didn’t need the money.” 

No reply came from you. 

We drove in silence to Zurich. It was the longest road trip of my life, but I felt 

content; at peace with myself.  I glanced at you sulking in the seat next to mine. You 

hadn’t even paid attention to the officer with the droopy mustache and the green beret 

who, this time, was quick to wave us out of his country, not a word about the fact that the 

blond boy and the pregnant girl weren’t in the car. You looked so vulnerable throwing 

your ridiculous tantrum. I knew you were mad because I didn’t take your side, but I 

didn’t feel like rescuing you from your misery. My indifference unnerved you. Not 

talking had backfired against you and it was getting harder and harder. You wanted to 

explode but didn’t want to give me the satisfaction to be the one who held out the longest.  

I should have been glad that now it was only you and me. Patty was gone. I had 

you all for myself. Yet, somehow, I no longer cared. I thought about Greg, about Kurt, 

and about the fact that maybe it did count. Maybe it was time I discovered who I really 

was. Time to go home too, wherever that took me.  I thought about what the hag had said: 

that we wouldn’t go back as we came. She had been right. And in so many ways.                 
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The Blue Octopus 

 

 

 Steven and I had not spoken to each other for three days. It was the middle of 

November and a storm—a remnant of hurricane season maybe—pounded our island with 

a fury that seemed the deed of a dejected divinity…   

 

 This is the beginning of the book that made me famous. No, it’s not a novel. It’s a 

memoir. Well, not quite. More like a personal essay, just short of one hundred pages. It 

was published right after I got back my job as an Assistant Professor of 19th Century 

British Literature at UC Berkeley. Although it has characters, plot, conflict (in other 

words all the elements of fiction) it is, in fact, an autobiographical essay—what now goes 

under the label of creative nonfiction—as it deals mainly with my feelings on the death of 

my only child. Funny, when I was a kid I always thought I would become a fiction writer. 

I wrote three novels which were never published but this, this is different; it just had to 

come out.  

It is, as a review printed on the back cover points out, “A heartbreaking 

confession. The struggle of a mother coping with the loss of her nine-month old baby.”  

The quote doesn’t mention the name of the reviewer, just the name of the magazine. I 

read the sentence as if it referred to somebody else. 
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I published two less “heartbreaking” essays after my first piece—which I jotted 

down in one feverish night of inspiration—but I never told the true story of the blue 

octopus. It is the story of how my first book was drafted—in one single sitting—of how 

my thwarted ability to write was restored; of how my ten-year long marriage to a man 

who considered me inconsequential on the chessboard of his life, collapsed in my face 

like a big overdone soufflé.  

 As I sit by the pool of my condo in Northern California, and let the last rays of the 

winter sun warm my bare legs, I leaf through the pages of my first book and read the 

other reviews on the back cover that has my picture. Is that really me? A pale, uncertain 

smile and sad ash-gray eyes stare back from the black & white photograph. I’m not so 

pale now. I live right on the beach. Again.  

I’m happier in California—for the most part at least—or so I say when I’m being 

interviewed.  

It’s Sunday afternoon. I’ve just finished revising “The Blue Octopus” and I’ve 

come out on the patio with a glass of Chardonnay and my laptop ready to write an 

introduction to my story. I realize “The Blue Octopus” could be construed as another 

piece of magical realism and I need to let my readers know that this is a true story. I no 

longer try to write fiction. I need you to know that a blue octopus found me in the middle 

of a storm and inspired me to write and to change.  

 This is the story of how I wrote my first story…  

 

The Blue Octopus  
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 My name is Elsa Hart. At the time these events took place, I was Elsa Shelly, an  

amateur fiction writer. By that I mean I had written three novels no editor would publish, 

and I was secretly at work on my fourth. Steven, my husband, was a marine biologist. He 

worked for the government on a project that was so classified he was not at liberty to tell 

his wife (that would be me) what he was working on—and I am being sarcastic—during 

those long and lonely nights when he didn’t come home.  

 If I asked him of his whereabouts he would get annoyed.   

“You never complain about the money my job brings in, do you?” he would say, 

“If we had to live on your writing we’d be in the poorhouse,” and other versions of the 

same. He sneered at me on a daily basis and I took it because I didn’t know what else to 

do.  

Steven had a point—if you looked at it from his perspective—which I constantly 

rationalized and endorsed to prolong my apathy (if I hadn’t, I would have left him 

sooner). He had supported our lifestyle since we left Berkeley and moved to the island. I 

was pregnant with Benjamin at the time, and we had agreed I would remain at home at 

least until our son—and the other children that would follow—reached school-age. So 

when the time came to leave California and move to an island off the coast of Maine, 

where Steven had landed the job of a lifetime, I gladly resigned my newly acquired 

position of Assistant Professor in the English Department at UC Berkeley (a job I would 

have never considered leaving before Steven and I got married), and looked forward to 

my new role as a full-time mother and homemaker. What wouldn’t women do for love?  
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 When Benjamin finally arrived, for a short while I thought life couldn’t get any 

better. Then the doctor diagnosed leukemia, a word too big to fit an infant—not yet three 

months old. He was gone six months later. That’s when I took up writing again. I used to 

write creatively when I was in college, but I had given it up since my marriage to Steven. 

I guess I began to write again to forget—at least momentarily—his inexorable death I 

couldn’t accept. I needed something to fill the unbridgeable gap that had formed between 

my emotional reality—the unrelenting pain I woke with everyday —and the physical 

world that surrounded me, to which, I felt, I no longer belonged.  

I lived for months as a spectator of my everyday life. My surroundings and I had 

become two entities that coexisted in the same physical space but couldn’t meaningfully 

interact. There I was, with an array of nameless objects floating in a meaningless 

vacuum. So I wrote. Because my life was a puzzle and I had dropped the box. All the 

pieces had fallen on the floor and I kept looking for them to put them back in the box, but 

one piece was always missing.   

 Steven, at first, had been supportive, considerate, sympathetic, and had 

encouraged my writing as a therapeutic, temporary diversion; as a way to get me back on 

my feet again. Steven was never the type to dwell on things too long, he was a go-getter, 

a practical kind of guy and, perhaps, his coldness was his way to deal with the loss. He 

had suggested having another baby right away but I was afraid that if we did, it would get 

sick too. I couldn’t go through this twice. Another baby would shadow and betray the 

memory of my dead child and I wasn’t ready to let go. I just couldn’t wipe it all out, like 

my husband had suggested, and start from fresh, tabula rasa.   
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 Somewhere in the aftermath of Benjamin’s funeral—I can’t pinpoint the precise 

moment, the specific location—our marriage started to fall apart. I became progressively 

more engrossed with my hopeless writing. Steven spent more and more time at work. He 

became colder, more distant every day—and I didn’t notice. He turned harsh, impatient—

and I couldn’t figure out why he wouldn’t understand how hard it was for me. After my 

first unpublished novel he stopped believing in me. After my second failure I began to 

write in secret. I stopped sharing my ideas with him or asking him to read my drafts. Not 

that he would have, anyhow. 

 We lived off the cost of Maine on this island that belonged to the government—at 

least the part where the Marine Institute had been built was government land. The rest of 

the island was semi-deserted if you don’t count the few fishermen who lived on it. Our 

house used to be the government’s too, but they had given us an option to buy at a very 

reasonable price and Steven had jumped at the opportunity. So there was no talking of 

commuting from the mainland. We were stuck for as long as the job continued. 

The island was bare and cold and only a few biologists, beside my husband, had 

opted to purchase property on it. In order to commute to the mainland one had to own a 

boat or a chopper as there was neither a public ferry nor a bridge. As soon as we had 

settled into our new home my husband purchased a ten-foot, cherry red speedboat that 

looked like an arrow. But I couldn’t use it since Steven kept it docked at the Marine 

Institute. To be honest, it didn’t bother me much; I had never been fond of boats. The 

military base and the Marine Institute hosted seven hundred and fifty engineers, 

biologists and researchers. A few, like us, lived on the island; the majority commuted 
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back and forth to the mainland every day, with a ferry provided by the Institute for its 

employees. 

 It was Sunday. The wind had howled and rattled against the windowpanes since 

the night before, and had progressively intensified. Steven had gotten home at ten in the 

morning with one of the military vehicles.  

 “I worked all night,” he said, upon entering the house, to forestall my questions. I 

didn’t reply—I had trained myself to acquiescence in order to avoid futile arguments—

but I didn’t fail to notice he didn’t go straight to bed like he used to do in the old days if 

he spent the night at the lab. When we were just married, if Steven was assigned 

experimental projects overnight, he would call me every hour, and would come home to 

cuddle up in bed next to me as soon as he had an opportunity to delegate some of the 

work to his lab assistants. But that was a long time ago. 

 The high pitched voice of the local weather-bulletin announcer screeched from 

the TV I had left on in the kitchen.  

“Wind is expected to intensify during the course of the day to tropical storm 

force...”  

How is that possible? We aren’t in the tropics and this isn’t hurricane season, I 

thought.   

 “Would you like some breakfast?” I asked Steven, pretending not to be hurt by his 

behavior. I didn’t want to provoke a fight and give him an excuse to leave again. 

 “No, don’t bother. I’ve already eaten. I’m going to take a shower.”  
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He climbed the stairs, two at a time, and disappeared inside our bedroom—which 

faced the upper floor baluster—shutting the door behind him. I listened to the muffled 

sound of his movements coming from the second floor.              

 Steven loved to take long, scalding showers, with the Badedas shower gel that 

smells of pine trees and the hydro-massage jets hitting his skin hard like hailstones. I 

couldn’t help the old habit of listening to the sequence of his movements from 

downstairs, and of timing his activities. I could hear the water blasting from the faucet 

and, predicting the time when he would be done, I ran upstairs with a hot towel from the 

dryer. But he had locked the bathroom door. He never used to do that. In dismay, I left 

the towel on the bed and silently returned downstairs. A long time later, I heard Steven’s 

footsteps on the stairs, then the sound of his office door being unlocked and closing 

behind him. I overheard him talking to somebody on his cell phone. He was laughing.  

 That laughter brought back memories of earlier days when we were both 

undergraduate students at UM. Steven was smart, ambitious; I knew he would have a 

brilliant career. I was an English Major and he made marine biology sound like poetry. I 

was fascinated by everything he said and did. And he had so much to say about 

everything. I had never met someone so confident. I was proud of him when we walked 

around campus holding hands. I couldn’t believe he had picked me rather than someone 

with blonde hair and blue eyes or a hot Latina girl with green eyes and milk-chocolate 

skin. Miami had a large supply of both. I considered myself plain, with my short brown 

hair and my boyish figure, but he told me I was beautiful to him. Although my parents 

lived miles away, I knew he would always be there to protect me, no matter what 
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happened to me. Why didn’t he protect me now? He always made me laugh with his 

corny, romantic attempts to impress my gullible heart, like the time he took me to the 

Miami Seaquarium and convinced me he had trained one of the dolphins to say ‘I love 

you’ (and I actually believed him).  

One of Steven’s friends, who worked at the Miami Seaquarium, had let us in after 

hours. I was so excited I couldn’t stop laughing; his friend kept telling me to be quiet or I 

would wake the fish, which I found even more hilarious. We sneaked over to the dolphin 

pool, giggling and playing around, and his friend gave one of the dolphins a rose, which 

she brought right up to me making a shrill noise that—I could have sworn—sounded like 

‘I love you’. I sighed, remembering how happy I used to be.  Those days, it now seemed, 

were so worry-free.         

 The kettle I had put on the stove began to whistle, courteously at first, then more 

insistently, joining the wind outside in a symphony of uncanny shrieks and whispers. Its 

whistle drowned the husky sound of my husband’s intermittent bursts of laughter. I 

wondered to whom he was talking. His deep, low baritone—how long ago had it been 

since I made him laugh like that?—brought back echoes of our whispered phone 

conversations across dorms. I remembered his funny expressions—and my barely 

suppressed giggles, muted by the bed covers—whenever he made up new, articulate ways 

to tell me he loved me. I was supposed to answer back adding to his sentence but he 

always beat me at his game. 

“I love you like a crustacean—that’s a shellfish—loves his shell.” 

“I love you like a shell loves its oyster,” and so on.     
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His voice on the telephone was as I remembered it: full-bodied, strong and 

smooth like a mellow Italian Cabernet. Not like the voice he used to talk to me now. His 

tone had changed with me; it was harsh and coarse. When he spoke to me, he always 

tried to economize words, as if he were in a hurry.  

 I hid the latest chapter of my novel in progress under one of the big, beige leather 

cushions of the living room couch, where I normally concealed my writing when Steven 

was home. I hastened to the icy, marble and silver, stainless steel kitchen to rescue my 

wailing kettle and accidentally burnt my finger as I grabbed the kettle without a pot 

holder. As I ran cold water on the burn I heard a rap on the door. I was surprised. Who 

would venture out in this weather?  

I felt the impulse to call Steven, but our relationship had been particularly strained 

over the last few days and I feared his reaction if I interrupted the conversation in which 

he was so engrossed. I rushed to the front door and peered through the peephole, standing 

on the tip of my toes.  

Tom Pesci, one of the local fishermen, stood holding a huge cardboard box and 

looking at the mahogany door with a vacant expression. His face was lined and 

sunburned and his long, curly, gray hair was ruffled by the wind. I opened the door 

wondering what he might want from us.          

 “Mrs. Shelly, sorry to bother you,” he grinned awkwardly, “is your husband 

home?” 

 “He’s…busy right now, is something wrong?” 

“This morning, as I was searching for dead mackerel on the beach, I found this.”  
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He pushed the cardboard box my way. I grabbed it from his outstretched arms.  

He continued his tale, as if to justify his actions.  

“I said to myself ‘I bet Mr. Shelly would like to see this,’ so I decided to take it 

home, and now here I am. Your husband can take it to the Marine Institute. I never saw 

one quite like it in the forty years I’ve lived on this island.” 

 I peeked inside the box and almost dropped it on the ground. A bright blue 

octopus about thirty inches in length, but all coiled up like a cat, gazed at me with vivid 

yellow eyes. After my first reaction—dictated more by surprise then fear—I decided the 

octopus didn’t seem menacing; as a matter of fact his countenance was almost that of a 

human being. He looked at me with the bewildered expression of someone trying to 

recollect a face he hasn’t seen for a long time. I, too, felt a strange familiarity. 

 “Where did you find him?” I asked, as if, by possessing that piece of information, 

I would be able to explain why the creature looked at me as if he knew me.  

 “Not far from your house, near the cliffs. When I saw it, I thought it was dead and 

I was about to throw it back into the ocean when it lifted its head. I brought it home and 

put it in my bathtub. Touch it…”  

I put my hand inside the box.  

“Touch it, touch it…don’t worry, he’s not gonna bite you. I showed it to my wife 

and she touched it too. She’s the one who said I should bring it to your husband. ‘Edna,’ I 

said, ‘You sure? We could sell it.’ But she wouldn’t have it.”  

Tom Pesci smiled— obviously pleased with himself—waiting for me to praise his 

wife’s good judgment.  



   

 53

I wanted to ask why the octopus didn’t seem to need water to breathe. I 

remembered reading in one of my old science textbooks that octopi can only breathe in 

water. Could I be wrong? I made a mental note to check on the internet as soon as Steven 

left the office.  

I gently touched the creature’s head and he tilted it to one side and looked up at 

me. He didn’t feel slimy or scaly like a fish. Gaining courage, I patted his head. His 

skin—it had the consistency of human flesh—was smooth, dry and of the most luxurious 

shade of sapphire I had ever seen. 

 “Are you sure you can’t call Mr. Shelly?” the rasping voice of Tom Pesci 

interrupted my bewildered admiration of the octopus’ beauty.  

 “He’s… sleeping. He had to work overnight.”  

I couldn’t help noticing the hint of a sardonic smile on the fisherman’s lips. Did 

he know something about my husband?  

 “You can leave it here, Mr. Pesci, I’ll show it to my husband when he gets up. 

Thank you.” I was irritated by his grin, and I almost shut the door on the old man’s 

withered face. 

 What should I do with this? I wondered, standing with the box in my arms. 

Should I show it to Steven?  

The octopus looked unusual. Even I, who knew nothing about zoology, could tell 

it wasn’t like any other. If Steven saw it, he would immediately take it to his lab and that 

would be it. I carried the box to the laundry room and hid it inside one of the linen 

cabinets, then returned to the kitchen and hastily chopped some of the frozen scampi 



   

 54

Steven had delivered weekly from the mainland. I ran some water over them to defrost 

them and carried them to my octopus. The octopus looked at me and his miniature, 

beaklike mouth—a shade of blue darker than the rest of his body—opened up in what 

looked like a smile. Or was I imagining it? 

He uncoiled himself and, with his fore tentacles, pushed a piece of scampi 

towards his mouth, then, with a swift movement, gulped it down.  

 “What should I call you? …Benjy?”  

As the name came to my lips I shuddered. Benjy was what I used to call my baby. 

I had not pronounced that combination of syllables since Benjamin had left us. But, 

somehow, it didn’t feel irreverent or blasphemous. There was something about the 

sapphire octopus that reminded me of my son. Sitting on the laundry room floor looking 

inside his box made me feel happy, alive again. I finally had someone to look after again, 

even if it was just an octopus. I became aware of my inward longing for the octopus. I felt 

closer to Benjy than I had to any human being for a long time, although it was a sensation 

I couldn’t rationalize. It’s just an octopus; I kept saying to myself, but could not shake off 

the feeling of empathy, even love.    

“I can’t give you up,” I decided, with growing clarity.  

I couldn’t show him to Steven. If I did, he would surely take the octopus to the 

Marine Institute to perform experiments on him. And I’d never see him again.  

 “Benjy, you’ve got to stay put and don’t let anyone see you but me,” I whispered 

to the octopus. He lifted one of his tentacles and gently stroked the back of my hand as if 

he had understood my words. I was stunned by the octopus’ human-like behavior, but I 
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wasn’t scared. I threw out the box and made a more comfortable bed out of linen inside 

the laundry cabinet. Then, on a second thought, I filled up the laundry sink with tap 

water, and I was about to dip the octopus inside it when I heard my husband’s voice echo 

in the hallway.  

“Ok. I’ll be right there. I’ll see you in five.”              

 I was still in the laundry room when the office door banged shut. My heart 

fluttered and Benjy looked at me from his cozy nest of folded bed sheets where I had 

placed him.   

 “Elsa, where are you? I’m going out,” Steven hollered and, without waiting for 

me to reply, he hastened to the door. I heard his heavy footsteps resound on the wooden 

parquet and rushed to the living room, catching him as he opened the front door. 

 “Steven, wait!” I yelled, surprising myself.  

A resolution I hadn’t possessed in years had taken hold of me. It was as if the love 

I had felt towards the octopus had awakened me from my feigned indifference and 

powerless apathy.   

“Steven, don’t go please. I don’t want you to go,” I said. 

I felt an impulse to stop my husband, to question him but, when we stood face to 

face, I was no longer sure of what to say.                

 The yellow eyes of the octopus, sweet and encouraging, had followed me in the 

living room. I could see Benjy in my mind, as he coiled up in his improvised nest, then 

jerked into motion and, accidentally, stuck one of his tentacles inside the bowl of water I 
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had placed next to the folded sheets. It was not a figment of my imagination; I could 

actually see him as if I were still in the laundry room.  

How is it possible? I thought, as a vivid image of the octopus, trying to push open 

the cabinet door, flashed in front of my eyes. Steven was still at the door. He held his car 

keys in his right hand and kept shifting his weight from side to side, impatiently, while 

observing me with a quizzical expression.       

 “What do you want, Elsa? I have to go back to the lab. There’s an emergency.” 

He opened the front door. The wind blew shredded leaves into our living room. I 

could tell he was annoyed; or maybe it was just a pretense to make me desist from 

questioning him further.  

 “I’m already late. I’ll see you later.” He turned towards the door. 

 “Wait. I need to talk to you,” I said to stall him.  

 “What is it?”  

The wind howled outside and it had started raining heavily.   

 “Where are you going? You can’t be going to work again. You’re just coming 

from work. Where are you really going?”  

I pronounced the words painstakingly, as if attempting to register their true 

meaning; becoming progressively concerned with the answer they might elicit. Words 

were like shrapnel; never to be trusted, never to be used carelessly.  

 “I’m going out, Elsa. I told you. I’ll be back later.”  

I noticed he had changed into the new indigo cashmere sweater his mother had 

sent him, the one that matched his eyes. He had never worn it before.      
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 “If you leave now you won’t make it back in time,” I tried to convince him as if 

our future depended on it, “the storm is supposed to get stronger. Please, Steven…don’t 

leave me here by myself. You were out all last night.” 

 “I was working. What’s the matter with you? Why are you badgering me?”  

As my husband spoke, a blue flash—the octopus creeping out of the cabinet—hit 

my vision field. He had uncoiled his slender limbs and managed to push the white cabinet 

door wide open. He looked right at me and his gentle eyes gave me a sudden burst of 

confidence. 

 “You’re lying, Steven. You weren’t at work last night. You’re seeing someone 

else. That’s what you’re doing. Everybody knows it.”   

I froze, terrified by the sound of my own words. Why did I say it? Never before 

had I accused Steven of cheating on me, and I had absolutely no proof with which to back 

up the charge. I sounded just like one of those hysterical women on those talk shows I 

despised. I wished I could retract my outburst, but from the glacial expression in Steven’s 

blue eyes I knew it was too late. I knew he would be angry for days, but I never imagined 

what he was about to say.     

 “Everybody knows it? Who knows? You don’t talk to anybody. You haven’t got a 

single friend left that would care enough to tell you if your husband were screwing 

around. No one on this island would dream of going against me.”  

The outrage, the denial I expected never came. He just stood there staring beyond 

me, towards the living room couch, obviously thinking about something. He was remote, 

disconnected while I felt more present than I had been in years.  



   

 58

 “Shut the door, Steven. Please. The leaves are flying in,” I said. He didn’t seem to 

hear me. I was terrified. The past months of polite cohabitation seemed preferable to this. 

He stared at me. He no longer looked angry. He seemed pensive, almost sad. I averted my 

gaze.   

 “This is not working, Elsa.”  

I followed the patterns on the arabesque rug as they disappeared under Steven’s 

shoes. 

 “Elsa. Are you listening to me?”  

I couldn’t hear the wind howling. I thought about the cup of tea I had left in the 

kitchen. It must be getting cold. I forced myself to look away from the intricacies in the 

rug and towards my husband.        

 “Are you seeing someone else?” I whispered.  

I knew he was waiting for me to ask, but I no longer wanted to know. He smiled 

as if my question amused him. 

“If I were could you blame me? All you do is sit around and mope. Where have 

you been for the last five years? What happened to the woman I married? You used to be 

so in love with me. Now you’re just, how can I put it?  Just there in body.”  

I saw the octopus slide down from the cabinet and slowly slither across the white 

ceramic tiles of the laundry room, in the direction of the door. I could hear his heartbeat 

inside my heart.  

 “Steven,” my voice seemed to come from a place far away; it was disjointed from 

my body, “why have you become so distant? How can I love you when you’re never 
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here? You hardly talk to me. When we met you were the sweetest, most caring man I 

knew. You’ve become spiteful. Why do you say I mope? I don’t mope. I…I write.”  

 “You write? That’s just your excuse for not wanting to face reality. You should 

look for a job; it would get your mind off things.” 

 “A job? What could I possibly do here in the middle of nowhere? I had a job—a 

career—and I quit, for you. To follow you to this godforsaken island. And for what?” My 

own words stung me with their truth.    

“You wanted to come. You wanted to give up your precious career to raise a 

family. And now, you’re too scared to try again. Benjamin has been dead five years, Elsa, 

five years! Soon you’ll be too old to have another child.” 

“Stop talking like that, Steven.”  

“Five years, Elsa. And what have you done? You’ve been writing for five years? 

Elsa, why won’t you accept the fact that you’re not good enough? You will never be a 

published writer.”  

The cruelty of his words stung me with the might of a high voltage electric shock. 

Steven knew so well how to go where it hurt the most. How could I forget?  

I concentrated on the image of the blue octopus that, again, flashed in front of me 

to stop tears from forming at the corners of my eyes. I let Benjy’s breath fill my chest so 

as not to faint. Or was it just an illusion? I fixed my mind on his sapphire body, nestled 

behind the laundry’s closed door, and everything around me blurred. Why was I trying to 

shut the pain out, to stop it from hitting me like a flood? And why was I hurting? Was it 

just because Steven considered me a lousy writer? Who cared what he thought about my 
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writing. No, not just that. I didn’t want to acknowledge the true reason of my heartache. 

My husband was having an affair. Steven…an affair. How could he betray me like this? 

After all I, we, went through?        

 “I didn’t want to hurt you, Elsa. I wasn’t going to mention this, but maybe it’s 

best you know. We can’t make each other happy any more. I’m sorry.”  

Steven’s voice sounded remote and unreal.  

All of a sudden I didn’t want to stop him anymore, I wanted him to go to 

whomever it was he’d rather be with. The feeling of numbness to which I had become so 

accustomed allowed me to regain a pretense of dignity. I turned around and walked away 

without another word.                                                                                                                                    

 “Elsa…” I perceived the sound of his voice behind my back. Was there a hint of 

regret in his tone?  

I didn’t turn around. I kept walking towards the laundry room.  A few seconds 

later, I heard the front door shut with a bang. I listened to the tires of his army jeep 

screech on the gravel outside our home. 

He was gone.  

 Benjy was behind the laundry room door. I knew he was there before I entered the 

room. I could feel his presence even without seeing him. I opened the door gradually so 

as not to crush him. It was as if the octopus and I were in a state of mental telepathy, 

which I couldn’t explain, but that, I realized, was the only reason I hadn’t completely 

melted in front of Steven. Benjy’s positive thoughts held me together and I went to him 
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like a child who is cruelly teased at school goes home to her mother to be cocooned in the 

healing solace of unconditional love. 

 I took Benjy in my arms and headed upstairs, to my bedroom. The towel I had 

brought to Steven was still on the bed, unused. I collapsed on the white lace quilted 

bedspread and the octopus settled on the cavity between my shoulder and my neck, 

nudging my ear with his head and embracing my limbs with his eight extended tentacles. 

The rain came in sudden bursts; it stopped without warning. It started again, a few minute 

later, with the same intensity. It crashed on the Spanish-tiled roof of the house with the 

puissance of Indian monsoons. I could hear the winds howling like Sirens’ voices. One of 

the shutters of the guest house, across from the pool, must have gotten loose because I 

could hear it bang rhythmically against the walls of the cottage. I laid still and listened to 

the harmony behind the cacophony of sounds. I could hear Benjy’s heartbeat next to 

mine, feel the warmth of his soft skin; the first human contact I had in days.  

As I lay motionless next to the octopus I recalled a memory I had buried in my 

subconscious. One of my last, before the disease struck him. Benjamin was asleep on my 

bed and I was stretched out next to him, his face very close to mine. I held myself still 

next to his tiny body inhaling the sweet scent of stale milk on his breath. I remember 

thinking I had never felt so completely happy. Was it possible to be so happy?  

It happened right before we found out he was dying. Why had I forgotten it for so 

many years? Thinking about my baby’s death always had the effect of making my present 

misery appear trivial.         

 Benjy stirred as if he sensed the direction of my thoughts. I looked at him and saw 



   

 62

my unrelenting sorrow in his yellow eyes. The octopus released himself from the 

embrace and slithered down, holding onto the hem of the bedspread with his tentacles. 

Then he crossed the parquet floor turning his head around several times to indicate that 

he wanted me to go with him. I got up, seized by curiosity, and followed him. He reached 

the bedroom door and I opened it for him. We proceeded down the stairs and into the 

living room. 

 “Are you hungry, Benjy? Do you want some more scampi?”  

He lifted one of his hind tentacles and shook it horizontally, which I took to mean 

no. He glided across the open-plan living room, towards the white leather couch opposite 

the marble fireplace and, to my astonishment, climbed over the cushion under which my 

unfinished novel was hidden, and coiled up on it like a dog who’s just buried a bone. He 

gazed at me and the entire spectrum of his emotions and thoughts passed from his mind 

to mine. I can’t explain what happened between me and the blue octopus that rainy 

afternoon, without resorting to a word that I would much rather not use. It was magic. I 

know, this sounds crazy but how else to explain it?  

The octopus could sense everything that had happened to me. Everything I 

thought, he knew. And I was slowly letting go of the pain as he embraced it. I was once 

more overwhelmed by love for the blue creature; love I didn’t know I was still able to 

feel.   

 “Thank you,” I said unnecessarily, while our minds were engaged in a 

conversation that needed no words; every emotion pouring out of me like a torrent over 

its banks. Suddenly I realized what I should do. What Benjy wanted me to do.  
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I had to contain the flood, I had to write. I hastily searched under the cushion for 

my yellow legal pad and pulled it out, then sat cross-legged next to Benjy and began to 

write.  

 I wrote all night, in a frenzy. The wind’s litany, like an orchestra, accompanied 

the concerto of thoughts that flew freely from his mind, to my mind, and onto the lined 

yellow paper. When the electricity went out I stopped to light a fire. Benjy and I sat next 

to the warm, reassuring flames and I continued my work oblivious to my surroundings 

except for the comforting presence of my sapphire friend.  

I wrote about my life and my child. I wrote about my husband who had not been 

able to deal with my despair and had abandoned me. I wrote without fear of being 

judged; not for Steven or for the publishers, but for me and for Benjy. And, as I scribbled 

through the night without a care for syntax, punctuation and style, I felt purged of all the 

pain and longing I had cradled for years. 

 I finished my manuscript at dawn. The wind had abated, spent and depleted, as I 

was, by the renewing potency of its endeavor. I opened the harmonica shutters to let the 

sea breeze enter the living room. The morning air was sharp and chilly, and I felt 

invigorated by its icy caress. I dashed to my bedroom and packed a small tote bag with a 

few items of clothing, some toiletries, my wallet with my credit cards, and the 

manuscript, of course. Benjy slithered behind me as I scurried around the house and 

hastily locked the windows and cleaned out the fireplace, a smile of acquiescence on his 

dark blue beak-like lips. We both knew what I had to do.     

 When I was finally satisfied that everything was clean and in order—I’ve always 
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been a meticulous housewife though, in retrospect, it seems absurd I would worry about 

the condition in which I was leaving the house—I opened the front door, picked up Benjy 

who climbed on my shoulder, and proceeded down to the beach which extended for miles 

right outside my husband’s house.  

The sand was still wet from the rain that had fallen during the night and looked a 

darker shade of white-gray. The sky was blue with only a few streaks of clouds forming 

elaborate designs. The sea was peaceful as if it had been resting after the night’s struggle 

with the wind. A few tree branches had been torn but the landscape looked pristine in the 

morning stillness. I sat on the sand near the shoreline, not worried that my jeans would 

get wet. Benjy curled on my lap, like a big hairless cat. I felt sadness but I was also happy 

as I hadn’t been in a long time. I was free of the past, inwardly renewed and cleansed by 

the passing of the storm as if I, too, were part of Nature. There were no more thoughts 

flowing between Benjy and me now; only the deep silence of acquiescence. We both 

knew what was to come. 

 Benjy slowly slithered down from my knees and made his way towards the water 

as I followed him to the edge of the ocean. When he reached the sea, he turned around 

and raised his front tentacles as high as he could toward me. I crouched, extended my 

arms towards him, reached for his tentacles and held them in the palm of my hands for as 

long as he allowed me.  

He made for the sea. Then he turned around and, before plunging into the chilly 

water, gave me one last yellow glance that made me smile despite the tears in my eyes. I 

watched him disappear into the sea and, although I wanted to plummet into the icy water 
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and go after him, I knew I had to let go. He had freed me from the fear that had held me 

still for so long; now it was my turn to let him go. Yes, I was free. Free from a life I had 

held on to out of fear, but no longer befitted me. Free from a marriage that had run its 

course and was as empty as the rind of a squeezed orange. Free from the intolerable pain 

that had been my only companion for five years.  

I knew that from this moment on I would start to heal. I trekked over to my 

neighbors’ house and asked Mrs. Fletcher, whom I hardly knew, for a boat ride to the 

mainland. She dropped me off at the pier and I caught a taxi to the airport where I 

purchased a one way ticket to San Francisco. I never returned to the island. 

♦♦ 

 My glass of Chardonnay has been empty for a while. The sun has set. I hadn’t 

noticed. I think of my blue friend. Sometime the memory appears so incredible that I 

doubt my own recollection. This is part of why I decided to write this story. I didn’t want 

to risk ever forgetting. I bought this house on the beach (a very different kind of beach) 

with a secret hope: that one day I’d see my Benjy again. I guess that’s a silly thing to 

hope for, as I’m now facing a different ocean. With time I learned to forgive. I no longer 

hate Steven. I don’t even blame him for cheating. I’m just sorry he didn’t tell me sooner; 

one should never live a compromise. When I am interviewed reporters never fail to ask 

me if I’m happy; that’s what happens when the public knows too much of your private 

life. I laugh and make a joke.  

“Ms Hart, in spite of the loss in your past, you’ve become a renowned writer. Do 

you consider yourself happy with your achievements?”  
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Happy? Happiness has no memory. A part of me fell out of the box a long time 

ago. What I managed since is just this: I learned to live with what is left.      
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The Black Crow 

 

 

The rooster, hidden somewhere outside the bedroom window of the wooden 

cabin—the window that faced the mountains—once more, jolted Bianca awake in the 

middle of the night. He sounded like an old guitar out of tune, like a crow cawing, or a 

raven (what was the difference?), and when she was in the deeper stages of sleep and his 

cry woke her, she thought he sounded like the siren of a fire engine. No, it was just an old 

rooster that didn’t know day from night (or, was it?). Could roosters have Alzheimer’s? 

As soon as she was aware enough to recognize her surroundings, Bianca cursed it 

pointlessly then turned under the heavy blankets a few times, although it was too cold to 

even breathe, let alone turn. Finally she gave up on sleep and got out of bed to put some 

fresh logs on the almost extinguished fire.  

Since moving to Sappada—and she had arrived only two weeks ago—Bianca had 

learned to make wood fires because the central heating wasn’t enough to warm her, nor 

were the double layers of sweaters, the woolen stockings, the corduroy pants that were so 

thick they could stand on their own, and the suede gloves with fur lining she sometimes 

wore even at home. She had lived in a city all her life and it was only sheer desperation 

and poor planning that had landed her this job “out in the middle of nowhere” as she 

would complain to her mother on the phone almost everyday.  
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“Bianca, give it a go,” her mother would encourage her; “if you don’t like it you 

can always look for another job at the end of the school year.”  

Bianca was a newly appointed middle school teacher of Italian literature.     

“Mom, I’m getting rheumatism. It’s so cold my bones are chattering,” she would 

reply knowing she couldn’t afford to quit, but enjoying the game of pretending she could. 

It was January, a teacher had become ill and Bianca had been offered a temporary 

position until the end of the school year with a possibility for renewal if the sick teacher 

decided to retire. Permanent teaching jobs were not easy to come by in the north of Italy. 

Many years of apprenticeship in countryside schools were necessary before you could 

even think of teaching in a city school unless, of course, you had friends in high places. 

That’s how things work in Italy.  

Six months earlier, when she should have applied for a school placement closer to 

home—one she could commute to—Bianca had been engaged to be married and figured 

there was no urgency, that she could wait another year. Massimo, her fiancée, ex-fiancée 

now, was a sales manager for a company that made Venetian blinds. He traveled 

frequently for work and Bianca, who had moved with him after graduation, remained 

home. Two weeks before Christmas, while he was out of town on a business trip, Bianca 

had gone for a few drinks with her girlfriends—just a little pre-Christmas celebration, 

nothing Massimo should have been worried about—and had met an old boyfriend whom 

she had never forgotten. One drink had lead to another and, at the end of the evening, he 

had offered to walk her home. A perfectly honorable thing for a gentleman to do, as it 

was already one in the morning. When they reached her house, Bianca thought it would 
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be impolite not to invite him in for a night cap. After all, Massimo was out of town and 

wouldn’t be back until Friday. She wasn’t doing anything wrong, was she? They had 

opened a bottle of Chianti and she had put on Eros Ramazzotti’s latest CD and lit some of 

the scented candles, a new addition to Massimo’s bachelor den along with the matching 

bed cushions, the curtains and bedspread, the set of bath towels and identical robes for 

him and her (she hadn’t gotten around to changing the china set yet).  

At the third glass of Chianti, Paolo had kissed her just like in the old days in the 

back of the gymnasium, when he’d run his hands inside her sweatshirt and she’d wiggle 

like a squid, telling him to stop for fear that someone would see them. She didn’t stop 

him this time. The thought that she was doing something wrong never occurred to 

Bianca, probably due to the fact that she had drunk too much wine, had not seen Paolo in 

two years and he was the one who had left her. Knowing he still desired her was an 

aphrodisiac too hard to resist. She never considered stopping what he had initiated, in 

spite of the fact that screwing your old boyfriend on your new fiancée’s couch, anybody 

would agree, is pretty high up on the list of misdemeanors for someone engaged to be 

married. But the worse part of it was that, two weeks after the misdeed, racked with 

guilt—was she really about to marry a man she had cheated on?—and, maybe, having 

realized she wasn’t as in love as she thought, she decided to confess, hoping for 

forgiveness and a clean slate. A tabula rasa she certainly got (maybe Massimo was also 

not as in love as he thought). As a consequence of her doubly poor judgment (and bad 

luck) that left her homeless and unemployed—well, there was always mom; but who 

wants to move back in with mom?—Bianca had to take the teaching job in Sappada, 
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which brings us to the present and ends the short version of the longer story that got her 

there.  

Unable to sleep, she sat as close to the fire as she possibly could without falling 

into the old, smoke-stained fireplace and considered, once more, her predicament. 

Who would have thought that there could be schools on top of mountains? She 

tried to imagine what it would be like to be born there, to be a kid in a place like this. She 

was all curled up inside the rocking chair by the fire, a blanket tossed over her legs, her 

wavy auburn hair set alight by the reflection of the flames. She thought of the rooster that 

woke her every night. She could no longer hear him, although she was wide awake. 

Nobody seemed to know whom it belonged to. There were no other houses behind the 

cottage the school district had provided for her, just woods and the mountains. Maybe he 

was a wild rooster feeling lonely like her. His cry was strident but also melancholic; at 

times almost human. He sounded like a man in pain. A man who feels the sting of loss 

and can’t sleep.  

Behind her cabin, to the north of it—the side her bedroom faced—there was a 

forest of thick snow-covered pines which extended up towards the icy mountains that 

surrounded the little town of Sappada set in a vale between two peaks.     

I wish the bedroom faced the street, she thought. It was creepy enough to sleep 

with woods outside your window, not to mention a lunatic rooster cawing like a crow or 

crying like an injured man. Whoever said the countryside is quiet obviously lived in the 

city.  She could hear all sorts of uncanny noises if she stood still. Except for traffic, of 

course. God, she missed traffic. She considered moving the bedroom furniture into the 
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living room and the living room furniture into her bedroom but she would be left with a 

huge bedroom facing the front porch and a tiny living room, only accessible by walking 

through the bedroom. No, that wouldn’t work. Tomorrow she would go into the woods 

and look for that damned bird. But those were just night thoughts. Finding a rooster in the 

woods was no city-girl task and, if she found him, then what? Would she hack him down 

with a machete? She laughed at the preposterous thought. No, sleeping pills were a more 

dignified choice.     

She taught the eleventh and twelfth grades combined, as there weren’t enough 

students to pay two teachers. Some of her kids were taller than she was. They looked 

older and most of them were boys. She wondered where all the girls were. Did their 

parents keep them at home? Could they be so backwards? And what about laws; weren’t 

there laws against that?  During her first week—before classes resumed—she had 

organized a meeting for the parents. Only a few fathers had shown up. Ruddy men with 

skin burned by the cold, men of few words who had removed their hats as a sign of 

respect and brought casseroles, apples and pears in syrup and baked cookies prepared by 

their wives. She hadn’t expected presents and had accepted them awkwardly. Just a few 

wives had come and they were even more taciturn than their husbands. The teacher who 

had become ill was in her late seventies and Bianca could not misread the skepticism in 

the men’s eyes when they realized she was barely older than their sons. Nobody had 

talked much. She had walked around the room awkwardly telling everyone how proud 

she was to be their children’s new teacher, how much she liked the town, and how they 

could meet with her on every first Tuesday of the month or whenever they needed to. 
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Everybody had nodded and smiled a lot. They had sipped the tea she had brewed but 

hardly touched the dry biscuits purchased in the only grocery store in town and, as soon 

as they were able to without appearing rude, they had left.  

One father, who had lingered longer than the others, had given her a sideways 

glance before leaving and winked at her; he had come with an emaciated woman quite 

younger than him, who must have been beautiful once but now looked worn out. The 

woman had stared at her suede boots whenever Bianca tried to make conversation with 

her. The husband had interjected and answered all of Bianca’s questions before his wife 

had a chance to reply. Why did he wink at her? Was he being condescending?  Was he 

mocking her, maybe? Or sending a coded signal, an invitation to future indiscretions? 

Afterwards, Bianca tried to remember whose father he was but couldn’t, with all those 

names.  

After a week of teaching she knew her pupils by name. She thought of them 

benignly, as she watched the flames move around the fireplace endlessly, making 

intricate patterns of light and color similar to a cubist painting in different gradations of 

reds, oranges and yellows. Her pupils seemed respectful enough, although many were 

quite behind academically. She would have a lot of material to cover in order to bring 

them up to speed. She had expected kids like those who populated the city schools; 

defiant, sarcastic, noisy. But these kids seemed to have come out of a 1950’s movie. They 

were quiet, well behaved. They said “yes Miss” and “no Miss” every time she asked a 

question and, above all (which Bianca found unsettling and amusing at the same time), 

they looked at her in awe, as if they had never seen a woman, or a teacher, or both.      
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The next morning, at six forty-five, Bianca headed for the school on foot. Again 

she had fallen asleep in front of the fire and now all her joints hurt. Muscle pain had 

become an everyday thing since moving to Sappada as she had to walk for miles 

(prolonged walking was something she normally did only on the treadmill), carry logs, 

and trudge through snow that reached her knees. The school was a mile uphill, but at 

daybreak it was quicker to reach it by foot rather than attempting to drive on fresh snow. 

Bianca’s car had no chains or four wheel traction and the main road hadn’t been plowed 

yet. Afraid of skidding and ending up at the bottom of the valley where the riverbed lay, 

she opted for the long walk. As she trudged through fresh snow, holding her scarf with 

one hand over her mouth and nose and clenching her book bag with the other as it had 

started snowing again, she heard someone call her name. The voice echoed in the valley.  

From behind a tree, about fifty yards from her, a black head peeked out followed 

by a male body in a dark padded coat.  

“Who’s that?” she called, feeling a little intimidated as it was still dark and the 

street was deserted. 

The man stepped out completely from behind the tree and hiked decisively 

towards her. As he got nearer she noticed he was young, probably in his late twenties or 

early thirties, with a dark complexion, likely from working outdoors, straight jet black 

hair that reached the nape of his neck, and green eyes. She had never seen him around 

but, somehow, he looked familiar.                                                     

 “Miss Grimaldi?” he said, although he obviously knew exactly who she was. 



   

 74

“Do I know you?” she asked, as she had often difficulty recognizing people she 

had met in a crowd, a hazard that had caused her many moments of embarrassment. 

“My son, Giorgio, is in your class.”  

Bianca focused her attention, trying to connect name to face. Then she 

remembered a kid that looked younger than anyone else, sat in the back of the classroom 

and hardly spoke. He had the same green eyes this man had, thus the sensation of 

familiarity.  

“You weren’t at my ‘meet & greet’ evening, were you?” she asked, although she 

was now certain he wasn’t there; she could have never overlooked this oddly attractive 

man who appeared too young to be the parent of a twelve or thirteen year old.  

“No Miss, but you met Mr. Franco Rossi, Giorgio’s stepfather. I just wanted to 

ask you something, if you don’t mind.”  

He looked at his heavy boot as he spoke, his right foot moving from side to side 

on the icy snow, “I walk along this road every day at the same time as you. Maybe, I 

could walk alongside you, sometimes, and ask you about my boy. If you need anything, 

any wood chopped, or anything else done, I’d be happy to help, Miss.” 

“No need for that,” she smiled, moved by the man’s suppliant tone. “Can you tell 

me your name?” 

“I’m sorry. It’s Gabriele. Like the angel; God’s messenger,” although his words 

seemed arrogant, his tone was uncertain, “but you can call me Gabi.”  

“Just Gabi?” she asked, waiting for a last name.  

He didn’t give her one, but smiled demurely, as if looking for approval. 



   

 75

“Then you can call me Bianca,” she offered, sounding more forceful than he had. 

She wished to let him know he could relax around her; that she was just a girl trying to 

make a living among strangers.         

 She desperately needed a friend to talk to, and although the townspeople showed 

her the utmost respect—a respect she felt she didn’t deserve—they also treated her with 

indifference and aloofness, thus she had been unable, so far, to penetrate their reserve. 

She could tell by their greetings—too polite and formal—and by how they stopped 

talking to each other and stared at her whenever she entered a store, that they still 

considered her a stranger, in spite of her efforts to talk to neighbors, attend the local 

church and show a willingness to be part of the community. Maybe Gabi was different. 

He seemed to be as much of an outsider as she was. Maybe they could become friends.  

“Thank you, Miss,” Gabi replied, a little embarrassed, fidgeting with one of his 

gloves which he had removed upon meeting her.    

“Do you see your boy much, Gabi?” Bianca continued, not wanting to let the 

conversation die.  

“Oh no, never. I don’t see him much. I really appreciate you taking the time to 

talk to me.”  

His sudden formality brought Bianca back to her surroundings, and she realized 

they were in front of the school building. He extended his gloveless hand and shook hers, 

still gloved. “Please, take care. I hope you like it here,” he added, “maybe I’ll see you 

tomorrow, if it’s ok.”  
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“Sure, whenever you like,” she responded too eagerly. Then, feeling awkward and 

juvenile, she walked into the building.       

   The next morning Bianca found Gabi at the tree waiting for her. They walked side 

by side without saying a word for about a quarter mile. From time to time, she looked at 

him out of the corner of her eye. He was attractive in a brooding, wild sort of way. His 

eyes seemed to always be watching something behind or above her, even when he was 

looking at her. He appeared sad and sadness always attracted Bianca, but she reminded 

herself she had come to work and nothing else. The hurt of her recent breakup, the 

humiliation, were still too fresh to be downplayed. Maybe she hadn’t loved Massimo 

enough to be a wife to him, but the look of disappointment in his eyes, when she had told 

him about Paolo, replayed endlessly in her mind. Disloyalty was a quality she abhorred in 

others. 

 “I’m sorry, Bianca, that you decided to do such a thing,” Massimo had said and 

walked out of the room as if he hadn’t wanted to share the same space with her. 

 “You can take your time—I’m not kicking you out—but find another place to 

live. I can’t marry you now,” was all he had said for a long time. His sober demeanor and 

silent grief had unnerved her more than if he had hit her or yelled at her. She hadn’t 

known how to penetrate his proud silence, his glacial eyes always staring at something 

outside the room, all the affection gone from them.  

Not knowing what else to do and not being able to stand the look of disapproval 

she could read even in her friends’ sidelong glances, she had taken refuge at her mom’s. 

She could not be around people without imagining the ring of their laugher behind her 
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back, especially since Paolo had never called her after that night. During the long 

evenings spent watching TV in her old bedroom, in her mom’s townhouse, she had 

vowed she would change, she’d become a better, more serious person. She would not do 

anything that might jeopardize her reputation among these people too, no matter how 

attractive Gabi or anyone else might be.  

 “Giorgio’s a smart boy,” she said to break the figurative ice, fearing that Gabi 

would not speak until they reached the school. Maybe he was waiting for her to open the 

conversation. 

 “His mom was smart too. I mean, is,” he replied. 

“What happened between you and Giorgio’s mother? Are you divorced? Why 

won’t she let you see your son?” Bianca asked partly out of curiosity, partly out of 

concern, and partly to connect with this intriguing stranger she couldn’t quite figure out 

yet, but couldn’t stop feeling engrossed by, in spite of her fear of behaving 

inappropriately.  

“We were just kids then. She was supposed to get married to Mr. Rossi so when 

her father found out about us he moved up the wedding date and forbid her to see me 

again. And that was that.” 

“Are you saying her husband doesn’t know Giorgio isn’t his?” 

“Who knows? Maybe he does, but he’s not letting on. These are mountain people. 

They’re different from the people you’re used to. They keep to themselves. They’re 

proud and private—if he ever suspected something he probably decided not to make a 
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public display of it. The boy was born eight months after they married. Sandi never said 

so, but I know he’s mine.”  

“What about Giorgio? Does he know? Have you ever spoken to him?” 

“Never. He knows nothing,” Gabi replied slightly alarmed. “But I see him often. 

Around town, I mean.”  

He stopped in his tracks and looked sideways like a bird, as if he wanted to make 

sure no one was listening, then continued.  

“He’s a fine looking boy, don’t you think? He has his mom’s looks.”  

“I don’t think I’ve met Giorgio’s mom yet, but he looks like you. He has your 

eyes.”  

Bianca, without thinking, put a hand on Gabi’s forearm as she spoke. He 

instinctively withdrew his arm.  

“Sorry,” she said embarrassed. 

“No, I’m sorry. I’m just not used to being touched by, by people. I live alone.” 

They continued walking side by side in silence. Their steps muffled by the thick blanket 

of snow, their breath forming white clouds in front of their mouths and noses while the 

first rays of the sun bathed the snow in pink light and made them squint their eyes.  

“You’ve probably met her husband, Mr. Rossi. He’s a tall, stocky man with red 

curly hair and a bushy beard,” Gabi broke the silence, without looking at Bianca, but 

gazing ahead of them at the morning sky spilling pink onto the unspoiled snow that had 

fallen during the night. 
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Bianca immediately recognized by his description the man who had winked at 

her. So the lifeless looking woman at his side was Gabi’s lover—Sandi.        

“Gabi, maybe you should find a way to let your son know who his real father is. 

Don’t you think he has a right to know?” Bianca said, angry that such a hideous man 

should have a legal right to a family that didn’t belong to him. 

“No. Please, promise you won’t say anything,” he glanced at her alarmed. “Mr. 

Rossi takes good care of them. I have nothing to offer,” he looked at her, and this time he 

held her arm, “I just want to be close to Giorgio, to know he’s OK. He has a nice home 

and everything a boy his age desires. If I took that away from him he would hate me.”  

“I won’t say a word, I promise, but how do you know that’s what Giorgio wants? 

How can you be sure he’s happy? Maybe he would be happier with you.”  

“I live in a one room cabin, Bianca. In the woods. Not a place for a kid his age.” 

“In the woods? Where?”  

Bianca was surprised; she didn’t think anyone actually lived in the woods.   

“Somewhere behind your cottage.”  

“So, then, the rooster is yours.” 

“The what?” 

“The rooster.” 

“What rooster?” 

“The rooster that wakes me up every night.” 

“There aren’t any roosters in the woods.” 
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“Oh yes. He crows every night, around three am. Except for last night, I didn’t 

hear him last night. I must have been too tired.” 

“I assure you, Miss Grimaldi,” Gabi stiffened up as if she had said something 

displeasing, “there aren’t any roosters in the woods. You’re mistaken.”  

Gabi halted and Bianca realized they had reached the school. Every time she was 

with him she lost track of her surroundings.    

“I’m going to go across the road now. Best if people don’t see you talking to me. 

You need to think of your reputation.”  

Bianca wondered if he was serious or ironic.  

“Why? I mean, why shouldn’t people see me talk to you?” 

“They think I’m weird. See you soon, Bianca. And thank you. ”  

He lifted the collar of his coat and crossed the road, then walked back in the 

direction they had come from. Bianca turned around and watched him bewildered. 

That night the rooster awakened her again, singing his cacophonic melody.  

See Gabi, Bianca thought, I am right. There is a rooster in the woods. She curled 

up by the fire, feeling more lonely than usual, and her mind returned to Gabi and his son. 

Giorgio was a smart kid, she had tested him and he knew more than he was 

willing to let on. Was he embarrassed by his academic aptitude? Most of the kids in her 

class had repeated a grade or two and, besides going to school, worked tending farms or 

chopping trees for plywood manufacturers. Since figuring out Giorgio’s stepfather was 

the man who had winked at her at the meeting, Bianca was even more adamant to help 

Gabi. She didn’t like the man from the start, and now she had one more reason to dislike 
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him. And his wife, Gabi’s lover, the woman who couldn’t look her in the eye when she 

had spoken to her, why was she so sad? Did he abuse her? Cheat on her? Did she still 

love Gabi in secret? How could a girl who had so daringly defied her father, had an affair 

and become pregnant when she was engaged to another, how could she be so timorous, 

so insecure, so afraid now?  Bianca began thinking of ways to summon Mrs. Rossi to her 

office alone. She wanted to know more. She wanted to help them, although she wasn’t 

sure how. Whom was she kidding? She felt stupid for thinking such things. It wasn’t her 

business. She should stay out of other people’s lives, as she was liable to mess them up as 

she had done with hers. That thought brought back the realization of being alone in an 

unfriendly place, and she again sank into her depression, the cold all around her freezing 

more than her limbs.       

Bianca waited for Sunday to explore the woods behind her house when the sun 

was at its summit. She hadn’t seen Gabi for three mornings in a row. She bought a huge 

roll of rope at the convenience store, wore her thickest boots and, with a flashlight in 

hand, a kitchen knife in her back pocket and a canteen of fresh water, she tied one end of 

the rope to the furthest tree and began walking through the thick snow-covered pines 

unrolling the rope as she went along and thinking of the story of Hansel & Gretel her 

mom used to read to her when she was a child.  Fortunately the pines were not as thick as 

she had feared and she could proceed without too much difficulty. As soon as the rays 

could no longer penetrate the lowest parts of the vegetation, her surroundings became 

darker and colder. Bianca could feel the cold gnawing at her bones like a wolf on his 

prey. The little sun that penetrated from above, when the trees gave way to small 
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clearings, played tricks of shadows and light and Bianca, more than once, felt something 

moving behind her, or thought she saw a shadow getting larger right next to her path. But 

she persuaded herself those were just tricks of her imagination so she should push on, 

even though the roll of rope was nearing its end and Bianca was no longer sure whether 

she had entered the woods to look for Gabi or the rooster, or whether south was behind 

her, to her right, or to her left. 

She reached the end of the rope and still hadn’t seen a soul besides a few squirrels 

and birds twittering somewhere over her head. With the last of the rope in her hand she 

moved right and left around the trees, then decided to backtrack and, rewinding the rope, 

began to retrace her steps. But everything now seemed different. Although the rope was 

taut and she carefully followed it wherever it led her, she could no longer distinguish her 

earlier footprints in the fresh snow even though it was a clear day and had not snowed 

since the night before. Nor did she encounter the same clearings. The woods appeared to 

have become much denser and darker. Not knowing what to do—because this was 

obviously not the right path, although it was where the rope was telling her to go—

Bianca began to panic. Her step quickened, her breath became labored, her boots tripped 

on roots that stuck out of the ground. Prickly branches slapped her across her cheeks and 

snow collapsed on her head from higher branches and made her clothes wet, penetrating 

inside her boots and sloshing around like defrosted mud between her toes. Still she kept 

going, as if she were in an eerie nightmare that would soon end, refusing to believe the 

absurdity of it all. Maybe the wind moved the snow around and covered her footprints, 

she told herself, although the air was as still as water resting in a pond. As she kept going, 
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no longer knowing in which direction she was headed, she smelled something burning 

and then saw smoke coming from behind the trees. Unwinding the rope again she veered 

towards the smoke.  

“Gabi? Anyone there?” She called out without considering that anyone could 

have lit a fire; that she was in the middle of a forest, where no one would be able to hear 

if she screamed for help.  

A wooden shack stood in a small clearing between gigantic pines. The trees 

surrounded it and seemed to squeeze it menacingly; as if they were trying to take back the 

space human activity had robbed them of. The log cabin had a single door and a small 

square window with a frayed canvas curtain and no glass. Smoke came from the 

chimney. Now, in Hansel& Gretel, Bianca thought, the two children would find a cottage 

in the woods. They would knock on the door to ask for directions and a huge man would 

open it and invite them in, feigning good intentions. He would feed them; then lock them 

in the cellar, planning to fatten them up enough to make a good meal out of them. 

Bianca slowly pushed the unlocked door. Inside the cottage a fireplace going, a 

rocker, a wooden table and two chairs. No bed. The fire cast an orange light in the 

otherwise dark room and on the spare furnishings that, in the flickering glow, resembled 

charred skeletons of prehistoric animals. Then there was a noise, a shifting of air. A huge 

black crow lifted itself from the rocking chair where it had been perched, and flew out of 

the open door knocking its wings against the wooden walls of the tiny cabin and hitting 

Bianca as it flew by her. As it smashed against a wall before making for the outdoors, it 

cawed in pain and Bianca recognized the voice of her nightly companion.  
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“Wait,” she ran outside, following the large bird with her eyes. He flew towards 

the higher branches of the trees then disappeared. Bianca looked around the cottage but 

the bird had vanished. She waited by the fire for a while—a human must live here, she 

thought, probably Gabi, and the crow is his only companion—but no one showed up. Out 

of hope, she picked up her rope again and made for home. As she proceeded, carefully 

rewinding the rope, the woods no longer seemed unfamiliar. The footprints of her heavy 

boots reappeared as abruptly as they had vanished and guided her, like Virgil had guided 

Dante through the underworld in the Divine Comedy.               

When she finally made it back, Bianca found Gabi outside her cottage. He was 

crouched by her front door, waiting and staring into the snow like a prophet into a sacred 

scroll, his chin in his hand, his aquiline profile stark against the soft whiteness that 

surrounded him.  

“Hey, what are you doing here?” She called to him, her steps quickening with 

excitement. 

“Come inside; it’s cold out here. I’ll put some tea on. Or brandy? Maybe brandy 

would be better.”  

She had to ask him several times, while he tried to decline each of her offers.   

Eventually, they sat by the fire looking at each other and at the fire, unsure of what to 

say. She held a glass of brandy with both hands sipping the pungent liquor much too fast. 

He stirred the contents of a beaker of warm honey tea into a ripple. She noticed he 

fidgeted on the chair—unable to sit still—and stared inside his cup without drinking, his 

heavy black coat still on, one foot turned towards the door. Bianca felt queasy, no longer 
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able to downplay the fact that she was attracted to him. All the physical signs were there, 

no point in denying them; she felt shy, jittery and excited at the same time. And he 

looked ready to run. 

“I came to tell you I’m not going to wait for you in the morning any more. I know 

what I needed to know about Giorgio. Thank you for your kindness.”  

He stood up to leave. 

“Wait, please.”  

Bianca jumped up, the rocking chair swinging backwards.  

“Don’t go yet. I want you to stay.” 

“Why?” he seemed surprised. 

“Well, I thought maybe we could be friends.”  

She hadn’t intended to be so direct but desperate circumstances required desperate 

means and now she just wanted him to stay, no matter what she had to say to make him. 

It had been a strange, exhausting day and she couldn’t face another evening on her own. 

She no longer gave a damn what the rest of the town thought, or how weird Gabi 

appeared at times. She just wanted to be with someone. She wanted him there with her, at 

least for a while. And when night came and the crow woke her at 3 AM, she didn’t want 

to feel so lonely, to be the only one who had responded to the bird’s cry because she was 

alone like him and the night was too long, too dark and too cold to sleep through. Maybe 

if Gabi were next to her when she woke she would feel differently, things would be 

different, she wouldn’t be so empty.  

“Gabi, please. Will you stay and keep me company?”    
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“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Bianca,” he replied, pushing his hands 

inside his coat pockets.  

The heat and smoke from the fire made his eyes water. 

“It is a good idea to me. I don’t care what others think. I need some company. I’ve 

spent too many evenings in this cottage by myself. Why does no one here want to be my 

friend?” 

“You’re the new teacher from the city. They’re not used to outsiders. It takes 

time. They’ll warm up to you. Just be patient,” he said. 

“And what about you? Why can’t you be my friend?”    

“I’m just a lonely soul. I can’t be good company to anybody. I’m used to being by 

myself. I’ve been on my own for too long,” he sighed, “when I get attached to people 

things start to go wrong. See what happened to Sandi when I agreed to love her?” 

“It could have been different. You could have been together. Married,” Bianca 

replied, leaning towards him.  

“No we couldn’t. She made the right choice. But she was never happy again after 

that. I spoiled it for her. I never want to cause the same unhappiness in anybody else.” 

“I don’t understand. Why can’t you be with someone and be happy?” 

“Can you?” he asked.  

She stared at him. He had touched upon something because it took a while for her 

to formulate an answer. 

“Yes, for a while.” 

“But not forever,” he said. 
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They were standing, face to face, in front of the blazing fire. Bianca felt the heat 

flush her cheeks.  

“No. Not forever.” 

“See, so you understand me.” 

“So that’s why you didn’t go after Giorgio’s mom?” 

“In a way, yes.” 

She remained silent for a while, trying to decipher what he had said. Then she put 

a hand on his forearm and he didn’t jerk away.  

“I’m not going to be here for long. I hate this place. I wouldn’t live here for 

anything. But I need to have a friend right now or I’ll go insane. I just want you to help 

me make it easier, to give me the will to push on. I’m not looking for love, just 

companionship. I’m sure you could do with a friend too. I need someone I will remember 

when I’m gone.” 

He sat back down. “That’s not what you will remember,” he said. Then he 

grabbed her hand, pulled her down, and gently pushed her towards the wooden floor. She 

crouched at his feet in front of him, leaning back against his legs. They stared into the fire 

in silence while Gabi began stroking her hair backwards, pulling it hard towards the nape 

of her head. It gave her goose bumps from pleasure.  

“I used to do this to Sandi,” he said “to help her sleep.” It was the first time he 

had mentioned his lover in such intimate details. Bianca didn’t say anything but leaned 

more heavily into him. He bent over her and began to kiss her neck, nibble at her ears and 

run the tip of his tongue along her hairline. Not being able to look at him heightened 
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Bianca’s excitement. He was so close now that she could smell him. He smelled of wood 

and grass. She laughed. 

“Hey. That’s ticklish. What are you doing?” she tried to turn around.         

“I’m nibbling on you. That’s what some bird species do to each other when they 

court. Don’t your city boys do that?” 

“Hardly,” she laughed. Then she turned around and kissed him. He tightened up at 

first, and she feared he would pull back but he progressively relaxed and responded to her 

kiss, then abruptly pushed her away as if he had thought of something distressing. 

“What’s the matter Gabi?” 

“I don’t want to do this like this.” 

“Then how?”  

“I don’t know.”  

He looked at her as if he were weighing what to do.  

“You’re so beautiful. I’m sorry. I have to go now. I’ll be back later.” 

Bianca watched him walk away slowly, as if he were still pondering whether he 

should change his mind and turn around.  

“Will you be back?” she asked, without getting up from the floor where he had 

left her.  

He opened the door gently and gave her one last sad look before disappearing 

behind it.  

She didn’t try to stop him.  
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After a few minutes in which she felt as if she were glued to the floor, she went to 

the window but could not see him walking in the snow. She wondered what direction he 

had taken. She was disappointed but not upset. Still high on adrenaline she thought he 

would be back.  

He just got spooked. He’ll be back when he’s ready, she told herself.  

She hoped that would be soon. Possibly that night. But, as time passed, she began 

to despair.  

Maybe I scared him off. I shouldn’t have been so forward. How could I be so 

stupid? He’s a mountain man. Women out here don’t behave like in the city. I bet Sandi 

never made the first move. Why did I have to kiss him? Couldn’t I wait for him to kiss 

me? I’ll never learn; she beat herself up mercilessly.  

She hadn’t yet purchased a TV as she had been told reception was pretty bad at 

such heights—unless, of course, one also had a satellite dish, which she couldn’t afford 

—so she tried to grade papers to dispel the thoughts that gnawed at her; the regrets, the 

self-hatred, the heartbreaks—present and past—that popped up as unwanted warts every 

time something didn’t go her way. She graded two, than put the stack back into her 

leather case and took up her old, heavily underlined copy of Gabriele D’Annunzio’s Il 

Piacere, a novel she always read when she was particularly depressed because it put her 

anguish into historical perspective. This time, not even D’Annunzio’s words worked as a 

distraction. As she glided over the failed loves of Andrea Sperelli and the corruption of 

nineteenth century Rome, she saw snow and felt Gabi’s lips gently nibbling on the lobes 

of her ears, then his sharp tongue in her mouth for a brief moment, the scent of the woods 
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in his hair. The longing and the anger came back—anger against herself for letting him 

go. She got up to pour herself more brandy. She glanced at the clock for the tenth time—

almost twelve thirty—she thought of calling her mom; then thought it over. She couldn’t 

confide even in her mom and hope for moral support after what had happened with 

Massimo. At one in the morning, she resolved to go to bed, having lost hope of his return 

that night. Tomorrow’s a school day, maybe he’ll wait by the tree. 

At 3:12 AM, as she saw from the red digits of her alarm clock, Bianca woke up 

covered in sweat. At first she thought about the rooster, actually the crow, but when she 

tuned in to his cry she realized that her cottage was enveloped in a blanket of silence. She 

looked out of the window. A fresh coat of snow had covered the old prints, hiding the 

filth of the previous day, turning the world anew, and regenerating life. There was a full 

moon and its silvery light bounced off the snow-covered fields, trees, barns, and fences 

turning everything into a glistening crystal landscape. She sat by the fire for a while, her 

disappointment renewed by the resumed state of consciousness, but giving way to a whiff 

of hope because soon it would be daybreak and, surely, he would show up.  

In the morning, she left home at exactly the same time as every other day but 

when she reached their tree no one was there. She walked to school as slowly as possible, 

turning back several times along the way, hoping to see his black hair emerging from 

behind a heap of snow. He didn’t come. She arrived at the school building, plodding 

along as slowly as a car with a punctured tire, and stood in the street for a few minutes 

before going inside. The day seemed to drag on forever, as dull as the empty courtyard 

outside Bianca’s window. Tired and irritable, she resorted to giving the kids an 
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unannounced quiz on Carducci’s poetry, so she could get some time to sit by herself and 

think about why she felt so miserable.  

She kept glancing at Giorgio; than wondered if the other kids would notice and 

accuse her of favoritism. Finally, when the bell rang at 2 PM, she ran straight home, 

without stopping to talk to anyone on the way, but still glanced all around her as if she 

were an escaped criminal fearful of being followed. She had hoped Gabi would be 

waiting for her outside her door; she was again disappointed. The passing of time 

intensified her longing and her fear that she would never see him again, and convinced 

her she was in love with him.  After a night in turmoil, she was sure he was the man for 

her. 

Bianca made a fire and was about to put on some water for tea when she heard a 

sharp knock. It’s him, she thought, adrenaline already speeding her heart rate. Her first 

reaction was one of joy and excitement but as she headed for the door she thought the 

knock, then repeated two more times, sounded too impatient, too demanding. Somehow it 

didn’t sound like Gabi. 

She opened the door, still hoping to see his dark head on the other side, his sad 

smile that she so loved.  

“Miss Grimaldi” Franco Rossi’s red beard greeted her on the other side.  

“I hope I’m not intruding. I tried to catch you at the school but you were already 

gone.”  

“No, please come in,” she invited him, half disappointed, half alarmed. What did 

the man want? Had Giorgio said something about the way she had been staring at him? 
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“Would you like some tea, I was just making some.” She offered, as her role 

prescribed. 

“No, thanks. Don’t trouble yourself. I’m on my way to a town meeting,” he 

rubbed his hands near the fire, “cold, isn’t it?”  

“Please sit down, Mr. Rossi,” she pointed to the chair where Gabi had sat the day 

before, “Is this about Giorgio? Is he OK?” 

“Oh yes. No, I mean. It’s not about Giorgio, he’s just fine. And he really likes 

you. No, I just wanted to tell you that last night, as I was passing by your house, I saw a 

huge, black crow circling around. I hadn’t seen one like that in at least twelve, thirteen 

years. They normally nest in the woods. I went home but I couldn’t stop thinking about 

it—I hate those birds—so I drove back to see if it was gone.” 

Bianca began to feel uncomfortable without knowing why. She didn’t like the 

way the conversation was going. 

“Believe it or not the rascal was still there, perched on your roof,” he continued, 

obviously enjoying his tale. “It reminded me of a similar one I saw many times, flying 

around Sandra’s house when we were dating. One time, I even tried to shoot it, but 

Sandra went all crazy on me. She grabbed the gun from my hands and started crying. A 

bullet almost went off. She’s such a sensitive girl that wife of mine, she couldn’t kill a 

fly. Anyway, I never saw it again after that day, now that I think about it. Soon after that 

we got married and Sandi moved in with me. That is, I never saw it again until yesterday. 

I’m pretty sure it was the same crow. I’ve never seen one as big. And it looked at me 

almost as if it were a human being.” 
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“What, what did you do to it, Mr. Rossi?” Bianca asked. The more he talked the 

more she disliked him. 

 “When it saw me it flew away as if it knew me. I had my rifle with me, of course, 

so I took a shot. I think I got it, finally, after thirteen years. But I’m not one hundred 

percent sure; it was already quite dark.”  

Bianca’s throat was dry like dust. She wanted to make him stop but couldn’t 

speak.      

“I saw it fall,” he continued, “but I couldn’t find the carcass and there was no 

blood in the snow where it should have landed. Maybe I just injured it and it hid 

somewhere to die. Anyway, I just wanted to warn you. If you should see it again, 

although I think that’s improbable, send word through Giorgio or phone my office at City 

Hall and I’ll come right over. Those things are nasty. Bring diseases. Have no place 

among us, in our towns. Don’t you agree?”  

She just stared at him vacantly; she didn’t want to believe what was running 

through her mind. Could it be that? Did he know? Is that why Gabi never came back? 

“Do you know of a man named Gabriele, Mr. Rossi?” she asked. 

“Yes, of course. I know everyone in town. He’s a crazy guy who lives in the 

woods by himself. We haven’t seen much of him for years, until recently. The mailman 

and Mr. Bulfoni, the guy who runs the hardware store, told me they both saw him 

walking around town three times last week.  People used to say he lived with crows, there 

was a rumor he was one of them. Someone even said he was in love with my wife before 
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we married, can you believe that? Someone like him in love with Sandi?” he looked at 

her and smiled. “Of course, if I believed another man loved my wife I would kill him.” 

He looked into the fire, caught in his own thoughts for a few seconds, and then turned to 

her again.   

“Didn’t you talk to him too, the other day? What did he want?” he asked.  

“Nothing,” Bianca whispered, feeling sick.  

“Well, don’t listen to people’s gossip, Miss Grimaldi,” he said. 

“Did you kill him?” 

“Who, the crow? I told you, I certainly hope so. He won’t bother you any more,” 

he smiled.  “Well, I must leave now. I’m running late for my meeting. I hope you have a 

nice evening, Miss Grimaldi.”  

He put his hat back on, grabbed Bianca’s lifeless hand with the intention of 

shaking it then, at the last moment, brought it to his lips in an anachronistic gesture and 

kissed it. She didn’t react. He smiled satisfied, turned around, opened the front door and 

stepped heavily on the fresh snow.                   
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After the Yacht Show 

 

 

Of the many stupid and careless things a person could do when traveling, Yu Mei 

picked the worst. She left her documents in the hotel room where she and Patrick stayed, 

in Antigua. Patrick is an American citizen—he can demand to be repatriated—but Yu 

Mei is not. She doesn’t even have a green card. They’re in the Antigua airport, their flight 

home is due to take off in one hour and forty-seven minutes—strangely on time—and she 

gets her period. As always she gets cramps so strong she can hardly walk.  

It must be travel stress, because it isn’t due for another two days, she thinks.  

Sitting on the airport’s dirty vinyl floor, she searches through her oversized purse 

and hand luggage in a fruitless attempt to produce the box of Tampax she knows she 

never packed when they left the States. Yu Mei wants it to materialize, somehow, from 

under the useless junk she’s carrying: a paperback copy of Madame Bovary she never had 

a chance to read during the trip, a calculator (why did she bring one?), nine pens and an 

orange highlighter, lipstick, face powder in two different shades, eye liner, a pink eye 

shadow that doesn’t suit her complexion, business cards of people she no longer 

remembers, an empty Jade cigarette case, credit card receipts from last month, keys, more 

keys, a pocket-sized teddy bear, a picture of her family back in Penang, playing cards, 

three Ferrero Rochers and two plastic spoons. Other people are always more organized. 
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She hears her mother’s voice resounding in the hollow of her head: “How can you not 

carry Kleenex? What if you need to blow your nose?” Mother used to say that every 

single time Yu Mei asked her for a tissue. Yu Mei always tried to retort: “Because I’m 

with you, mommy, and you always have some,” although she knew it wasn’t true; had 

her mother not carried a portable pharmacy in her handbag, she still would never have 

been able to remember things such as Kleenex. If she has a cold she usually goes around 

with a roll of toilet paper, skillfully removed from a public restroom, unrolling wads of it 

to blow her nose, then discarding them in the nearest trash can. If mommy knew that she 

went on vacation without carrying Tampax “just in case,” she would have a fit.  

It’s while looking for the Tampax, imagining the blood running down her tights, 

that Yu Mei realizes the letter isn’t in the black leather pouch with the other travel 

documents. Patrick and Yu Mei have only been married two months and he still trusts her 

enough to pack for them. When they discussed Antigua and the Yacht Show right before 

the wedding, he said he always books his hotel room a year in advance—he’s been going 

since he was thirteen—and if she didn’t get her green card in time, he would go on his 

own.  

“Agreed?” The way he put it, it seemed almost a deal breaker. Yu Mei agreed but 

knew there was no way she would let Patrick spend a week in Antigua alone. She really 

wanted to see a Caribbean island. It would almost be like being back at home, on the 

tropical beaches of the islands off the cost of Penang. 

Yu Mei pretends to keep searching for the Tampax, even though she knows she 

has to own up to the terrible reality—the letter’s gone. The letter is the document she got 
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from the immigration office in downtown Miami, four days before leaving—an 

“Advance Parole Form I 131,” or permission to travel while waiting for “Adjustment of 

Status.” Apparently, it is a document to be requested only in case of grave emergencies. 

That's why she had to lie to the INS officer; she would have never got it just to go on 

vacation. So she declared that her uncle was in a car accident in Antigua, even though all 

her uncles are safe and sound in Penang.  

 “What if they asked for proof? The name of the hospital? Your uncle’s last 

name?” Patrick said, his face red, when she told him over a shared tuna sub in the 

crowded Subway outside the INS office, where he had sat a good three hours, while she 

was inside waiting for her number to come up.  

“He didn’t.” She grinned like a Cheshire cat, trying to downplay her 

irresponsibility. 

“What if they follow up and discover you lied and never let you into the country 

again?” he said, ready to tell her she should write off the $ 300 he spent for the Advance 

Parole application—not to mention the hefty cost of the last minute airline ticket—and 

stay home.   

As she goes through the contents of her purse, she imagines his concerned look 

transforming into anger, when she tells him what else she didn’t pack. Yu Mei doesn’t 

want Patrick to know what kind of woman he married so she tries to figure a way out.  

She opens the black leather pouch again. His American passport is there, next to 

her Malaysian one. But without the letter they won’t let her into the States, of that she’s 

sure. Patrick will have to re-file for her and she’ll have to return to Malaysia and wait for 
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her green card there—a year or two, at least. In the meantime, he’ll probably find 

someone else and send her divorce papers instead. Patrick, who’s watching her 

attentively, confuses her grimace of panic-induced mental turmoil with period cramps. 

“Do you want me to go and see if I can get you some tampons? Remember we 

passed by that pharmacy?” The problem is they’ve already gone through passport control. 

He’ll have to go back out. 

“I’ll come with you. Let me go to the bathroom, first.”  

Yu Mei leaves him sitting in the middle of the lounge where the contents of her 

carry-on are sprawled on the floor around him. She creeps to the restroom where there are 

no Tampax machines. She goes inside a stall, unrolls some toilet paper, folds it up neatly 

in multiple layers, and sticks it inside her panties. Then she looks for a pay phone.  

“Antigua Yacht Club Marina Hotel and Resort may I help you?” the receptionist’s 

voice sounds crisp like fresh lettuce. She has a British accent. 

“Yes, yes, I understand. Please wait on the line.”  

Yu Mei waits, leaning against the wall, for what seems like an eternity. She only 

has a few coins left. She fears the line will disconnect any second when the receptionist 

with the British accent comes back. 

“Yes, the chambermaid said she found an envelope in one of the drawers but she 

threw it in the garbage. I’ll send someone to go over the trash. Please call back in thirty 

minutes, Miss.” Click. The line goes dead.  

Disheartened, Yu Mei slowly makes her way back to the waiting area. She’ll have 

to tell him, now. The pain seems of lesser consequence and, although she imagines blood 
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trickling out of her body and spilling onto the grey vinyl floor, it feels trivial. She knows 

she’s in serious trouble. Besides, Patrick will be mad.  

We will miss this flight, even if my documents are found. I’ll have to tell Patrick 

about the phone call, she thinks. I can’t sneak away again to make another; I don’t have 

enough change. Why couldn’t I be forthright from the start? I shouldn’t have tried to 

locate the papers before confronting him. He’ll mind that.   

As she walks towards the waiting lounge she sees Patrick’s blond-reddish head 

stick out from the crowd of travelers who are crammed into the bolted down plastic 

chairs arranged in rows, or walk around aimlessly, looking for somewhere to sit. Patrick 

is 6’1’’, all-American, with large square shoulders and a lean muscular body, in spite of 

the fact he just turned forty. He played football in college and still has the physique of a 

ball player. She’s dark-haired, skinny, flat-chested and only 5’3’’.  She’s twenty-one, but 

she looks like a child next to him.  

Why did he pick me, when he could have any American girl? Someone like him? 

Yu Mei has asked herself this question many times. They met in KL, aka Kuala Lumpur, 

while she was staying with her brother, Tuck Keang.  

Patrick was in KL to carry out a series of productivity inspections in various 

Microsoft Malaysia divisions. At first she had not wanted to get to know him; she didn’t 

want an American boyfriend. But he had kept insisting and insisting. He had sent her a 

stuffed koala bear with milk chocolate in its pouch; it was delivered at the Shangri-La 

hotel, where she worked as a receptionist, the day after they met. Next he had sent a book 

of poems, a silk scarf, and a set of hand painted tea cups. Eventually, she had given in 
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and accepted to go on a date, without telling Tuck Keang. They had visited the Batu 

Caves with their wild macaque monkeys and the Botanical Gardens. She had taken him 

to Central Market, the art-deco quarter of KL, and to Petaling Street, as Patrick hadn’t 

seen any of the sights. A month later, Patrick had proposed.  

He must be crazy, was her first reaction. Maybe she should have trusted her 

instincts. She’s still not sure how he got her to accept.  

She stops and observes him walking up and down, wondering what she saw in 

him. When he spots her, he starts gesticulating; then runs towards her, a goofy smile on 

his face. He has packed all her things back into the hand luggage.  

“Yu Mei, look. I got one. He strides forward, pulling both their carry-ons with one 

hand. In his other hand, he holds something she can’t make out.  

“Here sweetie, I was talking to a lady and she said she had some.”  

He hands her a Playtex Super in a white and red plastic wrapper. 

“I waited for you outside the ladies’ bathroom. I even stuck my head in the door 

and called you. Why weren’t you there? I was worried.” 

Yu Mei gapes at the expression of relief and concern mixed in his open, trusting 

face.  

This is the man I married, she thinks, a man who would peek inside the ladies’ 

room, waving a tampon.  

She doesn’t know if she wants to laugh or cry.  

Her brother, Yeoh Tuck Keang, would never have done such a thing. A hint of 

sadness furrows her brow, but Patrick doesn’t notice.  
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Yu Mei doesn’t understand this American man she married; who thinks he’s her 

savior, her knight in shining armor, just because she’s Chinese Malaysian and he’s a 

WASP who was raised in Boston and went to grad school at Penn. She caught him a few 

times, referring to her “pretty little head.” She knows he doesn’t mean any harm by it, but 

it still irritates her. She finds it sexist, patronizing, demeaning, and condescending. What 

right has he? He doesn’t own her, even if she let him marry her. 

If he only knew my “pretty little head” he would be horrified, she thinks, as she 

approaches him, with more determination than a few minutes earlier. 

“Patrick, I wasn’t in the restroom because I went to make a call. I left the 

Advance Parole paper in the hotel room,” she says the last sentence in one breath. 

“Gosh baby, are you serious? We’ll have to go back there. Oh God. We’ll miss 

our flight.”  

Patrick’s face is as red as a beet. Yu Mei knows he gets red-faced and blotchy 

only when he’s worried or anxious, unlike other people who blush when they’re 

embarrassed or shy. 

“It’s not that simple. I called the hotel. The maid threw out the envelope. They’re 

looking for it in the trash.” 

“You’re kidding me.” 

“I’m sorry, Patrick.” 

“What if they don’t find it? What then?” he looks as if he’s about to blow up and 

then fold onto himself like a collapsed soufflé. Yu Mei doesn’t answer.  

“I have to go to the bathroom,” she points to the ladies’ room.  
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She locks herself inside a cubicle. Warm tears form black trails on her cheeks, 

like roads on an old map of China. She doesn’t know why she’s crying. She never cries. 

She thinks of the last time she saw Tuck Keang. She’s sure that was the last time she 

cried. Tuck Keang’s the one who told her to marry Patrick and move to America. She 

would never have left him if he hadn’t pushed her, almost forced her to.    

“You can have a better life there, Mei. Listen to me. Go.”  

Yu Mei had held Tuck Keang’s hands and shook her head.  

“I don’t want to leave you,” she begged him.  

“Just go, we can’t make it here. Too many people know, now. You can send for 

me later. I’ll come, if you want me to.” 

Yeoh Yu Mei had known of Tuck Keang’s existence all her life but she’d never 

seen him or spoken to him until the day of their father’s funeral. She was nineteen and he 

was twenty-four when they met. He was her half-brother who lived in Kuala Lumpur. 

Tuck Keang had come to Penang to pay his last respects, and had bowed to her mother, 

her uncles and her brothers carrying the weight of his father’s shame and dishonor. Tuck 

Keang: the boy her family had, for so many years, refused to accept. And now, there he 

was, standing in front of them, her mythical and infamous half-brother, taller and 

handsomer than any boy she knew. Her half-brother on whose account her mother had 

cried into her pillow night after night, whenever her father went to KL to visit with Tuck 

Keang’s mother. When Yu Mei finally met her brother, she realized she couldn’t hate 

him. Although she wanted to; she really wanted to.  
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Tuck Keang didn’t look anything like her or their father. If she had met him by 

chance, she wouldn’t have been able to tell they were related. He seemed taller than he 

was in the starched black suit he wore at the funeral. The contrite posture he assumed 

whenever anyone talked to him—which wasn’t often—couldn’t hide the shapely 

pectorals her skinny brothers would have killed for. After the ceremony he stood alone 

looking uncomfortable and uncertain of what to do while the other men seated 

themselves at the round tables set up in the small courtyard, at the back of the deceased’s 

residence. There were far too many people to accommodate them all inside their modest 

home; the entire neighborhood had come as Mr.Yeoh had owned a small textile 

manufacture business and had been involved in the local government and with the 

Chamber of Commerce. After the funeral, as was the custom, Yu Mei had to help the 

other women serve the men before being able to eat. Because there weren’t enough tables 

to seat everyone it had been decided the women would eat in the large kitchen, taking 

turns sitting.    

“Hi, I’m your sister Yu Mei, do you remember me? Can I get you something to 

eat?” she approached him, feeling a bit sorry for him. 

“Thanks. Are you going to eat too?” he asked  

“Not just yet. I must help serve the guests first,” she replied, amused he would ask 

such a stupid question. 

“Really? Then I’ll wait, too. I’m not that hungry, anyhow.”  

Later on, they ate in the kitchen together, ignored by the women who ran in and 

out carrying stacks of dirty dishes. They shared memories of their father, the only thing 
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they had in common, and Yu Mei was surprised and a little jealous when Tuck Keang 

painted a picture of a caring, jovial and loving man, so different from the cold, strict, 

intimidating general who was inflexible with his wife and children, and totally absorbed 

by his business and his politics, which left little time for anything else.  

“How is it possible it was the same man?” she asked her brother. 

“Maybe it’s because when he came to KL he didn’t have all the responsibilities he 

had here, he just came for a few days to see me and to unwind. Here he had all of you to 

support and his business to run. He was a well respected man, see how many people 

showed up for his funeral?” Tuck Keang tried to justify their father in her eyes. He was 

too sensitive not to see the cloud of disappointment and frustration hovering over her.  

In spite of the grief and loss she saw in his eyes—eyes that, she could tell, were 

prone to laughter rather than gloom—Tuck Keang kept trying to comfort her, to dispel 

the envy and jealousy he should have felt being the illegitimate son, the one who had 

been an outcast. His smile was open, warm, and welcoming; his manners, once he got out 

of the suit, were more relaxed and he didn’t treat her like a sister; like her other brothers 

who only talked to her when they wanted her to do things for them. 

“What is it like to live in the capital? I’ve never been anywhere outside Penang 

island,” she asked him on his last day. 

“It would take too long to explain. Why don’t you come there? I’ll show it to you. 

We should get to know each other. You’re my first sister, you know? I’ve never had a 

sister before and I really like it,” he smiled, his long jet black hair getting into his eyes as 

he scribbled his address on a piece of paper, folded it in two and put into her hand. 
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“Don’t lose it. Write to me, Yu Mei.”                    

“Yu Mei, what are you doing in there? Are you ok?” Patrick’s words invade her 

private thoughts, annoying like the buzzer of an alarm clock when you’re in the middle of 

a pleasant dream. She wants to cover her ears and insulate herself from the sound of his 

voice: invasive, relentless like tropical rain on a tin roof.   

“I’m coming. Hold on,” she gives in, knowing he won’t stop.  

“I called the hotel. They still haven’t found it. I want to go back there and look for 

it myself. Hurry up.”  

When she resurfaces from the lady’s bathroom, he nearly scoops her up and 

carries her across the waiting area, back through the metal detectors and passport control 

and to the American Airlines counter where he tries to retrieve their suitcases and to 

rebook them on the next flight out, the following day. 

Yu Mei sits on a luggage cart while Patrick explains to the lady in the blue and 

red airline uniform why they can’t board the plane today. 

“But I’ve seen your passports,” the woman repeats not understanding. 

Yu Mei’s period cramps are getting stronger and stronger, although Patrick has 

given her four Advil tablets to swallow with a can of soda. It’s always like that now. She 

never used to have cramps before. She’s also feeling clammy, probably developing a 

temperature. It happens every time she gets her period. She doesn’t say anything, though, 

just keeps wiping the sweat off her forehead with her sleeve. The last thing she wants is 

for Patrick to start fussing over her health.  
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“Come on, let’s go sweetie. I’ve got them.”        

 Patrick puts the suitcases in the cart next to her and pushes her and the bags out of                         

the airport and to the taxi line. 

Once they are settled in the back seat of the cab, he asks her: “What were you 

thinking?” He shakes his head. “Of all things, how could you forget the most important 

one? It should have been the first thing you packed.”  

It’s hot in the taxi, and the leatherette seat sticks to Yu Mei’s legs. 

“What if we don’t find it?” he continues, without looking at her.    

“Will I have to go back to Malaysia, if it’s not found?” she asks. The black taxi 

driver stares at her from his rearview mirror and smiles. 

“You sound as if you’re hoping for it,” Patrick looks askance at her, “at times, I 

swear, I don’t understand what that pretty little head of yours is thinking.” 

“Don’t say that,” she snaps. She turns the other way and sticks her face out of the 

open window. The humid tropical air slaps her cheeks.   

“Don’t say what? That I don’t know what you’re thinking? It’s true. You’re so 

aloof. You seem indifferent to everything.” 

“No. Pretty little head. My head is not little, nor pretty. And that’s demeaning, the 

way you talk about me.” She turns toward him and stares at him without blinking.  

Patrick gapes at his wife; Yu Mei has never talked to him like that before.   

The words of a reggae song on the radio creep into their silence. Girl I want to 

make you sweat, sweat till you can’t sweat no more, and if you cry out I’m gonna push it 

some more...     



   

 107

“Yu Mei. What’s gotten into you?” 

…looking in your eyes, looking in your big brown eyes, ooh yeah, and I’ve got 

this to say to you. Hey? 

“You know I love you, don’t you?” 

 Girl I want to make you sweat, sweat till you can’t sweat no more, and if you cry 

out I’m gonna push it, push it, push it some more, more, more...     

   “I know, but that doesn’t solve anything,” she replies, wiping off the perspiration 

from her forehead with the hem of her t-shirt.  

“What do you mean, Yu Mei? Do you love me? Yu Mei?”  

Yu Mei leans forward, sticking her head between the driver’s seat and the car 

door and shouts in the driver’s left ear, “Can you turn down the radio, please?” then she 

turns back to Patrick, “I’m not feeling well, I’m sorry. Forget what I said.” 

 They arrive back at the hotel. The driver takes their suitcases out of the trunk and 

wishes them a happy holiday. Yu Mei smiles but doesn’t correct him.  

“Mr. Richardson, here you are.” Mr. Ramlogan, the manager of the hotel and one 

of Patrick’s oldest acquaintances on the island, comes outside to welcome them back.  

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Richardson. I was informed of what happened. Unfortunately 

we haven’t been able to locate the missing document. It looks as if, when your wife 

called, the trash had already been collected and taken to the dumpster. We went through 

all that was left here but we couldn’t find your envelope.” 

Patrick doesn’t say anything. He just looks at Yu Mei. 
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They walk inside the lobby and Mr. Ramlogan waves at a bell boy to come and 

get the bags.  

“We’ll have to stay the night. We missed our flight,” Patrick says, dismissively.  

“Of course, Mr. Richardson. You can have your old room.” Mr. Ramlogan hands 

him a plastic keycard. “And it’s on me. Don’t worry about anything. I’m really sorry, Mr. 

Richardson.” 

“Don’t worry, Mr. Ramlogan. It’s not the hotel’s fault. Come, Yu Mei. Let’s go 

upstairs.” 

The hotel is deserted. The myriad of guests that crowded its halls and corridors, 

up to the night before, have left and will not be back in such great numbers for another 

year, when the next annual Yacht Show will bring everybody back to the island. Yu Mei 

thinks she likes Antigua better this way. She can’t understand why it was so important for 

Patrick to come to the show again. It must be boring to see it again and again, each year. 

Yes, it was nice to watch those beautiful yachts with their white sails lull in Falmouth 

Harbor’s blue bay and to visit their luxurious cabins, but if you’ve seen it once you’ve 

seen it. That’s what she had thought, but had kept her opinion to herself. She had figured 

maybe it was a status thing; a lot of Patrick’s colleagues from Microsoft had also been at 

the show.  She had felt uncomfortable sitting among them at the bar—loud, 

overconfident, rich Americans—and being introduced as if she were some kind of prize 

trophy.   

“This is my wife Yu Mei, she’s from Malaysia.” Would he have said this is my 

wife Nancy, she’s from New Jersey? 
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And they would always respond in the same predictable, patronizing way; 

“Really? How do you like living in the States?”  

That was a question that required an entire evening to be answered. 

But now that they have gone, the island looks like it really is meant to look, 

without the American tourists, the noise, the loud music. Yu Mei likes it this way. It 

reminds her of home; of Penang and its quieter beaches.  

She is resting in a wicker chair on her hotel room balcony and surveying the bay 

stretching out in front of her. The Jacuzzi is bubbling next to her. She considers jumping 

in but then changes her mind remembering the cramps of a few hours earlier. A 

chambermaid has brought her a big box of Tampax, and it now sits on the dresser. The 

dresser drawers—in fact, all the drawers in the room—have been left open or semi-open 

by Patrick who, as soon as they returned to the suite, checked every single one of them 

and even looked inside the empty closet and under the bed, just in case. Yu Mei thought 

he was being ridiculous, but didn’t say anything. The room had been cleaned—it was 

obvious the envelope couldn’t still be there.    

After ransacking the suite better than an FBI investigation squad, Patrick had 

made a few phone calls and arranged to be taken down to the dumpster. He had left her in 

the room—thank God for that. He had taken off with a couple of hotel employees, 

determined to find someone he could tip enough to persuade them to go through the hotel 

garbage.          

 Patrick’s full of hope. He’s entrepreneurial. He never gives up. Yu Mei smiles 
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thinking of Patrick directing a bunch of Antiguan boys, who desperately need his 

American dollars, to open bag after bag of smelly, sticky, slimy American trash.  

Maybe they’ll refuse. They’ll tell him to get lost. They’ll tell him that one couldn’t find a 

diamond shard in a heap of glass rubble; not even with a wallet full of US dollars. She’s 

glad he’s trying, though. But not because she holds much hope he’ll find her papers, 

rather because this way she can be alone. She needs to be alone for a while. She needs to 

think.  

Yu Mei was raised a Buddhist and does not believe one can change one’s Karma, 

force destiny, and try to alter what is the consequence of one’s actions. It is simply a 

question of cause and effect; her actions brought her to her predicament. If her Advance 

Parole was meant to be lost, it will remain lost. No point worrying, or looking for it. 

Patrick will never find it, if it wasn’t meant to be found. She no longer thinks about it. 

She’s gotten used to the idea. If Karma dictates she is to return to Malaysia she will. And 

that’s that. The idea no longer upsets her; as a matter of fact she finds it more and more 

appealing. She’ll be with Tuck Keang again. It’ll be so good to see her brother. So good. 

Maybe she’ll have a chance to improve her Karma by going back home, to end her 

suffering and learn how to live according to the Four Noble Truths.  

Suffering exists. Suffering arises from attachment to desire. Suffering ceases 

when attachment to desire ceases. Freedom from suffering is possible by practicing the 

Eightfold Path, she recites in her head. How quickly she has forgotten. Maybe Tuck 

Keang could help her live a more spiritual life. Maybe they could help each other. Yes, 
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that’s what they would do. No, they wouldn’t, who is she kidding? She delves into 

memories of her brother, and of the year she lived with him as his sister and his mistress.  

After their father’s funeral they kept in touch. She wrote him a letter and he 

replied; and that’s how it started. He never went back to Penang—he wasn’t exactly 

welcome there—but, without even thinking it through, she began to look for jobs in the 

city. When she received the offer from the Shangri-La hotel she suggested to her mother 

that she could stay with her half brother, making it sound as if she’d only thought of it as 

she mentioned it. Her mother, who had just been made a widow with seven children, had 

already enough mouths to feed. Although she wasn’t pleased that her only daughter 

would want to live with the son of the woman who had ruined her life, she let Yu Mei go.  

Tuck Keang drove limousines in the capital. When he came to pick her up at the 

bus terminal with a shiny, stretch limo she thought he was there for somebody else.  

“Aren’t you going to get in trouble?” she asked. 

“No, my boss lets me use it whenever I need it. And when I told him my little 

sister was coming to live with me he was the one who said I should take it. I’ve told him 

so much about you, Mei. I can’t believe you’re really here.”  

He hugged her without the reserve he had shown when they were in Penang. She 

was taken aback at first, but his eyes sparkled with the joy of a child who’s found a 

treasure buried at the bottom of an old trunk. 

He had a small, one bedroom apartment in the Ampang New Village, and 

immediately gave up his bed for her. Each day, he took her to work in his black, slick 

limo and made sure to pick her up at the end of her shift, no matter when that was.  
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“I can take the bus, you don’t have to drive all the way,” she offered repeatedly.  

“No sister of mine takes the bus home,” he would say shaking his head. 

Yu Mei figured he must be asking for the same shifts as hers, because he was 

always available. Always there for her. 

Tuck Keang was a firm believer in the importance of speaking correct English 

and explained to Yu Mei she must improve hers if she wanted to get ahead in life. She 

should speak it all the time—even at home, when it was just the two of them. So they 

spoke in English to each other. He was fluent as he knew a lot of American and British 

businessmen who worked in KL. He was the kind of person who could start a 

conversation with just about anybody. The bellboys in the hotel where she worked all 

knew him and he treated them with the same consideration, respect and polite affability 

with which he treated his affluent customers who hired his services. He also knew how to 

listen to what others had to say, and this had procured him many influential friends and 

acquaintances.  

Tuck Keang cooked for Yu Mei as much as she cooked for him. If they didn’t feel 

like cooking they just bought food from the street vendors and brought it home or ate it in 

the limo. Their favorite street dishes were satay, sambal sotong, and char kway teow. 

They had the same taste. Yu Mei had tried, unsuccessfully, to cater to Tuck Keang the 

way her brothers at home expected and demanded her to cater to them, but he wouldn’t 

let her.   
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“Men can cook too, you know? We will take turns,” he told her. “You stand on 

your feet all day, while I sit on leather and drive around. It’d be unfair if I asked you to 

cook me dinner every night. That’s not why I wanted you to come.” 

“Why then? Why did you want me to come?” she asked. 

“When I was a kid it was always just me and mom. I knew you existed; that I had 

brothers and a sister, but you didn’t feel real to me. Until I met you. That’s when I 

realized how much I had missed having a sister, without even knowing it,” he answered 

candidly, “so I decided I wanted you all to myself,” he added, in a lighter tone.  

She had never met anyone like him.           

He told her she could smoke cigarettes, if she wanted, and always bought her 

Chinese beer whenever he drank some himself. He didn’t think a woman was any 

different or inferior to a man, and told her so. She would laugh remembering that back 

home she was expected to serve the men and then eat with the other women in the 

kitchen. “Just like at daddy’s funeral. Do you remember?” 

“Well, this is Kuala Lumpur and you’re with me. You’ll never eat in a kitchen by 

yourself as long as I’m around,” he replied and hugged her, “why would I want to eat by 

myself when I can eat with my sister?”  

Every time she got up to get him something he would make her sit back down.      

Whenever he was invited somewhere—which happened fairly frequently, as he 

was well liked among foreign residents, Chinese and Malays—Tuck Keang would take 

her with him. He would make her sit by his side, he’d put a hand around her shoulder for 

encouragement and would try to involve her in whatever conversation he was having by 
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asking her direct questions to get her to overcome her natural shyness. She slowly learned 

to partake in discussions, even with men, something unheard of in her family. She knew 

it pleased him to hear her express her opinions, and she did it to make him happy at first, 

but then she began to enjoy the look of approval she saw on people’s faces as her 

confidence and worldly knowledge became more refined. Living with her brother was 

slowly changing her from a traditional, timid, submissive girl into a modern, confident, 

refined young woman.  

Yu Mei and Tuck Keang read books together. Tuck Keang loved to read just 

about anything and he always brought home piles of books from the local library: history 

books, novels, poetry, in Cantonese, English and Malay. They would lie on her bed, 

shoulder to shoulder, and read from the same book. They read at fairly the same speed or 

maybe—Yu Mei suspected that but never asked for confirmation—Tuck Keang read 

much quicker but slowed himself down to wait for her. While they were reading and after 

they finished a book, he would ask her all sorts of questions about what she thought of it, 

its themes, its language, its significance. He never put her down and seemed genuinely 

interested in her opinions which he supplemented with his own. He was never 

patronizing, although he had read much more than Yu Mei, and had given serious thought 

to the books that he now shared with her.                          

When they realized what was going on, they both couldn’t deny they were brother 

and sister. They could not plead ignorance. She knew it first. And she called herself 

crazy. She became angry with herself and with everyone around her. She began changing 

her shifts at the hotel, without letting Tuck Keang know, and catching the bus home. She 
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refused to read with him and pretended to be sick every time he invited her out. After a 

week of this he confronted her.  

“What’s wrong Mei?” 

“Nothing’s wrong. I just want to learn to do stuff by myself. You’re always 

babying me. I’m tired of it,” she lied. 

Tuck Keang didn’t complain, but she could feel the hurt, lurking under his poised 

face, as if it were hers.  

What am I doing? What am I saying? She asked herself alarmed, but could not 

stop going down the path she had taken. Couldn’t stop herself from doing what she didn’t 

want to do. The more she wanted to back up the more she kept going forward.  

“I’ll never find a boyfriend if I keep hanging out with you all the time,” she said, 

although a boyfriend was the last thing she wanted. 

Tuck Keang slowly sat on the small couch of flower-patterned fabric that was also 

his bed, as if he were trying to gather his thoughts before replying. He didn’t lean back; 

his back remained rigid, his elbows resting on his upper legs, his hands cupped around 

his chin, his eyes fixed on the ceramic tiles’ clashing flowery pattern, underneath him.   

“I’m sorry, Mei. I didn’t realize,” he said calmly, trying to behave according to 

the principles he had been exposed to as a child, during years of Buddhist teaching on the 

value of restraint. “You’re right. You’re almost twenty. You should be dating. I’ve been 

selfish, keeping you all to myself. It’s just been nice to have someone to share my life 

with.”  
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He looked at her without betraying any emotions; “I’ll go out for a while, so you 

can have some privacy.”   

Tuck Keang left the apartment and Yu Mei found herself home alone for the first 

time in months, regretting what she had said and wishing it would go away and for things 

to go back to the way they were. She sobbed for an hour in her cotton pillowcase that 

smelled of mothballs, driving herself crazy with the idea that he must have gone to visit 

an old girlfriend. A few hours later, Tuck Keang reappeared with a friend—a Chinese 

boy around her age—and Yu Mei realized where he’d been and what he was trying to do. 

“Look, I don’t want you to find me a date,” she said, after sitting in a corner until 

the boy left, discouraged. 

“I thought you said you wanted to meet guys. I’m just trying to help.” 

“Please stop helping,” she said, realizing her mistake. She walked up to him and 

hugged him, letting her weight  bear on him, her check resting on his cheek, every inch of 

her body inappropriately close to his body.   

“Tuck Keang, I’ll never find anyone I like.” 

“What are you saying? I know a lot of handsome, smart young men and you’re 

pretty. You’ll find someone you like, believe me.”  

“No, I won’t.” 

“Yes, you will. What’s gotten into you?” 

“I’ll never find anyone like you. No one stands a chance, you see,” she said, 
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burying her face between his shoulder and his collarbone, and smelling the softener in his 

starched shirt, “You’ve made me into who I am. And I can only be me when I’m with 

you.” 

He stared at her; as if trying to figure what she meant and how to respond to it. He 

knew exactly what she meant. Since she had arrived in KL he hadn’t dated a single girl, 

which was very unlike him; he hadn’t felt the need to. It was much more enjoyable to 

spend time with his sister than with any other woman and he had turned down the many 

offers that came his way in the course of his working day, without letting Yu Mei know. 

He knew this wasn’t normal but he couldn’t help it; it made him so happy to be around 

her and when she was at work he thought about her all the time, he worried about her and 

couldn’t wait to pick her up at the end of her shift.            

“I feel the same way, Mei. It’s like you’re an extension of myself. We think alike, 

we even like the same food,” he looked at the top of her head, and beyond her, 

“sometimes I wish you weren’t my sister.” 

“It’s bad, Tuck Keang, isn’t it? Is it bad how we feel for each other?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Suppose I wasn’t your sister, would you be with me? I mean, with me. Do you 

know what I’m saying?” 

“Yu Mei. Please don’t say such things. Stop.” 

He had known the answer to her question even before she asked it.  

“No, I want to talk. You told me I shouldn’t be afraid to ask you questions. 

Answer my question, then. I want to know. Is it just me?” 
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“No.” 

“No, you don’t want to answer?” 

“No, it isn’t just you. Now, stop please. We’ll talk about this tomorrow. Ok?” 

“Ok” 

♦♦ 

 Yu Mei’s eyes are moist. The water in the Jacuzzi has become still like a pond; 

she isn’t sure when it stopped bubbling. She wants to hear Tuck Keang’s voice. She 

hasn’t spoken to him in two months. Why did she not call him for so long? Why did he 

not call her? It’s getting darker outside but Patrick isn’t back yet. Maybe he found the 

papers, she thinks, and this fantasy of going back to Malaysia will end. She glances at the 

telephone by the bed. She knows her husband will be mad if she calls long distance on a 

hotel-inflated rate, but she doesn’t care that much. She’ll tell him she was so worried 

about the documents she had to talk to her brother. He’ll chastise her, but then he’ll get 

over it.  

She picks up the receiver and, without even thinking that in Malaysia it’s the 

middle of the night, she dials her brother’s number. She doesn’t care if she wakes him. 

She just wants him to be home, to be there, so she can talk to him. She needs him to make 

her feel better, to give her a sense of direction, to tell her what to do with her life.  

The phone rings and keeps ringing. A hollow, gloomy sound with a slight echo 

comes through the cracking line, as if the dial tone was in tune with her mood. Tuck 

Keang’s answering machine picks up. It’s not the message they recorded together, but a 

new message recorded in his voice.  
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This is the Yeoh residence. We’re not here to take your call at the moment, but 

please leave a message. The recording is repeated in English and Cantonese. Tuck 

Keang’s tone is serious, solemn. Not at all like she remembers him. She puts the receiver 

down, annoyed. It’s 4:35 AM in KL, she counts twice in her head. Where is he? Why did 

he erase their message? Maybe he’s sleeping, she thinks. She dials again. The same “we” 

recording comes on. She leaves an urgent message in Cantonese, including the hotel and 

room numbers. When they did not want people to understand what they were saying, they 

spoke in codes. In English around the Chinese, and in Cantonese around the English. She 

knows he’ll know by her choice of language, she doesn’t want her husband to know why 

she called him. 

At first it seemed as if they could consider being together, really together, only if 

they spoke about it in English. They discussed their mutual physical attraction using 

theory and psychology to justify how they felt about each other. If they spoke in English 

all the time, if they analyzed what was happening to them in English, it didn’t seem so 

terrible. They hadn’t known each other as kids; that’s why they felt attracted to each 

other. They weren’t monsters. They were strangers who had met a few months ago. It 

could happen. It was unfortunate they were related. They were brother and sister in name 

only. Except, that wasn’t true. 

“What if you’re not dad’s son? What if your mother had someone else, while dad 

was home with my mom? We don’t look anything like each other,” Yu Mei said, hoping 

he would go along with her hypothesis.  
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Tuck Keang was not open to consider such a possibility; he had loved his father. 

It was better to acknowledge he wanted to sleep with his sister than to think his dad was 

not his real father. 

“We could live together forever. No one would know. As long as we never have 

children, it could be done,” she said.  

He looked at her horrified, “We would know,” then added, trying to persuade 

himself as well as her, “besides, do you want to lie forever? Pretend for the rest of our 

lives?” He shook his head, dismissing her enthusiasm.  

“What if we move away? We could move to Singapore.” 

“And live as husband and wife, openly? We’d have to move to the other side of 

the world to do that. Lots of people knew our father. Even if we moved to Singapore we 

wouldn’t be safe. We’d still have to hide.”  

She knew that, but she would be prepared to take a chance. 

They started going out to eat in nearby towns. Yu Mei flirted with him openly 

when they weren’t around their friends, hoping a waitress who didn’t know them would 

refer to them as husband and wife. It’s just for fun, she said. We’re just pretending, 

what’s wrong with that? Tuck Keang kept looking around, terrified someone would see 

them, feeling guilty as if thinking it were a crime.        

 One day, while driving home from work, Yu Mei said: “I want to kiss you, really 

kiss you. I want to know how it feels. We’ve been talking about this for weeks. I’m sick 

of talking. Please, let me.”  
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“Are you sure?” Tuck Keang answered, gripping the steering wheel a little tighter. 

The pent-up sexual tension between them made him dizzy at the prospect of kissing her.           

“Yes. I promise I’ll just kiss you. Nothing else,” she said, determined to close the 

deal. 

“What if this changes things?” he asked, afraid she might turn against him 

afterwards. 

“It won’t. Consider it a scientific experiment.” 

He turned abruptly into a side street, then another side street, then another, until 

he felt confident no one would see them. He parked the limo an inch away from the 

dilapidated brick wall of an abandoned building. He turned towards her; “Ok then,” he 

said.      

Yu Mei thinks of how it all started. How could they be so naïve? It hadn’t been 

like in a novel. They hadn’t succumbed to the desires of the flesh, as one would say, after 

that first kiss. No, they had eased into it progressively, learning to accept how they felt 

and creating a theoretical framework in which to insert their physical love and by which 

to justify it. Because they really loved each other, of this they had no doubt.  

They had started by kissing, kissing for hours on end. They had gone back to 

reading in bed together. Only now they would lie much closer and hold each other while 

they read, often interrupting the book to explore each other’s bodies, with the same 

enthusiasm which they used to analyze literature. They had started by caressing each 

other over the cotton fabric of nightgowns and pajamas, but that hadn’t seemed to make 

much sense and Tuck Keang had lifted her nightgown and let his hand run up her belly.  
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“Why don’t we read naked, it’ll be fun,” she joked. That’s how they decided that, 

as they were already touching, they might as well do it without the hindrance of clothes. 

They wanted to look at each other’s bodies but didn’t dare say it.  

They read lying under a sheet now, as they began to remove their clothes on a 

regular basis. And as they read, they tried to satisfy each other, as well as they could, 

kissing, hugging, touching.  

They were best friends; they talked about everything they did. They discussed 

each new step they took towards what ultimately resulted in incest. One day Tuck Keang 

looked at her and said: “I can’t keep this up. We’ve done everything but, and it’s not 

helping. Do you think if we tried? Just once? Only once, and that’s it. ”  

If Yu Mei felt guilty she never admitted it to her brother, and certainly at the time 

when it happened she was too happy to consider the possibility of later guilt.  

Being with Tuck Keang felt so right; why did it have to be a sin? As long as I 

never get pregnant and we’re discreet no one will get hurt. It isn’t anyone’s business. No 

one else needs to know. She had all these thoughts in the back of her mind, as she 

watched her brother slip a condom over his penis. 

♦♦ 

The phone rings. Yu Mei jumps up pushing the wicker chair backwards. She runs 

inside and gets it at the second ring.  

“Hello? Tuck Keang?” she calls in the receiver. 

“Baby? It’s me. Yu Mei? Are you there?” She doesn’t answer for a few seconds. 

The receiver suspended in her right hand, between her ear and her shoulder. 
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“Yes?” there’s disappointment in her tone.    

“Are you ok?” Patrick asks, but he can’t conceal his excitement.   

“Yes,” she replies, flopping onto the bed.  

“Guess what?” She can feel his smile, coming though the line, like a fire 

spreading inside a tunnel.  

“You found it,” she answers unenthusiastically, not even trying to sound excited.    

“Yes we did, baby. Don’t ever do anything like that again,” he laughs. “I’m on 

my way there. I’ve borrowed someone’s cell to call you. We’re going out to dinner. To 

celebrate. Are you feeling up to it?” 

“Sure.” 

“Ok, then. Get ready. Wear something elegant. I love you.” 

Yu Mei hangs up the receiver. Then she picks it up again and dials her brother’s 

number once more. She feels trapped. She hopes hearing his voice will placate her heart 

and help her get through the next few hours with a smile on her face.   

The line in Malaysia rings six times; then it goes to voicemail. Maybe he’s there 

but doesn’t want to talk to her because he knows what she wants to tell him and he’s 

trying to prevent her from making a mistake. She knows he’s trying to let her go. 

She remembers one of the last conversations they had.  

“He’s a good man, Mei,” Tuck Keang said to her, “and you need to get away from 

here. Get away from me. You could have died, Yu Mei, and it would have been all my 

fault.”  
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Yu Mei touches her lower stomach. The scars are still there; she can feel them 

every time she has her period. She knows the exact place where they ripped out her skin, 

trying to get rid of a baby that never existed.  

She had gone to village women, in the countryside outside KL, with the 

symptoms of pregnancy. She hadn’t told Tuck Keang; she’d never kept a secret from him 

until then. The women  scraped the insides of her body with a metal spoon and she yelled 

so loud that they had to put a rag soaked in ether on her mouth and nose to make her stop 

so the neighbors wouldn’t hear her. After that, she lay in bed with sheets soaked in sweat 

for an undetermined number of days, a fever raging through her body. She told Tuck 

Keang she had the flu.  

The women had given her things to drink to kill the baby. Magic potions cooked 

using animal parts, roots, and bark from trees. She swallowed everything and puked until 

only yellow bile came out of her body, but the symptoms of pregnancy didn’t go away. 

She took another pregnancy test and it came out positive. She returned to the women and 

they made her strip down naked again, tied her on a wooden kitchen table with makeshift 

stirrups at its end, and inserted longer metal spoons inside her body. She hemorrhaged so 

badly they had to call Tuck Keang to pick her up. As he lifted her and laid her on the 

back seat of the limo with towels underneath her bottom to protect the leather from stains, 

the women told him they couldn’t get rid of the baby; that the baby refused to go away. 

Tuck Keang didn’t answer; his face gray and illegible like a stone.  

When he got her home, Tuck Keang called a friend who was a medical student. 

The friend made her undress, examined her and pronounced his prognosis with deliberate 
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seriousness and composure, enjoying the power he had stumbled on. He thought she had 

never been pregnant to start with; at least now there was nothing but lacerations and 

infected tissue inside her. He brought her a bagful of antibiotics and the symptoms of 

pregnancy gradually disappeared. But not the other symptoms.  

She’ll never forget how it hurt—the physical pain subsided with time—the real 

pain was the later pain, which came when she realized Tuck Keang would never touch 

her again. He still treated her tenderly and went out of his way for her, doing anything 

she asked, just like before; except for the one thing she needed the most.                                

Yu Mei puts the receiver down once more. No reply, again. It’s obvious he’s not 

there or doesn’t want to talk to her. She feels so alone, there’s no place for her on this 

earth. At times she thinks she’s capable of loving her husband, at least of caring for him. 

Other times she can’t stand him, she wants to get away from him, to wrap herself in 

memories and silence and just live in her own head.  

America is so foreign to her. She needs to forget but she can’t. She misses 

Malaysia, even Penang and her family, even her life before moving in with Tuck Keang. 

She could never go back to her mother, uncles and brothers. Not after what happened. 

She really has nowhere to go. She misses stupid stuff like smells, faces of people in the 

street, food. She would like to find Chinese things everywhere she goes, and live among 

people who share her tradition, her culture. She wants to celebrate Chinese New Year; 

watch the dragon dance and light incense in front of her ancestors’ shrines.  
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When she came to the States, she stopped doing all these things —Coral Gables, 

where Patrick took her, doesn’t have a Chinese community, at least not in the 

neighborhood where they live.  

When she first arrived in Florida she tried to fit in. She figured, if she didn’t do 

the things she used to do at home, it would be easier to forget. So she cooked meat loaf, 

baked ham, and roasted beef with gravy and potatoes. Thanks to her brother’s efforts, she 

speaks English so fluently people can hardly believe it took her little over a year to 

perfect her rudimentary scholastic knowledge of the English language. But it wasn’t such 

a great idea to learn English after all; Tuck Keang had been wrong about that. She wishes 

she never spoke a word of it. At times she even hates the sound of her own voice.  

She tried to forget but she can’t. She misses her life with Tuck Keang before the 

hysteric pregnancy. That’s what the medical student-friend said her symptoms were due 

to, but how could he be so sure? She can’t erase the lingering doubt in her mind. She 

misses her brother and the love they shared. In spite of everything that happened she’d do 

it again, if he’d be willing.  

Tuck Keang will never move to the States. He said it just to make me feel better, 

she thinks.  

She knows he thinks he’s helping her, like the time he tried to fix her up with a 

date. That’s why he’s not picking up the phone. But I’ll call him again. I’ll find him. I’ll 

find a way to tell him, to make him understand.  

Yu Mei opens her suitcase and pulls out a blue, backless evening dress. It needs 

ironing but the thought of getting the ironing board out from inside the closet seems too 
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tiring a task. She puts on the stiletto heels Patrick likes; then she takes them off. He likes 

her in high heels; he’d like her to be taller than she is. Instead, she slips on a pair of 

ballerina shoes. She combs her hair back from her face. The brush she uses scratches her 

scalp but she doesn’t mind, she actually likes to feel the sharp bristles. She pulls her hair 

up in a tight bun; then she lets it loose again. She applies powder on her tanned cheeks 

and too much black eyeliner. Ever since moving to the States, she wears too much make 

up. She grabs her plastic room key but leaves her purse on the bed. She shuts the door 

behind her, without bothering to turn off the lights, and walks down to the bar in the 

deserted veranda which, the night before, was brimming with yacht fans talking about the 

million dollar boats they visited, their yachts back home, their power jobs, their wives, 

their children, their common friends back in the States, and more and more small, 

senseless chitchat she hates. When she goes out with Patrick and his friends, she never 

takes part in their conversations. They leave her alone—they forget she’s there, she 

suspects—and only address her to ask her if she’s enjoying the food or tell her how pretty 

she looks. The wives don’t treat her much better. They think she’s shy, stupid or just 

different, and can’t be bothered to get to know her. Yu Mei is aware they disapprove of 

her, but they don’t say anything for their friend’s sake.  

A waiter appears from behind her. Yu Mei orders a diet Pepsi and puts it on the 

room tab. Then she asks the waiter if he can bring her some Advil tablets.  

“Oh and, please, let my husband know I’m here when he gets back,” she adds, as 

an afterthought.  

She closes her eyes and smells the sea air, trying to remember the smell of the sea 
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of Batu Feringhi and Tanjung Bungah, the beaches where she used to go when she was a 

child. It’s not the same. The bartender comes by with the soda and the Advil. Seeing the 

small tear at the corner of her closed eyes, he silently leaves her drink and the saucer with 

the tablets on her table and walks away. She doesn’t hear him.             
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The Clown Who Wanted to Be a Lawyer 

 

 

  He was a clown. His name was Louis. He was twenty-three years old at the time 

the extraordinary events I’m about to recount took place, but was regarded as a boy by 

everyone who knew him. At twenty-three, Louis had seen all of England, Scotland and 

Wales many times over, but he had never resided in any city, or in any village, for that 

matter. He was born in a circus and had seldom left the confines of his itinerant 

community except for rare and brief excursions to local wholesale stores with his father; 

a man who believed that the temptations of the world were a menace and should be 

avoided, especially if one was as young and impressionable as his son. Louis’ friends had 

been the same from the day he was born, give or take a few who had either died of old 

age, accidents and illnesses, or had been added by way of procreation. No one entered or 

exited this enclave in any other way than by birth or death.   

 Louis was the only son of the famous clown Mr. Magio Di Biagio, better known 

by his stage name Provolone. Magio was the oldest of thirty-two grandchildren of Mr. 

Gigio Di Biagio, founder of Circo Biagio, the biggest surviving circus in all of England, 

Scotland and Wales, going back three generations of Di Biagios, a renowned family who 

had come from Sicily to establish their business in the United Kingdom. Magio Di Biagio 

was a clown, as his father and his grandfather had been before him. Although the circus 
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featured many attractions—trapeze  artists, animal trainers, tightrope walkers and others I 

will leave to your imagination—the  clowns were the most popular and had made Circo 

Biagio famous.  

 Mr. Di Biagio was an extremely professional clown, although he had rather a 

stern personality that made it arduous for anyone who had not seen him perform, to guess 

he was a clown. He was a taciturn man who never spared a joke unless it was intended 

for one of his performances. When he wasn’t working on his act, he walked the circus 

grounds checking every corner of his kingdom, from the cleanliness of the animal trailers 

to the rehearsals for the evening performance, which were conducted on a fixed daily 

schedule that he prepared. He frequently yelled at the younger kids who were supposed to 

help with the cleaning and the feeding of the animals, but who rather relished splashing in 

the mud, playing hide-and-seek behind the trailers and mercilessly teasing the ponies and 

the monkeys. They hastily scampered in every direction and hid whenever they saw Mr. 

Di Biagio approaching. He’d see them disappear from his eyes like drops of rain into arid 

soil and he’d yell at them.  

“Come out you rascals, why aren’t you doing your chores? I’ll make sure to tell 

your parents about you.”  

The kids squatted behind the garbage cans, ducked under the trailers and crouched 

behind the empty hot dog stands trying to suppress their giggles.  

At Circo Biagio everybody had a job from the cradle to the grave. Magio ensured 

that the circus ran smoothly according to his vision. He wanted his circus to be one of the 

greatest in history. Circo Biagio was his heritage, his dynasty, his entire world. He felt 
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like a patriarch and considered himself the driving force that kept his extended family as 

united and uncorrupted by the outside world as in the days when his grandfather was 

alive.    

 But the circus family that knew and understood everything there was to know and 

understand about Magio, commiserated with him and turned a blind eye and a deaf ear 

every time (which was quite often) Magio rebuked somebody or reprimanded the kids for 

their lack of discipline, their dirtiness and their bad manners. Magio had not always been 

so grim. He had become grumpy only after his wife had died right after giving birth to 

their only son. Rumor has it that, on her death bed, she had hissed in her husband’s ear 

that the purplish, wrinkly, scrawny infant with the most disturbing hazel eyes this black-

eyed community had ever seen was to be called Louis, an outsider’s name, in 

contravention of the unspoken law that yielded a never-ending string of Magios and 

Gigios. If Mrs. Di Biagio had survived, of course, she would have never gotten away 

with such impertinence, but her wish had been granted by her death. Magio was never the 

same after his wife’s death and, contrary to everyone’s expectations, he had never 

remarried, although there was no lack of offers. He had filled the gap in his heart by 

devoting all his energy to his clowning and to the training of little Louis, having him 

perform on stage even before he could crawl. So this is how young Louis, who was better 

known by his stage name Stracchino, grew up. 

 At twenty-three Louis was an angelic looking, but rather melancholy young man. 

He had huge, sad hazel eyes, encased in the fairest of complexions that had ever been 

observed among the olive-skinned community. Eyes that looked like gemstones set in 



   

 132

ivory and that, when they caught the sunlight, turned yellow and green and flashed like a 

lighthouse in a foggy sky. His hair was longish, exceedingly soft, light brown and curly, 

and had an airy quality to it, as if it were suspended in a cloud all around his head. When 

Louis smiled at a woman he made her feel like rescuing him, hugging him and protecting 

him. All the matrons had spiritually adopted him as their favorite son, while the young 

maidens pined over him more or less openly depending on their other romantic 

involvements and physical inclinations. Many of the prettiest equilibrists and trapeze 

artists—girls who believed they could get any men they wanted—had come on to him on 

numerous occasions but Louis, without malice or scorn, had gently turned them down, 

only increasing their passion by his polite refusal. His mind was not on girls. He was 

afraid that, if he got involved with one of them, his future would be bound to the circus 

forever. He had other dreams, dreams that were still inchoate but that rendered him aloof. 

But what made women feel exceedingly maternal towards Louis and caused everyone to 

forget he was already twenty-three was his height. He was an exceptionally tiny man, 

hardly reaching 5’2’’, which was an attribute and not a fault in his clowning profession 

where worth is measured with a different stick.  

 Louis had always been a devoted son and a committed clown, but his heart often 

wandered outside the circus boundaries. He thought a lot about what living outside the 

circus would be like. He imagined having a brick house, one of those Victorian semi-

detached homes with an upstairs and a downstairs, and a tiny fenced-in back garden with 

a swing and beds of variegated flowers planted around the perimeter. He dreamed of 

what it would be like to go to college, or to the movies or…to the circus, but he kept his 
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dreams a secret, only disclosing them to his dappled pony who had been his best friend 

since he was twelve, and only when no one else was around to listen, except the night 

breeze and the stars.  His heart wandered towards the world outside the big yellow and 

green tent, to the world unbound, to the world of the people who came to see his circus. 

The older he became the sharper the feeling that the life of the circus was cyclical, 

forever repeating itself, unaltered like the stops the caravans made every year. The bolder 

he became the sharper the feeling that one day his desire to escape would become 

sufficient to propel him into the real world like a rocket launched into space. From that 

moment his life would proceed linearly and outwardly and he would no longer feel like a 

satellite repeatedly circling around its pole of attraction, or like a yo-yo attached to a 

string.  Humanity, outside the closed commune of Circo Biagio, was unknown to him, 

except for the fleeting crowds of strangers that poured in and squeezed against the gates, 

in their bright T-shirts and their vibrant smiles, holding balloons and cotton candy, eating 

hot dogs and laughing as if they hadn’t a worry in life. They seemed so bubbly, so 

carefree, and so full of life. Obviously they enjoyed living in the real world; they seemed 

happy. When he observed them from a distance they reminded him of the undulating 

multitudes of multicolored crystals that swam inside the glass walls of his mom’s glitter 

dome and fell like snow flakes, gently landing on its miniature rocks, in a cascading burst 

of rainbow-hued specks.        

 “I wish I could live like them,” Louis whispered to his pony patting his soft mane, 

late at night, outside the animal trailers.       

 The light breeze of yet another summer night sang softly in Louis’ ears and, 
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unnoticed, caressed his glossy hair, as he sat sideways across the open door of the trailer 

which had been the pony’s only home for the past eleven years.  

  “I wish I could live in a real house. Wouldn’t you like to live in a town and have 

your own pen, Peter?” The dappled pony had been named after Peter Pan.  

“If we moved to a town I wouldn’t have to ask you to stand on your hind legs any 

more. We would be able to take walks in the fields whenever we liked. Wouldn’t that be 

nice, Peter? Wouldn’t that be a nice way of living?”  

He let out a sigh, and the horse nudged his face and licked his cheeks. Such were 

Louis’ nights when the day’s work was over and he would withdraw from the others to 

read or mull over his life.    

 Among Louis’ many dreams there was one which particularly engaged his 

imagination. In truth, Louis secretly fantasized being a lawyer. Through the years—he 

had started when he was probably nine or ten—he had acquired an interest in politics and 

law and had begun to devour every book he could obtain about political science and 

common law, which wasn’t easy, as he had been home schooled and Mr. Di Biagio 

personally oversaw his reading list.  

At first, his father had agreed to buy him books whenever he went into town for 

supplies but, after a while, as Louis’ interest in the outside world grew stronger, Magio 

had become concerned and was less willing to comply with his son’s requests. In 

addition, Louis watched all the House of Commons’ debates that were broadcast on the 

portable black and white telly he kept in his trailer, and regularly read the local papers 

that his father was fond of buying. Louis craved to know every loophole in the law, every 



   

 135

fact of British and international history, every case that had gone to the Supreme Court;  

including whom the plaintiffs and the defendants were and the most minute points of law 

that had led to their convictions or acquittals. But he kept his knowledge guarded, not to 

distress or disappoint his father. Magio envisioned and expected that Louis should be 

interested only in clowning and in matters of the family. He would have been upset, to 

say the least, had he guessed how his son really felt.  

 It so happened that, at the time the circus was scheduled to stop in London, a 

major trial, based on an unprecedented point of law, was in session at the Central 

Criminal Court in Old Bailey. Louis had read about it in the London Times. The paper 

had also stated that, as long as there was sufficient room, members of the public would be 

admitted into the courthouse. The idea of venturing into the city to watch the court 

proceedings gained ground in Louis’s mind and, although common sense warned him it 

was too risky—he didn’t dare imagine what his father’s reaction would be if he found 

out—Louis could not think of anything else. After discussing his tentative plan at great 

length with Peter, and in spite of the tremendous guilt he felt for being deceitful, Louis 

decided that he would do it on the day after the last performance, when everyone was too 

busy dismantling the tent and packing their gadgets to notice he was missing.  

 He woke up at 4 am, filled a basket with a peanut butter & jelly sandwich, two 

green apples and half a pint of milk, hastily slid into his only black linen suit—the one 

reserved for weddings and funerals—and silently pushed his bicycle to the main gate; 

then he pedaled towards the city. The stars, still bright in the summer sky, winked at him 

like mischievous sisters who had spied upon his crime but solemnly promised not to tell. 
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The ride from Earls Court, where the circus was stationed, to the City of London almost 

abated Louis’ resolution. When he finally found the courthouse it was already well past 

eight o’clock. The crowds, outside the daunting building, swarmed like a congregation of 

famished ants around a tossed bread crumb. He tried to come within reach of the entrance 

but the heavy, oak double-door was cordoned off and two red-clad Queen’s guards stood 

motionless at either side. A gaggle of police officers, with black helmets pushed down 

almost to their eyes and batons swinging at their sides, paced the area between the 

entrance to the building and the yellow cordon and exhorted the people, who stood on the 

other side, to go home as the courthouse was already filled to the brim. Louis, not without 

disappointment, was about to turn around and head back to safety when a London bobby 

came up to him and, in a thundering tenor, reprimanded him.  

“No bikes allowed Mister, can’t you see the sign?”  

 Louis stood petrified, his black linen suit frayed by the journey, his bike propped 

against his right leg and his basket held in midair with his left hand. 

 “Are you deaf?  Go park your bike over there. Otherwise clear the grounds or I’ll 

have you arrested.” He added the last remark as an afterthought.  

Louis stood as if he were glued to the ground. He had never had any policeman 

talk to him in such a tone.    

  “Hey, do-you-under-stand-me?” the bobby drew closer to Louis, and articulated 

his words painstakingly slow, then he placed his hand over the baton hanging down his 

right side and looked at Louis menacingly.       

 Louis now wanted to leap onto his bike and flee like a child who was caught 
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stealing. His heart pounded and beads of sweat trickled down his temples. But at the 

precise moment when he dragged himself loose from the ground that seemed to have 

pulled him down like a suction cup, a woman with long candy-apple red hair catapulted 

between him, the bike and the policeman. 

 “Come on, sweetie,” she said. “Let’s go! Sorry officer, we’ll get rid of the bike 

right away.”  

She grabbed Louis by one arm and propelled him through the crowd, toward the 

south-west corner of the street, where a podium had been erected and clusters of 

demonstrators were taking turns climbing up and speaking to the mob of passers-by, 

which was the usual mixture of the curious and the politically committed.  

 “…it’s appalling. A terrible injustice has been committed. The Tories want 

Wilson to be prosecuted and charged. The legal system is corrupt. Wilson is innocent. We 

demand social justice!”   

A black man in his late thirties, wearing dark glasses and a yellow turtle-neck 

sweater, gesticulated from the podium. A few in the crowd responded.  

“Yes, yes, we demand social justice!”  

 Louis stared at the man mesmerized. 

 “Hey, are you ok, love?” the girl asked him. “I hope you didn’t mind my butting 

into your business. You looked like you needed some help.”  

 As the girl spoke she popped a Marlboro out of a soft pack and stuck it between 

her teeth. 

 “You want one?” she extended her hand, offering him a cigarette from her packet.  
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 “No, thank you. I didn’t mind you speaking to the officer, Miss. Thank you.” 

 Louis, who had never been self-conscious around women, felt clumsy before this 

girl; nevertheless his politeness overcame his shyness.  

 “I really wanted to watch this trial in session,” he added, “I’ve been reading about 

it in the papers. I came here to see …” 

 “Join the club, baby,” she interrupted him, “We all want to get in, don’t we? I 

heard that they let in about ten people around eight this morning; people that had been 

here since 6 AM. I’m coming back tomorrow at dawn. How about you? Will you be 

here?”  

 She glanced at Louis askance. He looked out of place in a suit.  

 “I can’t, Miss. We’re leaving tomorrow.” 

 “Oh, I knew you weren’t from around here,” she smiled, “Can I tell you 

something? When I saw you looking so scared I thought I must go to you. That you must 

be lost.” She stuck her hand out towards him; “I’m Alice, by the way, pleased to meet 

you.” 

 “Pleased to meet you too, Miss. I’m Louis.” He shook her hand. 

   “You’re cute, you know?” she added, holding his hand a fraction longer than 

necessary.  

 “Do you like politics, Louis?”  

 “I love politics,” Louis replied, a little too enthusiastically; then felt embarrassed. 

She looked so sophisticated, she must be an activist. She’d laugh at him. But Alice didn’t 

seem to mind.  
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 “Are you here to protest? It’s an atrocity, isn’t it? It’s so obvious that Wilson’s 

innocent and they’re trying to frame him. I reckon Mrs. Thatcher’s afraid of what he 

might say. You know what I mean?” she said.  

 She spoke so fast that Louis could hardly keep up with the flood of words pouring 

out of her heart-shaped mouth like bullets from a machine gun.  

 “She’s so beautiful,” he thought, “but she doesn’t act like any of the girls at the 

circus.  

 As if she had read his mind, Alice squinted at him bending her head sideways, a 

mocking smile spreading in her emerald-green eyes like the blaze of a campfire on a 

tropical beach. As she spoke, she tossed her long candy-apple-colored hair, spread 

loosely on the shoulders of a bottle green Burberry rain coat.  

 “So what are you? You’re not a Tory, are you?”  

 “No, I’m not. I’m a…I’m not from here.” 

 “Bet you’re not! You don’t sound like a Londoner. You sound weird. Sorry. I 

didn’t mean it in a bad way.” 

 “Where do you live?”  

 “I travel a lot.” 

 “On your bike?” she giggled coquettishly. Louis, blushing, averted his gaze 

towards the tips of Alice’s knee-high black leather boots. 

 “I should go back now,” he said. 

 “No way, you’re not going yet. The fun’s just starting.” 

  In the meantime, another speaker had taken the stage and was urging the crowds 
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to make their way to Trafalgar Square, where a peaceful demonstration would take place.  

 “Why don’t you spend the day with me?” she offered, “I haven’t got much to do 

today. Well, that’s not true, but I can spare a few hours for you. Come on, Louis! We’ll 

join the demonstrators and then I’ll show you around London. Bet you’ve never seen a 

London pub.”  

 She flung her arm around his shoulders (she was much taller than him) and gaily 

heaved him along, their bodies floating in the throng of people. He felt as lightheaded as 

the bubbles in a milkshake.  

 Alice was not like any other girl Louis had ever known. A combination of 

boldness, irreverence and gentleness; a sharp and nonchalant sense of humor. She was 

enticing, alluring and tantalizing like a femme fatale and, at the same time, caring and 

maternal like a big sister. A tomboy, a temptress, a party lobbyist, an art student and a 

cocktail waitress in a West End wine bar. Alice was a whirlpool of energy and passion, 

and she went to work on Louis with the determination of a headstrong child, savoring 

with immense delight his innocence, his old-fashioned politeness, his shyness and his 

huge hazel eyes that told her, without a shade of doubt, how taken he was with her. She 

would have him; it was too good a pastime to pass on. 

 They clambered onto Louis’ bike. Alice claimed the driver’s seat. Louis sat 

behind her on the parcel rack and shyly flung his arms around her slender waist while she 

darted into the heavy morning traffic, zigzagging artfully between busses, cars and black 

cabs with the ease of a dispatch rider. When they reached Trafalgar Square they parked 

the bike at a bike stand and joined the demonstrators that had gathered in front of the 
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National Gallery. Alice chatted with the other protesters and she even had one of the 

organizers lend her his home-made sign that said “Free Wilson” in big bold red and black 

letters. Louis tagged along wild-eyed like a child in a toy store.  

 When the crowd finally dispersed they walked—hand in hand by now—towards 

Buckingham Palace and Saint James’ Park, where Louis bought Alice a pint of lager and 

a plate of fish & chips spending the ten pounds he had brought with him. They sat on a 

bench and Alice fed the ducks with her chips. 

 “So, what do you do for a living, Louis?” Alice asked, sucking the ketchup off her 

fingers. 

 “I work in a circus,” Louis ventured shyly, fearing she would make fun of him. 

 “Seriously? Bloody hell, that’s different,” she laughed, “I’ve never met anyone 

who works in a circus.” She took a gulp of beer and lit a cigarette. 

 “And what do you do? I mean, in the circus?” 

 “I’m a clown.”  

 “Ah! That explains why you look so clumsy.”  

 She laughed; then she leaned over and kissed him gently on the lips. 

 “Come on, I’m taking you to Covent Garden. I don’t know why I didn’t think 

about it sooner. You’ll fit right in.”  

 She tossed her empty plastic plate in a garbage can and gulped the last drops of 

lager.  

 “Let’s catch the tube, I’m tired of riding,” she whined imitating the tone of a little 

girl. 
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 “What about my bike?” 

 “Leave it there; we’ll come back for it.”  

 The underground station was filled with tourists and commuters equally 

perspiring and breathless in the warm, stale air. Louis and Alice were forced to stand in 

the middle of the car; a tall, slender girl and a very short boy holding each other, unaware 

of the stares of fellow travelers, pushing and shoving into them as the train abruptly 

halted at every station.   

 Louis loved Covent Garden more than anything he had seen so far. It reminded 

him of his circus. It was a street market that sold every kind of incredible gadget. There 

were ethnic garments, spices and incense, old gramophones and records, antique trinkets, 

religious icons, posters, old books, shoes and fancy hats. Louis and Alice browsed around 

the stalls; Alice appraising everything, Louis watching her in awe as she tried on huge 

hats with colorful feathers, Indian scarves and trinkets. They paused to watch the many 

improvised performances that sparkled like fires all over the square and competed with 

each other in loudness. There were guitar and harmonica players who were too good for 

the streets, as well as comedians, dancers and poets. On the south side of the square a 

quartet of jugglers dazzled the crowd. Louis felt at home, and more and more enamored 

with Alice. She smiled to herself as she spied the plethora of emotions in his eyes—eyes 

that were as open and bright as a cloudless summer sky—and squeezed his hand as she 

piloted him from place to place.                           

            That night Louis didn’t go back to his circus as he should have. He knew that the 

caravans would be gone by daybreak but was unable to pull himself away from Alice’s 
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aura. A whirlwind of feelings shook his virgin heart, which had never beat for love 

before. Alice took him to her modest semi-detached basement flat in Kensington, laid 

him on her ivory and pink quilted bedspread and told him that he too could go to college 

like her, and become a lawyer if that was what he wanted.  

 Late into the night—the passion temporarily quenched—he finally fell asleep 

among her lacy cushions and the sweet scent of her candy-apple hair, filled with hopes 

and promises that were too great for the world in which we live.   

 He woke up just before daybreak with an impalpable feeling that something was 

not right. Alice lay totally naked next to him; her beautiful limbs tossed across the ivory 

sheets, her hair cascading in disarray over the gaps between the pillows, her breath an 

almost imperceptible purr.  

 Louis scrambled for his clothes. He thought about his bike, he had so foolishly 

left in St. James’ Park, and began to panic. The skin on his face tingled but he wasn’t yet 

aware of the sensation; he was still trying to make sense of the turmoil he felt in his heart.  

 “Alice! Alice! Please wake up,” he said. “Come with me. I have to go back to the 

circus.”  

 Louis whispered into Alice’s ear, shaking her gently from her waist. The girl 

stirred in her sleep, then opened her eyes still full of sleep, and immediately jumped up, 

totally awake, looking at Louis half amused, half angry. 

 “What have you done? Why have you painted your face like that?” she asked 

alarmed, pulling on her nightgown. “Are you crazy? Wash it off. You’re scaring me. 

You’re weird!” 
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 Louis stared back at Alice dumbfounded and instinctively reached for his face. As 

soon as his fingertips touched his cheeks—although nothing seemed to be out of place— 

he had the strangest sensation; his skin had the consistency of plastic and felt sepulchrally 

cold.  

 The tingles he hadn’t noticed at first, started coming in waves as if his face had 

been scalded or beset by a sudden rash. He glanced at Alice terrified, searching for 

reassurance in her eyes, but she looked as shocked as he felt.  

 “What’s wrong, Alice? What’s wrong with me?”   

 “You’re…You’re a clown! Look at your face!” 

 Louis stumbled out of the bedroom and dashed to the bathroom in the hallway. 

The naked light bulb went on too suddenly when he hit the switch on the wall, and the 

image of a sad clown stared back at him from the smudged mirror over the enamel sink. 

Louis jerked back in horror covering his face with both hands, tears filling his eyes that 

were no longer hazel, but had turned pitch black, a night without the sparkle of stars. His 

features were unaltered but an enormous set of cherry-red lips, turned downwards in a 

grotesque expression, was painted over his lips. His eyes were heavily circled with 

charcoal gray shadows that progressively faded into the shape of two smog-gray stars. 

The rest of his face was white like a porcelain doll, giving the impression of a white mask 

in which two star-shaped holes had been cut out. Louis recognized the makeup he used 

on stage, but it now looked scary and misshapen. The glitter and joyfulness of Stracchino 

drained from his face. The lips set in a pitiful expression that would have brought the 

children that loved him to tears.       
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 He began splashing scorching hot water over his face and rubbing his mouth with 

soap. He searched in Alice’s medicine cabinet and found a bottle of nail polish remover. 

He scrubbed his skin violently with it, using a tooth brush.  

 Nothing. Not even a hint of fading! The mask was indelibly printed over his face. 

He remembered the circus women, and how they often dabbled in white magic, curative 

potions and the like.  

 Only they can help me, he thought. I have to go back to the caravans immediately. 

Louis, who had until then always smirked at any type of magic concoctions, felt relieved 

by his resolution. He hurried back to Alice’s bedroom.  

 “Do you have a car? Will you drive me back to my circus, please?” he asked, 

never for one second suspecting that the girl might be unwilling to drive a monstrous 

clown to the outskirts of the city at four in the morning.  

 Alice was already fully dressed when he apologetically pushed his clownish face 

through the bedroom door. 

 “I can’t drive you anywhere,” she replied, “I have things to do.”  

 “Please, Alice, drive me back to my circus before they leave. The women there 

know about these things. They’ll fix me.”  

 Alice looked at Louis like someone who spots a man on a street corner calling for 

help and, afraid of getting involved, turns away and crosses the road in a hurry, 

pretending not to hear but peeking at him from the corner of her eyes.   
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 “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go to the library to work on a research paper. I’m meeting 

some people there. I have to leave, now. You can take the tube. The station is just around 

the corner. I’ll show you, come.”  

 She piloted him out of her flat. Louis was too shocked to object. He followed her, 

numb and shaken. A sharper pain than the one caused by his grotesque appearance, a pain 

he had never felt before in his life, the pain of betrayal, clutched his chest as if the foot of 

an elephant held him down. For the first time in his entire life he felt totally alone and 

naked.  

 Why won’t she help me? His mind, that had always been sheltered from the 

cruelty of the world, was at a loss to explain why the girl who had held him in her arms 

and gently stroked his curls, like he imagined his mother would have done had she not 

died, would refuse to help him. The girl who had made him feel like a man for the first 

time in his life, the girl whom he couldn’t conceive living without, would rather go to the 

library at four in the morning than take him where he would be fixed. He didn’t dare say 

anything.  

 Her research paper must be awfully important, he thought, suppressing the 

glimpse of reality that was too painful to bear. He toddled beside her like a child.  

 “Over there. That’s the tube station, she pointed out, “Get on the District Line that 

goes south, to Earls Court. That’s the one marked in green. Ok? You’ll be ok. Don’t 

worry about buying a ticket; there’s no conductor at this time, they don’t start until six. 

Bye.”  
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 She quickly turned around and, without a second glance, rushed away in the 

direction of her flat. Louis followed her with his eyes, her candy-apple hair bobbing 

behind her like the feathers of a tropical bird. Then he descended into the station. The 

platforms were deserted. He found the south side marked in green and waited. The stale 

air had a faint odor of piss and burnt electrical wires. A giant rat scurried across the lit 

part of the tracks and disappeared inside the black profundity of the tunnel. No train. He 

waited for a very long time, all by himself in the silent tunnel. 

 Louis climbed back out. A beggar was leaning on the wall outside the station, 

smoking a cigarette. 

 “Excuse me sir, I need to get to Circo Biagio in Earls Court. Do you know when 

the next train is?”  

 The beggar stared at him confused at first and then burst out laughing. 

 “No trains until 6 AM. Ah, Ah…”  

 Louis, angry with himself for having wasted so much time, hastily trekked back to 

St. James’ Park, to where he had left his bike hoping that, if he pedaled very fast, he 

could make it back in time. But when he finally got to the deserted park the bike was 

gone. By that time it was almost dawn, a grayish hue had begun to filter through the 

cracks between the buildings. Louis glanced at the familiar sky. His stars, still visible, 

winked at him from their heavenly tranquility and filled his heart with an unbearable 

longing for his home.  

 At a loss for a solution he began to walk. He walked all the way to Oxford Street 

and, still, he hadn’t figured out what to do. He had no money and knew nobody outside 
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the circus world, except Alice. He considered going back to her flat, but realized he 

couldn’t bear to see that look in her eyes again. 

 I’ll go back to her after they fix my face, he thought hopefully. I’ll tell my father 

about Alice. She’s so beautiful, she could join our circus. I could teach her everything. 

 As his mind wandered from Alice to the circus, he unexpectedly remembered his 

favorite pony, Peter, he had left only the day before, with so much longing that he 

thought his heart would crack open like a ripe pomegranate.  

 He roamed aimlessly along the curb of the road looking at the lavish displays of 

clothes, jewelry, crystals, china, brocades, books and antique furniture inside the 

illuminated shop windows of Oxford Street.   

 These people have so much, he mused. But he didn’t long for any of it. All he 

wanted was to return to his home. He glimpsed at his image, reflected on a shiny silver 

tray in a shop window, and brusquely swerved away from the displays to the middle of 

the street. He saw a red phone booth and, with trembling hands, dialed the number that 

rung in his father’s trailer. The operator’s recorded voice sharply spilled out of the 

receiver.  

 “Please deposit twenty-five pence. Please deposit twenty-five pence. Please 

deposit twenty-five pence. Click.” The line went dead. 

 A bunch of teenagers, walking on the opposite side of the road, saw him. One of 

them yelled at him.  

 “Hey midget, have you got a fag?” 

 Louis instinctively turned towards them, hurt and angry, and was about to reply  
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when another hollered and pointed at him. 

 “Look, the midget’s a clown! Ah…Ah…Hey, why don’t you go back to the 

circus? You freak!”  

 The boy picked up a flattened beer can and threw it in Louis’ direction. 

 Louis started running, fighting to hold back tears of anger and frustration. A black 

cab turned a sharp corner and almost ran him over. Louis, petrified, halted by the edge of 

the road.  

 The driver shouted at him: “Hey, what’s the matter with you? You drunk? Why 

were you running in the middle of the street? I almost killed you.”  

 Louis didn’t answer.  

 “Hey, you ok?” the cab driver insisted. “Do you need me to take you 

somewhere?”  

 Louis peeked inside the taxi. The dark face of the cabbie grinned at him amused. 

 “Bloody hell, you’re a clown! Are you lost? If you keep standing in the middle of 

the road someone’s going to make clown-chowder out of you, man,” the cabbie mocked 

him. 

 “You’re a pretty ugly clown, if you ask me. Don’t take offense, but you should re-

think that make up of yours,” he continued, amused with his own wit. “Who gave you 

that makeover? If I were you, I’d sack them on the spot. So, you need a ride or what?”     

 “Can you take me to Circo Biagio, sir? It’s in Earls’ Court.” Louis asked, ready to 

go on his knees and beg the man.  

 “Sure man. You got money?” the cab driver asked, suddenly in doubt.   
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 “I’ve got plenty at the circus, sir.” 

 “All right clown, hop in.” 

 They rushed along the road as the first timid rays of the English sun washed over 

the charcoal-gray rooftops. Louis caught another glimpse of his face in the rearview 

mirror and shuddered. The cabbie launched into a one-sided conversation with the boy 

who, as was his nature, tried to answer each and every question as politely as possible, 

not minding the intrusiveness of the man, nor his puns.  

 They turned a corner and the circus grounds appeared, bare as a wasteland in the 

white morning light.  

 Louis saw it all, in one glance, even before the driver did.  

 The gate of the park where the circus had been: wide open. He saw the grass, 

yellowish and frayed, were the big cupola of the main tent had been. The litter left where 

they had dismantled the hot dog stands, the cotton candy machines and the ice cream 

trailers. He smelled the animal dung still fresh on the ground. He spotted the markings in 

the mud, made by the caravans’ heavy wheels when they had pulled out of the site.  

 There was no one. There was nothing left. Only a multicolored flag stood alone in 

the center of a deserted field. A yellow and green flag, fluttering in the light breeze.  

 Louis catapulted out of the cab, barely able to stand. He ran towards the middle of 

the field, staggering like a drunk, and collapsed at the foot of the yellow and green flag. 

He plucked the slender stick that held the flag from the murky ground and reached for the 

envelope pinned under the stick. He knew. He had known from the moment he had 
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spotted it. This was his father’s way to say goodbye. He ripped the yellowed, tarnished 

envelope, his tears soaking the letter it contained. It read (in Italian):  

   

Louis, 
 I have loved you more than anything on this 
earth from the day you were born and your poor 
blessed mother died conceiving you. I thought one 
day I would leave my circus to you and to your 
children, but I am sorry to see that you’ve chosen 
to abandon your people to live among strangers. I 
had feared this would happen; you always seemed 
so distracted although you never dared to tell me 
what was in your mind when you sat for hours out 
by the animal trailers. I should have known better. 
  
 I don’t have it in my heart to wish that you 
attain what you set off to look for because I don’t 
think it exists, and you’ll find this out in due time. 
I’m writing only to leave you some money which 
you will find buried under the flag, and to bid you 
never to approach this circus again as you are no 
longer part of this family. You’ve betrayed me and 
my people, and shamed three generations of Di 
Biagios.  
        
                   
Addio                        
       MagioDi Biagio   
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 Louis sat on the ground holding his father’s letter in his shaking hands. His Italian 

was not that good but he could understand most of the words. He knew his father had 

written it in his old language because he didn’t want anyone else to find the money. He 

knew Louis would be back. So why didn’t he wait for him? 

 “Hey are you coming?” the cab driver yelled, “I thought you said you had money. 

You’d better pay me, clown.” 

 Louis stood up. Like an automaton he walked back to the cab and handed the man 

a one-hundred pound bill. 

 “I don’t have any change for that. For that money I can drive you back, if you 

want. Ok? Hey, you ok?” 

 Louise stepped inside the taxi without a word. He thought about all those dreams 

of living in a brick house. He looked at the stack of banknotes. There was enough there 

for him to settle down somewhere and figure out what to do with the rest of his life. He 

knew why his father had left him so much money. It was a way to tell him not to try and 

contact him.   

 I can be lawyer now, he though. Then he remembered the clown-paint on his face 

and realized he was a clown. 

♦♦ 

 Louis never saw his father again. No one ever knew what happened to Circo 

Biagio, except that the following year it never came back to London, nor was it spotted in 

any of the many cities of England, Scotland and Wales where it had raised its majestic 

yellow and green tent for many years, season after season, always the same, with its 
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clowns, its trapeze artists, its tightrope walkers, its popular Stracchino the kids loved so 

much.  

 Rumor has it that someone—who traveled to the island of Sicily—reported 

having seen Circo Biagio there. Magio Di Biagio, who must have been at the time in his 

late fifties, had married a twenty-three year old Sicilian maiden and conceived an olive-

skinned infant who was named Gigio, after his great-grandfather, and who learned to 

perform on stage before he could crawl. Others say that the Circo Biagio never existed; 

that it was just another children’s tale about a famous circus disappearing into thin air 

like a puff of smoke.  

 But one day, walking along the banks of the Thames River, I met an old man, 

wearing a tattered black suit and carrying a picnic basket, who told me his story. His eyes 

caught mine and flashed yellow and green like a lighthouse in a foggy sky. His hair, that 

was very white and silky, floated like a cloud suspended around his head.  

 I followed the man until he sat on a bench. I sat next to him and he greeted me in 

a distinct London accent. He told me that for many years he had dreamt of being a 

lawyer, but now he knew he was just a clown who had broken the most important law 

that should govern a man’s heart. And when I looked under the thick white beard that 

covered most of his face, I saw the face of a young boy with barely perceivable gray stars 

circling his sad hazel eyes and the glimmer of a red smirk around his melancholic but 

acquiescent smile.          

 We sat on that bench and talked until the sun disappeared into the Thames’ waters 

and the first stars shyly flickered in the summer sky as if they were winking at us.  
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Then he got up and, without a word, walked away.     
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The Island of Men 

 

 

 Mild Caribbean waves, gently washed onto shore a few feet from her window, 

wake her. Or is it a premonition that makes her blink into awareness? The hue of the 

moon has the intensity of car headlights shining against the pane. But there’s only the 

sea, a few palm trees and a strip of marble sand outside. She lifts herself out of bed and 

tiptoes the few steps to the window. The tiled floor feels cold under the naked arches of 

her feet. She pushes aside the worn, white lace curtain and surveys the strip of beach a 

foot away. There’s a light breeze. She listens to the hushed rustling of the surrounding 

vegetation, crackling like the wings of balm crickets. The sea sucks its breath in; then 

releases it in slow rhythmic bouts. The rip current forms white foam as the water gains 

the shore, leaving a trail of bubbles on the damp sand. The tops of the palms shake and 

quiver like the dreads of Rastafarian reggae singers. There’s a full moon and everything 

is bathed in a spectral coat of silver.  

The young man in her bed stirs in his sleep. His brown skin in sharp contrast with 

the white sheets. She follows the contour of his sprawled body as if it were the wooden 

branch of a tree. She knows he doesn’t love her and that he’s in her bed only because he 

wants to use her. Money? Favors? A few free drinks at the bar? The envious glances of 

his bredrins when he shows off around town driving her rent-a-car? Is that what he’s 
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after? But this is not the gigolo-and-rich-old-American-woman scenario you’d imagine, 

no. She’s only twenty-seven and her solvency is questionable.  

So what is she doing in this room with Steven—that’s the young man’s name—

asleep in her bed? How did she dream of picking up a gigolo? Truth is she’s asked herself 

the same question. How could she end up in bed with him, knowing what type of boy he 

is? She didn’t even care for the sex he grandly bestowed on her. All technique, no 

feelings. She could tell from his lack of emotions every time he said my baby, that “his 

baby” could have been just about anybody. So why did she fall for it? Female stupidity? 

Rebound?  On the island for a week and she’s already gotten herself in trouble. And no, 

she didn’t pick him up and fuck him on her first night in Jamaica. She came here before, 

and she already knew Steven and what he is. Does that make it better?  

They met in a bar, of course. On her last trip, she hung out with him for a few 

days. What complicates matters now is that, this time, she came to stay for a while. How 

long? She’s not sure but longer than the customary two week vacation. This puts things 

into a different perspective. She no longer belongs to the recyclable stock of American, 

female tourists; the two-week-cycle scene. She’s a long-term visitor now, able to observe 

what’s going on and not about to become someone’s sugar mommy. She’s got to get 

herself out of this jam.  

She’s renting a room at Alfred’s—right on Negril’s seven mile white, sandy 

beach—but she needs to look for something cheaper. Maybe in the West End, the upper 

part of Negril, where the sand gives way to a rocky coastline. It’ll be hard to leave this 

beach, though. This meager bedroom with rattan furniture, a cold floor and an outdoor 
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bathroom costs her forty bucks a night which is worth it, when you think that she can go 

from her bed to powdery sand without putting on shoes. She’ll miss this view. She’ll miss 

being able to step out of the door and find herself on a tropical beach. She’ll miss tasting 

the saltiness of the ocean in the air. It’s certainly worth the price, the cold floor, and the 

outdoor bathroom.  

The colors of the island are the reason she’s here. She came from a place where 

gray comes in many different shades of dark and darker. She came for the cobalt of the 

bay at Rick’s Café. For the azure-turquoise transparence of water with mother-of-pearl 

sand at the bottom. For the light that hits the marble shore and blinds you. For the bright 

yellows, blacks, greens and reds of the beach towels, wraps and paintings vendors display 

under sycamore trees at the fringe of the beach. For the glass-bottom boats floating near 

the shore. For the motionless silences of the early afternoon hours, and the unexpected 

gusts of reggae music, thick as hot winds, which get louder as the day turns into early 

evening. For the sunsets, that make you believe you can live forever. She came because 

she paints and this place reminds her of the canvases in her imagination. So where does 

fucking Steven fit in all this? It doesn’t. Unless she calls it lack of reflection, naiveté. But, 

then again, she could call the entire trip lack of reflection.    

This beachfront room would be perfect if only she could afford it.  

Thinking of money, she looks into the pockets of the white cotton pants she had 

on yesterday, for the bundle of dollars she decided, at the last minute, not to leave in the 

room. How much was it? Three hundred US dollars? She starts to make the calculations 

in her head of how many Rum & Cokes she had, and how many Heinekens she bought 
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Steven at Risky Business, a beach bar with a live reggae band where she habitually hangs 

out. Two-fifty. She should have two hundred and fifty dollars left. She looks into the 

back pockets, then the front pockets. Then the back pockets again. She digs out three 

Jamaican fifty dollar bills, a handful of silver coins and the lining of her pants’ pockets. 

That’s it. No American money. No US dollars in sight.   

Where did it all go? Not buried in the rest of her clothes strewn around—she 

looks. Twice. Not under the bed. She searches Steven’s garments going into all of his 

pockets and hoping he won’t wake up. Her hands tremble. Not there either. Could she 

have dropped it? Lost it? Was she drunk? She decides she wasn’t. She had a few, yes, but 

she was still in control. Panic seizes her chest like a boa, and squeezes the air out of her 

lungs. She gently shuffles the sheets, looking for money underneath. But there’s only 

Steven’s naked body to augment the sense of discomfort caused by the antics of the night 

before.  

“Steve, wake up,” she say, “I’m missing two hundred and fifty bucks.” He doesn’t 

stir nor reply but she suspects he’s heard her as she sees his eyelashes twitch. She gives 

up, for the time being, feeling tired and depressed. The thought of her ex-lover, ex-love, 

ex-life, lurks unwanted.  

A week ago Jasmine—that’s her name—lived in Chicago, now she is in Negril. 

An uncanny sensation overcomes her. She feels unreal, her present life a joke. She lays 

on the bed—as far as possible from Steven’s sprawled body—with her legs curled in like 

a snail, and hugs a pillow. She thinks of Gregory who is in India now. But where in 

India? The deal seemed acceptable when they met; he would be with her until November 
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then he would go. And he would go alone. She kissed him good bye at the airport, and 

didn’t cry until he walked inside the terminal. No plans to write to each other, no return 

date set, no empty promises. That’s how he wanted it.  

“How long are you staying?”  

“I don’t know. Six months. Two years. It depends. Take care.” That was it. And 

afterwards, she had to become a traveler too. Nothing else made sense. If he could do it 

why couldn’t she? That way she’d be spiritually close to him. She’d have a story to tell 

too when they’d meet again. But she’s not him. To be like him—she imagines—one must 

have no fears, no regrets. She already regrets having left the comforts and security of the 

United States. And being here doesn’t make her miss him any less.  

She dozes off. She dreams that Steven’s chasing her. She’s scared in her dream.    

In the morning, the subject of the missing money inevitably comes up again. 

Without looking at her, Steven says: “I bet you dropped it. You were drunk.”   

“How can one drop so much money? And I wasn’t drunk,” she replies.  

She feels insulted. 

“Are you implying that I took your money?” he says raising the tone of his voice 

by a notch.  

This risks escalating into a pointless argument.  

“I haven’t got it. You can search me, if you like,” he insists, putting on his clothes 

from the night before without taking a shower.   

He doesn’t know she already has.    
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His complete indifference to Jasmine’s predicament is a door slammed in her 

face. She knows she can’t expect anything from him; nevertheless she can’t help feeling 

hurt. After all, she’s been his friend. She even brought him a gold chain from the States 

and some t-shirts for his baby brothers and sisters. Couldn’t he, at least, feign some 

concern?  

She reconfirms her decision of the previous night: get rid of him as soon as she’s 

ruled out that he doesn’t have her cash, and figure how to do it without pissing him off 

too much. Steven puts his sneakers on in silence. She can tell her whining annoys him. 

He’s even curter now; baby has been substituted by a brusque Jasmine. Well, at least he 

still remembers her name.  

“I’m hungry, Jasmine,” he barks. “Let’s get out of here. I need something to eat.”    

“With what money?” she rebukes him. She means to sound sarcastic but she 

comes off as desperate. Tears of frustration threaten to have the best of her.  

How can he expect me to treat him to breakfast after what’s happened? she thinks. 

I mustn’t let him see he’s getting to me.  

The uncanny feeling comes back.  

What am I doing here?  

She turns her back to him and stares blankly out of the tiny window, without 

seeing anything. She feels alone and surrounded by strangers. The night before she 

deluded herself that, if she slept with Steven, she would feel better. That he regarded her 

differently from the others. She can see her mistake now. She’s angry at herself for being 

so foolish.  
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Steven’s insensitivity works on her like a cold shower, putting things into 

perspective. She’s a white girl who wants to live on a confirmed stereotypical male-

chauvinist Caribbean island.  

Female, white, foreigner with no money and no connections. Sounds like the 

beginning of an ad, she thinks.  

But living in Jamaica is not like being on vacation, not like spending two weeks at 

Sandals in Runaway Bay.  

What was I trying to prove? she muses. 

She no longer fancies herself smart, savvy, well traveled. A journalist writing an 

exposé on life in Negril. A tour guide. A female version of Gauguin. No, she’s none of 

the above. Check. 

She hears the door slam and watches Steven walk towards the outhouse. She turns 

around. Her reflection stares back at her, dully, from the mirror on the dresser. She thinks 

about the life she left behind. Only a week ago she used to work in an office as a 

receptionist. A dead end job, really. She hasn’t done much with her life. An art student 

dropout. Basic secretarial skills. Answering phones skills. In fact, not that many skills.  

I paint. Who am I kidding? I’m no Gauguin.   

When she met Gregory she used to work for his father. Greg came back from 

Nepal for the summer to catch up with his folks and earn some cash to finance his next 

trip to India. Her stable life became insignificant compared to the tales of his travels. He 

had seen people die of starvation and cholera, defecate in the streets, wash in rivers where 

animal carcasses floated downstream, burn their deceased babies on  communal pyres. He 
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had breathed in the smoke and the horrendous stench of burning human flesh that formed 

a black cloud, constantly looming above the humid and rotten air. He had volunteered to 

help AIDS victims, had taught malnourished children, in villages not on the maps, how to 

read and write. He had lived among Buddhist monks in the Himalayas and Tibet and 

among Hindus in the vale of the Gangia. Greg loved India in all its violence, 

contradictions, incongruence, poverty, sweltering heat, torrential rains, stench of human 

degradation, dazzling colors, pungent perfumes of spices and deafening noises.  

While all this came before Jasmine in his list of priorities, for her everything 

started revolving around the time she spent with him. When he left, she fantasized of 

traveling to India on her own, but she knew it was a crazy idea as he hadn’t told her 

where he was headed. Finding him in such a vast country and joining him was 

impossible. Besides, she didn’t have enough guts to embark on such an adventure on her 

own, not after his tales. Jamaica she knew from her past vacations. She figured it was a 

start. 

Steven reappears at the cottage door. Her heart skips a beat.           

As she turns away from her disheveled image in the mirror and looks at him, she 

notices that he quickly glances towards the top of the wardrobe out of the corner of his 

left eye. It is just a fraction of a second but it sends alarm bells to her ears.    

“Steve,” she says in a softer tone, “can you please get me a soda while I get 

dressed? Get yourself something to eat too.”  

She hands him the three folded Jamaican $ 50 bills she found in her pants’ 

pockets. As soon as the door bangs shut behind him again, and his footsteps resonate on 
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the narrow landing that leads from the cottage to the adjoining restaurant, Jasmine 

quickly bolts the door and pushes the bed against the tall armoire. There are no chairs in 

the room. She stands on the bed, on the tips of her toes, to reach the top of the wardrobe 

with her hands. She stretches like a ballet dancer and sweeps the top of the closet with 

open palms. First nothing. A tinge of disappointment.  

I could have sworn… Here. 

Jasmine pats the crispness of the bills with her fingertips. She has to pull herself 

up with both arms to see the top of the wardrobe. The money is there, she grabs it with 

one sweep and collapses onto the bed.  

Damn him, she thinks in anger and relief. 

She hides the banknotes inside her bra.  

He must have put them there when I went to pee.  

She hears him knocking and jostling the door. Rapidly, she pushes the bed back in 

place and, with a dress still halfway over her head, she rushes to the door.  

“Open up. Why did you lock the door?”  

She opens tentatively.  

“Sorry. Force of habit,” she says, as she grabs the can of soda he’s shoving 

towards her. 

 “I have to change some traveler’s checks,” she says and, without giving him a 

chance to come inside, she slams the door behind her.  

Jasmine walks towards the main road. He follows a few steps behind, without a 

word. When they get to the High Street he halts. 
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“I forgot something in the room. Give me the key, I’ll be right back.” 

He grabs the key from her hand.  

She waits on the side of the street. Her heart starts to beat faster.  

Why am I panicking? she thinks.   

She looks around. There are a few people passing by. Some are tourists, others 

locals trudging towards the West End. The women are probably headed to the stores, 

while the few men will just hang out in the square as they don’t seem attired for work.  

Jamaican men love to hang out with other men on street corners, smoke cigarettes, 

chitchat, watch people go by. Mopeds and some improvised taxies zoom past her.  

“Taxi?” the drivers slow down when they pass her, taking her for a tourist looking 

for a ride.  

“No thanks.”  

Her throat is dry.  

Across the road a street vendor sells sugarcane. A few yards away a Jamaican 

restaurant gives off a strong scent of ackee and salt fish. It’s a locals’ hangout. Jasmine 

notices three men sitting around a folding table outside the restaurant, drinking Red Stripe 

and throwing dominos. Something about their countenance reminds her of Steven. They 

look harsh; angry.  

Why isn’t he back yet? she wonders. 

She feels tempted to leave but he’s got her room key.  
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He can’t do anything to me, she thinks. Yet, her agitation doesn’t subside. She 

remembers the gold chain with a small cross she gave him, which he wears around his 

neck.  

The last time Jasmine was in Negril Steven proposed taking her for a ride to the 

interior of the island. She rented a scooter and they rode to Sav-La-Mar, the town center 

closest to Negril. Sav is were Jamaicans go shopping at the big, congested, smelly, fish & 

vegetable market which, in truth, sells everything from light bulbs to clothes, to pots and 

pans, to furniture.   

They walked around the fly-infested stalls and Steven shielded her against the 

advances of persistent vendors and the sexual innuendos of men, most of whom Jasmine 

couldn’t understand. Then he got into an argument with a man who had said something 

behind his back about his being with a white woman. Steven pulled out a knife. Jasmine 

froze on the spot. She imagined the blade cutting the inside of her stomach. It all lasted 

seconds. The man walked away swearing. She thought she would never have the courage 

to wander around without Steven. She thought: What if he got mad at her? After that, 

they mounted their scooter and rode, between chaotic traffic, out of the city and along 

country roads of hardened red ground surrounded by lush vegetation. They followed the 

only path all the way to the heart of an interminable sugar cane field, on the other side of 

which was a village where Steven’s mother lived with a bunch of children in a one-room 

house with a tin roof and no running water.  

Jasmine felt good about herself as she played with his sisters and tried to braid 

their hair, as if she were an ethnographer exploring a remote region of the Amazon and 
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not just an American on vacation in Jamaica. Her bubble burst when Steve asked her if 

she could give his mother some money. Was she supposed to pay for their company? 

Swallowing the embarrassment and resentment caused by his callous request, Jasmine 

convinced herself he had a point. She should have thought about it, she chastised herself. 

She should be more generous.  

I’m an American and have more than they do.  

She thought of Greg helping famished children in India and felt ashamed of 

herself. This episode was the reason she decided to bring Steven the gold chain and the 

clothes for his siblings. The fact that she brought presents and that Steven had previously 

introduced her to his mom, gave her reason to believe she was more than just another 

American tourist, that she was a friend.  She never expected to fear him or be on her 

guard with him. She never imagined he would steal from her. He knew she wasn’t rich.  

Fear is what prevented her from making a scene about the money there and then. 

She could have informed Alfred, the owner of the place. She could have called the police. 

She didn’t even know how one calls the police in Negril. 911 like in the States? Or she 

could have humiliated him. Accused him publicly. Demanded her chain back.  

She plays the various scenarios in her head. But would it have lessened the sense 

of betrayal? And wouldn’t publicly humiliating him cause some kind of retribution on his 

part? She remembers the knife he pulled on the man who had insulted him.  

I am alone in a foreign country. A violent country, where anything can happen to 

me without anyone ever knowing.  
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Again, she considers walking away, but what’s the point? Negril is a small 

village. Everybody knows everybody. Even if she were to move someplace else, he 

would be able to find her in no time. No, if he means to harm her the only option is a 

flight back to the States. She doesn’t want to go home but shudders at the thought that 

he’d really mean her harm—physical harm  

Better to face him now and stand my ground. Better to know.  

He reappears at the bottom of the pebbled path that leads to Alfred’s. 

She watches him come towards her, studying his stride to determine, from the 

way his steps resound on the gravel, what he will do to her.  

Will he yell? Will he slap me? Will he pretend as if nothing happened? Does he 

know I took the money? Of course he does, nobody else has been in the room.  

Her only flimsy hope to escape the consequences of her actions by blaming 

someone else vanishes before her. She even thinks she should have let him keep the cash. 

It’s only a few hundred dollars, after all.  By the time he is less then fifty feet from her, 

she has become the guilty-looking one, and fearing it will show makes her even more 

distraught.  

He stares at her, expressionless.  

“I was going to use it to rent a room,” he says. “I know this place up in 

Redground. It’s a new house with cable TV, running water and furnished bedrooms with 

private bathrooms,” he continues, his eyebrows are furrowed. “But if I bring you there 

they’ll charge you tourist rates.” 

“What do you mean? If I’m the one living there they’ll know I’m a tourist.”  
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“I’m a Jamaican, if they think the room’s for me they’ll rent it out cheap.” 

She realizes he was planning to move in with her. She can just picture it. She 

would pay the rent, buy the food, and he would live off her, maybe even boss her around.    

“I don’t want to live in Redground. It’s too far from the beach,” she says.  

It is the only remark she can come up with that, she thinks, will not anger him.  

“You’ll never find a place on the beach you can afford,” he retorts. He kicks the 

gravel and a small cloud of dust lifts around his feet.  

His contempt makes her feel even more like an outsider. She can feel her cheeks 

burning as if they were on fire.      

“Thanks, but I can look for my own place,” she replies. “You shouldn’t have 

taken the money without telling me.”   

This is as much as she’s able to say. The words “steal” and “stolen” are lurking in 

her mind but she keeps them at bay. Her accusation remains unspoken, between the lines, 

yet hangs in the air like a rain cloud.  

He looks up. His eyes are hard and cold as onyx.   

“You…skatel,” he splutters the words, making them sound like a threat. “Don’t 

expect me to help you again.”  

The spit from his mouth lands on the ground near her feet.  

A small crowd of Jamaican youngsters has gathered around. Jasmine notices them 

only now as they cheer him on. They chuckle and look at her menacingly. They exchange 

some words in patois she doesn’t understand. Steve insults her; or maybe that’s just the 

way he talks to his bredrins, loudly and roughly. They start yelling among each other. 
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Jasmine hears the word skatel again and again, among a torrent of other words shouted in 

anger. 

Steven looks into her eyes with hatred.  

“Stay away from now on, skatel. If you see me around go the other way. Unless 

you looking to be shamed in front of everyone,” he threatens.     

Then he walks away among his friends.  

Jasmine is left standing on the side of the road. Wondering what skatel means. 

Wondering what Steven intends to do by his threat. Passersby turn around to look at her. 

“Hey gal, you look fine. Come here,” an older man yells at her from the other side 

of the street. She turns around and runs towards Alfred’s.   

♦♦ 
Jasmine no longer feels like looking for a room. Or walking to town. Or being 

among the locals. She longs for the safety of an “all-inclusive” where she can pretend not 

to know that the people who serve her food are paid not to harass her, and imagine that 

the world outside this manufactured cocoon is also full of friendly, unthreatening 

exchanges between locals and tourists. She wants to be in a place where she can forget 

there’s poverty and prostitution; forget there are men who feel entitled to call her in the 

street; forget the reality that fascinates and disturbs her like a surreal dream. In an all-

inclusive, if the local color comes to you in the form of shows, it has been sterilized first. 

Everyone smiles. Everyone seems happy. They are paid to smile and look happy. Even an 

identical stretch of beach is not the same if, like in Negril, you cross over to the all-

inclusive portion of beach, off-limits to the locals.  
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Negril’s town is located west of the seven mile beach, towards the tip of the 

island, while the all-inclusive hotels are on the east tip of the shoreline, towards Montego 

Bay. They are all lined up in a row, like plastic hotels in the game of Monopoly. Couples, 

Grand Lido, Hedonism II, Sandals, Beaches, from east to west: you can freely amble 

from one to the next—if you are in the “charmed circle”—but you cannot access the first, 

if you come from the public beach. When you wander east, along the shore, you reach a 

wire fence that stretches all the way, from the road into the sea. There’s a gate with a 

guard in a khaki hotel uniform complete with name badge. He smiles if you’re a tourist 

and checks your pass to verify that you belong, just as Cato, at the gates of Purgatory, 

ensures no damned soul climbs up his promontory.  

On the other side of the fence you’ll find the same beach, the same palms, but no 

vendors spreading their goods on a sheet under a tree or stopping you as you take a stroll, 

following you, striking up an unsolicited conversation with you. You’ll find no glass-

bottom boat captain with ebony skin, bargaining on the price of a day-tour with a milky-

complexioned elderly couple, just arrived from Seattle. Across the fence, beach towels 

match and you never sniff the scent of ganja as you pass by a group of youngsters who 

stare you down as you quicken your steps, crouching on their heels against the colorful 

walls of a wooden shack.  

Jasmine sits outside her room at Alfred’s. Still shaken, she thinks how tough it is 

to be a single, white girl in Jamaica. How rough to walk the beach without a male 

companion. How she’s constantly harassed by men.  
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And that’s what happens when you try to be friendly to one. He tries to rob you.   

That’s how women are treated here, she thinks, unless, of course, you were born in 

Jamaica or have been on the island long enough to have picked up the patois and some 

respect from the locals.  

Of course she hasn’t picked up either yet, although she’s aware of how important 

respect is in Negril. She walks around freely, as if she were in the States—in spite of the 

disapproving looks she often receives—without considering that what is normal back 

home is considered inappropriate for a white girl in this backward niche of the world. She 

imagines she can chat with a guy at a bar, without everyone watching them. That it 

doesn’t matter how many men she talks to, if she doesn’t sleep with them. That she won’t 

be labeled easy just for being friendly. The first time on the island she stayed in the all-

inclusives but longed for the local color. So she came back and stayed at a regular hotel, 

from which she could venture into the “real Negril”. She fell in love with the island, its 

beauty, its color, its music, and dreamed she could live here for a while. Then she met 

Greg and when he left her, she figured the time was perfect to enact her fantasy. Because 

it was a fantasy.     

I’ll look for a place tomorrow, she thinks.  

The truth is she’s afraid to go back out to the street. She doesn’t want to run into 

Steven or his friends. She changes into her bathing suit, thinking that when there’s 

nothing else left to do the beach is always there to soothe her. She grabs her Bob Marley 

towel and strolls to the shore. The warmth of the tropical rays on her skin and the 

coolness of the crystalline water restore her faith and good humor. The mental picture of 
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Steven, rocking on top of her like a steam engine— the pearly sweat shining on his 

chocolate-colored skin as he pounds her, the uncomfortable fullness of his maleness 

inside her—gives way to fantasies of redemption and rectitude. 

No more. I’ll never sleep with anybody else, as long as I’m here, she thinks.  

The sea washes off her depravity and purifies her spirit. From where she stretches 

out, she can hear the chit chat of the bar staff and the easy-listening reggae the restaurant 

is playing. She doesn’t understand the meaning of the words of the songs and of the 

barmaids, but the music and the prattle lull her into a light sleep. 

♦♦ 

There’s a waterfall. Greg is standing at the foot of the cascading water. He’s 

encouraging me to jump in and let myself go. I watch him yell at me from below. He’s 

gesticulating towards the water but I can’t hear his words because of the roar of the 

current, disappearing underneath my feet. I’m balancing myself on a flat rock; there’s 

water all around me. My hair is in ponytails. I’m wearing a white dress. If I jump I will 

ruin it. Hot, sticky air is blowing all around. It’s the wind. It doesn’t feel like wind. It 

seems to be coming from different directions, and holding me in equilibrium on the rock. 

It lifts up my white lace skirt. I push it down with both hands and try to hold it in place 

because I don’t want Greg to see my dirty underwear. As I’m laboring over my skirt it 

starts drizzling. It is the kind of thin rain that falls in Chicago; gentle, almost like mist. It 

tickles my face and penetrates through my pores. My dress sticks to my skin. The rock on 

which I stand has become slippery or maybe it is the wind that has ceased. I look at the 

square foot of rock under me and I observe it’s green. It’s covered in moss. I try to 
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balance my weight on the slimy surface but the wet rock becomes more and more 

slippery. The wind turns colder and blows from unpredictable directions. I look at Greg 

at the bottom of the waterfall. He’s still smiling but there’s a veil of anxiety on his face. 

His lips curl down. His gestures are more pronounced and he seems to point at 

something but I don’t understand what it is. As I try to turn, I lose my balance and fall.  

I fall. I fall through thin air, against a backdrop of emerald green vegetation. I 

can see the waterfall at a distance but my body remains far from it. I can’t reach the 

water that would cradle me and soften my fall.  I’m free falling faster now. I no longer 

see the lake at the bottom of the waterfall, nor Greg waiting for me. My hair is in braids 

and I’m aware that my beautiful white dress has disappeared because my legs, clad in 

blue jeans, are wiggling underneath me. I free fall towards a central core I cannot see. I 

cannot see it but I know it’s there. As the air gets darker my descent slows considerably. 

It feels as if I am suspended in air, moving only imperceptibly, but I know that’s 

impossible. Something’s pulling me. But towards what? I see a face in the distance.  

A woman’s face. She’s staring at me and she looks stern, but I can’t tell why, 

although I know she must have cause. An older woman; a woman I’ve never seen before. 

A black woman.  The face of the woman starts turning bigger and bigger like a face 

painted on a bloated balloon.  It is going to engulf me, to swallow me. It is everywhere; 

all around me. I’m about to fall inside one of her eyes. I want to stop. I’m scared.  I don’t 

want to hurt her. But I can’t. I feel myself falling inside her. I am inside her head. Her 

heart is pulsating too loudly in her jugular—or is it my jugular?—and I can’t make it 

stop.    
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“Chicago…Wake up.” A boy is tapping Jasmine on her shoulder. She wakes up 

with a start. The tide has risen and her towel is completely wet.  

“You’re Chicago, Steve’s girl, right?” he says leaning over her.  

“Why is it that every local boy knows me but I don’t know anybody?” Jasmine 

answers.  

From the moment Jasmine set foot in Negril, a week ago, everybody calls her 

Steve’s girlfriend. And there’s always a brief smile on their lips, perhaps a hint of 

mockery in the way the word “girlfriend” sounds. They also call her Chicago, because 

she’s from Chicago.  

“Chicago can dance reggae like a Jamaican,” the local boys say when she shakes 

her backside on the beach in front of a wood fire, after she’s had too many Rum & Cokes.  

“Go gal, shake it!”   

She feels sexy in her batty-riders, push-up bras and skimpy tops; her Jamaican-

gal-uniform. Her auburn curls, she never can quite comb into place, float around her like 

a halo as she dances. She’s not sure what kind of spectacle she’s giving. In all truth, she 

doesn’t care. She can’t help herself; she loves salsa and reggae music too much.  

The long dreadlocks of the guy who’s kneeling over her and calling her Chicago 

brush her face. She can smell the sweet scent of his breath. The bitter aroma of his sweat 

attracts her and repulses her in a disquieting way. She wants to sniff his odor in, so she 

can be overwhelmed and nauseated by it.  

She thinks of sex with him. What would it be like?  

She catches herself.  
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What’s happening to me? Why would I think such a thing?  

The lingering taste of the dream is fading quickly and its memory merges with the 

reality of the boy’s brown face only an inch from hers.  

Maybe it was him who was calling me in the dream, not Greg, she thinks.  

She’s no longer sure of her recollection. She no longer trusts her instincts. She 

just wishes she could go back to the dream. There was something alluring about it.      

They go and sit under a tree. His name is Sharlo. Jasmine always sees him in the 

bars but he’s never spoken to her. He seems quiet, spaced out, almost catatonic. He looks 

at her with his intense, sad eyes and she looks down. He has something to tell her about 

Steven—that’s the only reason she agreed to sit with him: apprehension.  

“I’ve been admiring you from the first time you came to Negril,” he says, “but 

every time I want to talk with you, you’re with other guys.”  

While he speaks he begins to draw in the sand with his index finger. “It’s her 

business, I tell myself, she’s just having fun. But that Steven…” he swears, in a thick 

Jamaican accent, “he’s no good.”  

God, there we go. He just wants to pick me up, Jasmine thinks, as she watches his 

lean finger gently removing sand; etching the shape of a rooster before her eyes. 

“That’s not bad,” she says, pointing to the drawing, “are you an artist?” 

“Not really. It’s just something I’m drawing for you.” 

“A rooster?” 

“Yes. It’s supposed to protect you.” 
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 “Protect me? I don’t need protection. Don’t believe what you hear,” she replies, 

“Steven’s just a friend. Was...” She wishes it were true. 

He looks up from his sand drawing. 

“That’s not what he goes around saying.”  

Her jaw tightens. She looks around. She notices—or is she just imaging it?—that 

passersby stare at them complacently, as if they knew something she doesn’t.     

“What has he been saying about me?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Just stay away from him. Trust me. Everything aire… ”  

What’s with these Jamaican men? Why do they always ask you to trust them and 

they’re totally untrustworthy? she thinks. 

“Are you going to Mi Yard tonight?” he asks her.  

A quick change of subject, she thinks.  

“Why do you want to know?” 

“I’ll be there. Are you going, then?” 

“I don’t know. Why can’t you tell me what Steven’s been saying?”  

The boy doesn’t answer. He just gives her one of his spaced out smiles; as if he 

had already left this earth and wasn’t sitting on the sand next to her.  

She feels the need to defend herself; still not knowing what she is accused of.  

“You know, he tried to steal money from me. I caught him,” she explains. “That’s 

why he goes around spreading rumors.”  

The boy grins as if she’d made a joke.  

Is he mocking me? she thinks. 
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“Come to Mi Yard tonight. I’ll be waiting for you. We’ll talk some more. See, you 

need someone nice. Someone who treats you right,” he smiles, than adds “like me.”  

He stands up and wipes his hands on his pants.  

“Remember, Mi Yard. Come. One love.” 

He walks away. 

“Hey Sharlo,” Jasmine shouts after him. “What does skatel mean?”  

“I’ll tell you tonight.”  

She considers going back in the sun, but the conversation has clearly disturbed 

her. She keeps thinking about Sharlo and whether she should chance meeting him at Mi 

Yard. Can she trust him or will he turn out to be like Steven?  

He’s attractive, she can’t help herself thinking.  

I wonder if he was just trying to arouse my attention or if he knows something.  

Skatel—the word comes back to her.  

Skatel… Skatel… Skatel… Skatel…echoes in her head like faraway drums.  

She has the eerie sensation that someone’s watching her. She looks around but 

there’s no one there, just a red-feathered rooster peeking at her from behind a palm tree.  

Strange. She looks at the rooster then at the drawing of a rooster in the sand. She 

marvels at the similarity.  

Where did it come from? I never saw any chickens around Alfred’s before.  

When she looks again, the rooster’s gone.   
♦♦ 
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Jasmine wraps her towel around her waist and walks the few feet back to Alfred’s. 

It’s past one o’clock and the bar’s bustling. She grabs a menu, although she already 

knows what she wants, while she scans the room for familiar faces. The bar’s circular 

counter—with wooden stools all around—is in the middle of a huge covered teak patio 

that overlooks the sea. Two satellite TVs, one in each corner, hang from chains and are 

always set on CNN or the sports channels. Ceiling fans do not deter the heat, or the 

mosquitoes and flies, which regularly land on customers’ plates. All around the bar there 

are large tables with flower-printed vinyl tablecloths. Waitresses in grimy green uniforms 

amble up and down with no sense of urgency, carrying large trays and often stopping 

between tables to chat with each other. There is a sign by the bar that says: Patrons. No 

Bathing suits. Please wear a shirt. But, she notices, this rule only applies to male patrons. 

Nothing wrong with girls eating in their bikini tops.  

Alfred’s is a local business that caters to budget tourists. The food is American in 

style, with its fair share of grease—eggs & bacon, burgers & French fries, hot dogs, steak 

and baked potatoes, fried chicken, BBQ ribs, spaghetti Alfredo, club sandwiches, Caesar 

salads—but there’s also a Jamaican selection for the more adventurous which features 

ackee and salt fish, curried chicken, curried goat, rice and peas, fried fish with dumplings 

and fried plantains, boiled bananas and fritters, oxtail soup, steamed fish and Callaloo, all 

in different combinations. The Jamaican dishes are more expensive and less spicy than 

the food that real Jamaican restaurants, on the main road, sell—but, then again, most 

tourists wouldn’t stop there.  
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Alfred is a dark-skinned three hundred pound Jamaican. He’s tall, huge and 

sweaty but people say he’s the sweetest guy in town. He cooks and can often be seen 

peeping from the kitchen. He comes out on the floor only occasionally, although 

everyone seems to know who Alfred is. His wife is white, American. No one knows her 

name; she’s just Alfred’s wife. Rumor has it, she came to Negril on vacation back in the 

Seventies, fell in love with Alfred and never left. Jasmine has never spoken to her, but 

she often sees her sitting at a desk in a small, crammed office with the door open onto the 

courtyard, adding up figures in a large ledger. People say she manages the financial side 

of the business, that she was the one who made the initial investment. They have a kid 

who must be six or seven years old, and maybe others Jasmine has never seen. This kid 

always plays by himself in the courtyard at the back of the restaurant, outside his 

mother’s office. He has the most striking blue eyes and blond curls, creating an uncanny 

contrast with his brown complexion.  

A miracle of nature, Jasmine thinks when she sees him. He’ll be gorgeous when 

he grows up. 

There’s a man she knows at the other side of the bar. He’s a Jamaican to whom 

Jasmine has spoken a few times. His name is Two-Leg because he lost a leg in a bike 

accident and now wears a wooden prosthesis. Rumor has it that the size of his penis 

almost matches the size of his missing leg, hence the nickname. The island’s humor is 

made of grotesque, vulgar stereotypes and nearly everyone Jasmine met has a pet name 

that makes fun of a physical trait, but Two-Leg seems proud of his. She smiles at him; he 
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waves her over. When she shakes her head he stands up, reaches for his cane and hobbles 

towards her.    

“Wham, mi gal! You ok? You look out-of-spirits.”  

“Wham.” She repeats the greeting in patois.  

Without waiting for an invitation, he props the walking stick against the counter 

and sits next to her. The male bartender winks at her, Jasmine pretends not to notice. She 

asks for a Red Stripe and a small curried goat with rice & peas.     

“Careful you don’t put on weight, eh?”  

Two-Leg’s presence and remarks irritate her. She wants to say something clever; 

instead she sips the chilled beer to conceal her annoyance. 

“American girls come here looking skinny and sexy; then hook up with a bredrin 

and get fat. Ah, ah… ” 

“No chance of either of those happening, thanks.” 

“I saw you last night with that bwai...shaking it in front of everyone. You a nice 

gal, but people around here…dem ignorant, dem talk. Dem ragamuffins dance with you 

’cause you pretty but dem talk ’bout you. Dem give you a reputation.”  

Ironically, he looks at her tits as he speaks.  

 “What’s wrong with dancing and talking to people? I’m not doing anything 

wrong.”  

Why do I feel the need to defend myself? she thinks. This place is starting to 

exasperate me. 

He laughs. “Dem people ignorant, you hear?”    
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“What does skatel mean, Two-Leg?”  

“A who call you dat? 

“No one.” 

“A lie! A who do i?”  

“Just tell me, please.”  

“A skatel is a girl everyone can have.” 

The whiff of curry that emanates from the warm dish the waitress plunks in front 

of her makes her nauseous. She looks down at her plate the way an Arab fortune teller 

stares at the bottom of a coffee cup. A loud American woman in her mid-forties is sitting 

across from her, next to a local boy who is whispering something in her ear. The woman 

laughs noisily; the boy puts an arm around her shoulders. Jasmine knows what’s going 

on; she sees it happening around her all the time. They come from the States to have fun 

with the local boys. She’s not like that; she’s nothing like that woman. She isn’t a skatel.     

“Mi Gal,” Two-Leg’s voice interrupts her thoughts, “you must talk to 

Grandmother Gray. She live in the West End, right across from Xtabi. She can tell you 

what people are saying. She know things.” 

“I don’t want to talk to anyone. I don’t care what people think.” 

“Yes you do, and you should, if you intend to live here.”   

He picks up his cane, throws two hundred JA (Jamaican dollars) on the counter, 

and winks at her. 

“Stop messing with dem ragamuffins. You need a real man. Me a single if you 

interested. Ah, ah…” 
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He pats her on her back.   

“When you see Grandmother Gray, tell her Two-Leg send you.”  

The skin around his eyes looks dark, hardened and withered like snakeskin.  

“Remember, she know things.” 

Bullshit! 

♦♦ 
The red banged up scooter costs Jasmine more than a mid-size car in the States. 

She signs a rental agreement for a week and gives a deposit of $500. No insurance, the 

price of it is just exorbitant. She hates walking down the road alone. With a scooter no 

one will bother her, but keeping the scooter makes looking for a cheaper room inevitable. 

She rides up and down the West End, although she’s terrified of the roads and the other 

drivers. It has been two days since the incident with Steven and she hasn’t seen him 

around. Stupidly, she imagines he’s staying away because of her, and decides to go to Mi 

Yard and look for Sharlo. It’s 11 PM when she arrives. She walks up to the bar and orders 

a Red Stripe. It’s still early and the music is not as loud as when she comes after hours. 

Mi Yard is an all night bar. The locals come to My Yard after the disco and the beach bars 

close. Sharlo is not there. She’s disappointed. 

She looks around and sees Steven. Her first reaction is to get up and leave but 

then she figures there’s enough people around; he won’t dare harass her and she won’t 

give him the satisfaction of thinking she’s scared.    

He’s with a girl. A Jamaican girl. They’re across the counter from Jasmine, but it 

is a small counter and Steven raises his voice when he sees her. 
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“Hey look; it’s skatel,” he says to the girl. 

“Hey skatel, come here. Come meet my girlfriend,” he yells.  

The girl and Steven look at each other, they exchange a few words then the girl 

laughs out loud.  

“Hey, do you want to come and play with us?” the girl calls to her, then grabs her 

tits from underneath and pushes them up, rubbing them against each other and shaking 

them. “Maybe not. Steven told me you’re not very good.” 

She bursts into a defiant, irreverent laughter. 

Jasmine sees Sharlo standing a few feet away. He’s observing the scene. She 

glances at him repeatedly hoping he’ll get the drift and come to her rescue. He doesn’t 

move from his spot and when he meets her eyes he looks the other way.     

“I think she’s afraid,” the girl says to Steven. 

“She should be. I told her to stay away.”  

Steven looks straight at Jasmine. His eyes two burning coals, the eyes of a 

stranger, the memory of their time together erased from them.  

“I would keep a low profile if I were you, skatel. People talk ’round here,” he 

says. She can hear laugher coming from the bar’s patrons. 

“There’s a rumor that you’re fucking a dreadlock now. Is that true?”   

“Yo bredrin, let her be,” someone says. 

Intimidated but trying to keep her cool, Jasmine quietly gets up and begins to 

leave. Steven strides around the counter—the other patrons making room for him—and is 

next to her before she can go far. He seizes her wrist. 
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“Didn’t I tell you to stay away? Why don’t you go back to the States where you 

belong? You’re just like the other white women. You all come here to take advantage of 

us, and then think you can just kick us away when you’re done.” 

“Me?—take advantage of you? Are you crazy? I never took advantage of you.” 

Jasmine’s cheeks are burning. Steven’s still holding her by her wrist. He’s hurting 

her. She sees her chain dangling around his neck and gets angrier. She reaches to grab it 

but he prevents her by striking her across her cheek. Then he yanks the chain from his 

own neck.  

“See this,” he says, “tomorrow I’m gonna sell it and buy food for my brothers.”       

 He lets go of her wrist.  She runs followed by many stares, some whispers and 

then, when she’s gone a roar of laughter. She can hear it from a distance. She retrieves 

her scooter but can’t ride it because she’s shaking all over and can’t stop sobbing. She 

rubs her wrist where Steve has held her, and realizes the bracelet her mother gave her is 

gone. A new bout of tears shakes her body. She’s not sure if it came off when he was 

squeezing her or if he snatched it off. She doesn’t dare go back for it.        

She walks for a while pushing her bike; then, when she’s far enough and 

surrounded by darkness, she sits on the scooter and cries more warm and salty tears.  

Greg, where are you? Why did you leave me? she sobs, but she knows this isn’t 

his fault.  

When her eyes have adjusted to the darkness she sees, though tears, flickers of 

light all around her like little candles oscillating in the night. Then she realizes they are 

just chickens scratching about by the side of the road. It must be the moonlight, shining in 
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their pupils and creating the impression of tiny flames in their eyes. The effect is so 

beautiful that they appease her somehow. 

She hears a noise behind her and is about to start up the scooter and run away 

when Sharlo’s voice, coming out of the bushes, stops her. 

“It’s me Sharlo. Wait.” 

She turns around. He offers her a homemade cigarette. She inhales the acrid 

smoke; the ganja burns her throat and she coughs but feels more relaxed. 

“Why didn’t you help me? I saw you there.” 

They both lean side by side against the seat of the red scooter.        

“I wanted to but I couldn’t. It’s not cool to meddle with another man’s business. If 

I had said something he would have fought me.” 

“So you let him hit me?” 

“You provoked him. He didn’t want to hurt you. He just wanted people to see 

he’s a man. He won’t bother you anymore.” 

“How do you know?” 

“He’s got what he wanted. He doesn’t need to mess with you now. If you leave it 

alone, he will too.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I know how boys think round here.”  

Jasmine looks at his tiny dreadlocks that reach his shoulders; they are clean and 

well kept. His eyes shine like the eyes of the chickens she saw earlier, that have now 

disappeared. He puts a hand in his pocket and takes something out. 
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“I have something for you, but you must give me a kiss to get it,” he says. 

She looks down. He’s holding something inside his clenched fist. 

“What is it?” 

“Kiss me first.”  

He smiles at her, and she’s tempted to kiss him and let him hold her. That smell— 

the smell of his skin, his breath, his sweat—she’s aware of it again, like the other day on 

the beach. She imagines him naked, making love to her on the side of the road.     

“I can’t. Not now. I’m sorry, Sharlo. I’m gonna go home now,” she stands, 

pulling back, more afraid of herself than of the boy.  

“I wasn’t trying to take advantage of you,” he looks at her. He seems confused by 

her reaction. “Are you scared of me?” he asks. 

“No. But I want to leave,” she replies. 

He stands up away from the scooter, extends his arm towards her and opens his 

fist. Her bracelet glimmers in the moonlight. 

“You dropped it when you run away.”  

“Sharlo,” she wants to say something to him but doesn’t know what to say. That 

she distrusted him just because he’s a Jamaican man?   

“Thank you, Sharlo,” she says, picking up her bracelet from his extended hand 

and kissing him lightly on his cheek; then removing her face swiftly before he can 

respond. She pushes the bracelet inside her pants pockets and takes off, wobbling on the 

gravelly street.   
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♦♦ 

The next morning Jasmine decides to look for a place to rent. She cruises around 

the narrow and winding road full of potholes. It is the only road that leads up to the West 

End and to Rick’s café. She honks and slows almost to a standstill at every bend. Other 

scooters zoom by her like slalom skiers, in fearless zigzags around the holes in the worn- 

out asphalt. She rides keeping her eyes on the ground to avoid cracks and holes and, at 

the same time, watching for oncoming vehicles. Jamaicans have the habit of driving, or 

riding, smack in the middle of the road, and swinging to the side at the very last moment, 

when another vehicle is just a split second away from colliding with them. Jasmine’s fear 

of people gives way to a new fear as she rides up the hill. The fear of hitting something 

on the road and flying into the air, then crashing down onto the sweltering asphalt and 

disintegrating into a myriad of undistinguishable fragments of bike and flesh, like a jar of 

preserved peaches when it falls from a tall shelf and crashes on the ground; the glass 

debris and the blood-red chunks of peach becoming all mixed up with the gooey pink-

yellow syrup splattered on the floor.   

The caress of the hot breeze on her skin and her hair and the green-blue 

transparency of the ocean, she sees out of the corner of her right eye, help her to relax 

gradually. As long as she doesn’t speed she can handle this. Progressively, the fear gives 

way to a sense of empowerment and self-determination and her hand turns the gas handle 

with a steadier and firmer grip. She passes Hi-Lo, the only supermarket in town, the 

Beach Club and the Jamaican patties bakery, and heads towards the cliff road. She’s 
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never gone so far and so fast. Sharlo’s kindness, the night before, has persuaded her not 

to leave the island although she’s still afraid Steven will continue to harass her.     

She sees the sign. It’s small and written with a black marker on an arrow-shaped 

piece of cardboard: Room for Rent. She almost misses it. The day before, she visited a 

few overpriced rooms in private homes across from the beach, advertised with similar 

homemade signs. Still, she’s apprehensive as she turns around and follows the gravel 

path down to a wooden shack.  

She’s about to turn around when she hears a woman’s voice call her name. 

“Jasmine,” the woman hisses, “come here. Don’t be afraid, now.” She’s so used to 

“Chicago,” she thinks the voice must be calling somebody else; so she proceeds to do a 

u-turn on the narrow lane. 

“Where are you going, Jasmine?” The voice has a Jamaican accent but addresses 

her in flawless English. Jasmine glances back. The fact that she doesn’t know any women 

on the island sparks the sudden realization of where she might be. She remembers Two-

Leg’s words: “…she live in the West End, right across form Xtabi…she know things.” 

Jasmine has never seen this place before, yet it feels familiar. She can discern an old, thin 

woman with long gray hair in one single braid, pulled forward on her chest, and gray-

brown leathery skin. The woman stands on the doorstep of the small wooden cottage and 

waves her hand directly at Jasmine in an encouraging gesture of welcome. There’s a 

fenced in chicken coop right outside the shack and a couple of scrawny goats roam freely 

around the yard and munch on the few remaining grass strands.  
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Jasmine can distinguish a slight scent of animal dung although she can’t make out 

where it comes from: the chickens, the goats, a dog resting somewhere, or all of them 

combined? Strangely, the smell doesn’t bother her. On the contrary, it’s pleasurable and 

soothing.  

She patters towards the woman, pushing the moped by her side.  

“Who are you? How come you know me?” 

“You’re looking for a place to live, aren’t you? Don’t worry; everybody knows 

everybody here,” the woman replies. “If you let me guide you to it, you’ll have a place 

where you can feel comfortable, my girl,” she says softly. “But first you must come here. 

Let Grandmother Gray look at you. I hear things about you; dark things, things that 

concern me a great deal…”  

Jasmine notices she’s walked all the way to the woman’s doorstep and she’s 

standing face to face with her. The old woman towers over her standing on the step. Her 

onyx eyes wander from Jasmine’s curls to her forehead as if she were looking for hidden 

clues in a rebus. She extends her hands towards Jasmine and begins massaging her upper 

arms and her shoulders.  

“You’ve gone through a lot, haven’t you? Try to relax now.” 

The palms of her withered hands feel like a facial scrub; rough and oily at the 

same time. A sense of heaviness and immobility swells in Jasmine’s body, as if she were 

an empty shell gradually being filled with warm, silky juices. She lets go of the bike and 

the woman grabs it just before it hits the ground. She lets go of Jasmine and, with ease, 

puts the bike up on its stand. 
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“Careful, my girl! You don’t want to scratch it now, eh?” As she lets go of 

Jasmine’s arms, the girl is jolted back into awareness. There’s an old woman standing in 

front of her, she smells of lavender and mildew and she’s talking to her about “dark 

things”. 

“Two-Leg says you know things. Is it true?” Jasmine asks the woman. 

“That depends. What things are you referring to?”  

“Why do men think I am a skatel? A…whore? ” she continues. 

“Maybe you are, my dear. Only you would know.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean you must learn to read the environment and the people who surround you 

if you want to be accepted and tolerated in a place where you don’t belong. If you meet 

evil—and evil is everywhere—you mustn’t feel justified to mix with it, just because 

you’re away from home,” she smiles dotingly, while rebuking the girl.  

“That’s what a lot of American girls do when they come here to party. They treat 

this island as if it were unreal, a toy, a construct of their imagination, a playground to 

enact false representations. And there will always be Jamaican men ready to give them 

their fantasies and take their money. But who is more to blame?” Jasmine thinks she 

sounds like a professor, not like an old Jamaican woman standing outside a shack. 

“Don’t let appearances fool you, my girl. Don’t let stereotypes cloud your 

judgment.”  

Strangely, Jasmine is not upset by the rebuke. She follows Grandmother Gray 

inside her hut and she’s surprised at the cleanliness and order of the small room. A deep 
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sense of nostalgia and homesickness pervades her. But it is not directed towards her 

apartment in Chicago, or towards any other homes she’s ever had in her life, starting 

from her childhood home. It is a feeling that goes beyond the specifics of her individual 

experience. It is an ancestral sense of loss and lack. She sits on a wooden stool without 

being told, as if this were her house, and Grandmother Gray her mother. She feels 

completely comfortable as if she had reached her destination after running through many 

lifetimes and now she can finally rest. Grandmother Gray pours her a cup of herbal tea 

that tastes bitter and makes her throat tingle and her eyes water.  

“I’m not crying,” Jasmine tells the old woman.                                    

“This Island will love you if you learn how to love it,” the woman continues.   

“But I do love it!” Jasmine protests, thinking of the beautiful beach with its vivid 

colors, of the rocky cliffs, of the sense of freedom she felt when she stepped off the plane.       

“Do you? How can you love something you’re afraid of? You only love your 

mental image of what you think Jamaica is. You love Negril’s beach like a tourist. But 

you’re afraid of the real Negril. You’re afraid of its people because they make you 

uncomfortable. You were afraid of Sharlo last night, weren’t you? You didn’t know if 

you could trust him. You were even afraid of me when I called you, and you’re always 

ready to return to your fears.” 

As the woman speaks she walks towards the wood stove and puts chicken feet and 

herbs to boil in a pot of water. 

“I’m making chicken soup; if you can wait until it’s ready there’ll be plenty for 

both of us.”  
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Jasmine watches her moving lightly around, not daring to interject. The old 

woman resumes her talk. 

“Even now Jasmine, as you sit in my kitchen and wonder if you should have soup 

with me, you’re ready to spring out of here. Always on the lookout for someone trying to 

hurt you or rob you. Always a foot out the door. Always too quick to judge, to embrace 

your stereotypes like a shield against what you don’t understand. But at the same time 

you want to come back for more; because what scares you is also what attracts you. You 

want to embrace the other and tell yourself you can fit in. But you’re not humble enough, 

and not wise enough to know how to fit in.”  

Her words burn Jasmine’s pride like peroxide poured over an open cut. She looks 

at the cooling amber liquid in her mug not knowing what to say. Grandmother Gray’s 

calm, gentle tone makes it impossible to refute her words no matter how they hurt.    

“What do you think of me, Jasmine?” the old woman asks, lifting Jasmine’s chin 

with her knotted fingers, and looking straight into her eyes.  

“I don’t know. Your words make me feel uncomfortable…” 

“Words that approach the truth should do just that, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose so.”  

“Would you embrace me and sleep in the same bed with me because there’s only 

one bed? Would you comb my hair and wipe down my arms and legs with a damp rag to 

cool me down when I’m hot? Would you stay here if I asked you to? Would you live with 

me?”  
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Jasmine looks at her not knowing what to say, not knowing if she is serious or 

mocking her.  

“I have no running water but it has never bothered me,” she continues. “When it 

rains I put buckets outside. I collect rainwater. Then I boil it.”  

She points to three huge buckets stacked on top of each other.   

“In the dry season my neighbors take turns bringing me water. I live alone in an 

old shack but I don’t know what being lonely or poor means. Could you do that?” 

No I couldn’t, Jasmine thinks, but doesn’t say anything. 

The old woman smiles as if she had read her mind, and Jasmine feels embarrassed 

like a child caught stealing coins in church. She has the urge to redeem herself, to confess 

her sins, even those she has forgotten and those still dormant, engrained in her genetic 

make-up or, rather, written in her destiny. She wants to tell Grandmother Gray that she 

would comb her hair and wipe her body with a damp cloth; but she knows it to be untrue. 

The old woman frowns; a mixture of reproach, affection and compassion in her eyes. 

“You’re beginning to understand, I see. And to feel humbler. That’s good.”  

How can this woman guess her most shameful thoughts? Does she have powers 

like they say, or is she simply old and wise?      

“Grandmother Gray, what will happen with Steven if I stay in Negril? Will he 

harass me and try to hurt me again if I meet him in town or in the bars?”  

“Don’t put yourself in situations where you can be harassed or hurt and you won’t 

be. Why do you keep going to those bars every night? And, my dear, you should never 

have let a boy you don’t know into your room.” 
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“But…can you do something about him? People say you…you…I don’t want to 

go back to Chicago.”  

Jasmine feels stupid and disrespectful for saying it out loud. Some things, she 

senses, should not be spoken of, whether they are true or not. Still, she continues, “people 

say …that you are a sort of conjurer.” 

“People say you’re a skatel…Are you? Supernatural powers are real only if you 

believe in them. Everything is in the mind, child. Don’t forget that, and you’ll have 

power over the most dangerous person in your life”  

“Steven?” 

“Yourself, of course, my child.”  

As she speaks she walks behind Jasmine and starts caressing and scratching her 

head as if she were a puppy. 

 “You have black people’s hair, you know, curly, unruly but easy to braid.”          

She begins combing Jasmine’s locks gently with her open fingers, then dividing it 

up in the middle, all the way from her forehead to the nape of her neck, using her 

fingernails like a comb to draw a straight line. Then, in the same manner, she sections 

small squares of her head, pulls the hair tight and starts braiding it. Jasmine can feel the 

woman’s skilled fingers working her curls into a rhythmical pattern—her movements 

follow a musical beat Jasmine can’t hear. The scalp of her head begins feeling wet, then 

icy cold, as if Grandmother Gray had put gel, or some other liquid substance, on her 

roots. But she knows that can’t be. Grandmother Gray wasn’t holding anything in her 

hands, and she never went into her apron pockets. The old woman stands with her legs 
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and stomach propped against Jasmine’s back and Jasmine can feel all her movements, 

although she can’t see her. She feels the warmth of the woman’s body against her body 

and that brings out, even more, the iciness that envelops her head.           

“My scalp feels cold. What is it?” 

“Nothing, my child. It’s your mind playing tricks on you. Do you know that 

witches can poison someone by putting moonshine in their braids? It gives hallucinations 

and causes death. You should never let anyone you don’t trust braid your hair.”  

Jasmine tenses up and she’s about to jump off the low stool, but the woman rests 

her left hand on Jasmine’s shoulder, bends over and whispers in her ear. 

“I’m mocking you. I just wanted to show you how little faith you have in me. 

You’re not going to die. You’re going to look beautiful,” she says. Jasmine can feel and 

smell her sweet breath on her neck.  

“And, when I’m done braiding your hair,” she continues, “I want you to go to the 

place I tell you and ask for Miss Dahlia. It’s a yellow L-shaped cement house with a flat 

roof, you can’t miss it. It’s on the main road almost across from Rick’s. It’s got running 

water and all, not like the shack I live in. Miss Dahlia will rent you a room and, if you let 

her, she’ll take you under her wing. She’s an old lady like me; she’ll love to have 

someone young like yourself to take care of.” 

 Jasmine wants to thank her, but Grandmother Gray puts her fingers on Jasmine’s 

lips as if to urge her not to speak. The room has gotten darker although it is still daylight 

outside. In the shadows around the simple furniture Jasmine distinguishes small moving 



   

 196

shapes with reddish pupils, as if a blaze were reflected on them. She realizes they are the 

chickens she saw in the henhouse when she arrived.  

How did they break out of the coop? How did they enter the cottage? What are 

they doing here, and why are they staring at me? she wonders. 

The chickens watch her intently, with their sideways crooked gaze, but don’t look 

menacing; rather they look as if they were privy to some secret regarding her, of which 

she’s not aware. She sees it reflected in their pupils, a glow as if from fire, an 

understanding, an acknowledgement. Grandmother Gray’s hand sweeps in front of her 

eyes and Jasmine sees the same glare reflected on it, as if it were coming from her head 

and casting a hue all around. 

She turns abruptly, thinking her head is on fire. 

“What is going on?” she asks alarmed. 

Her words get stuck in her throat. Grandmother Gray’s face is illuminated by a 

halo of red light. She looks like the woman in her dream. She is the woman in her dream. 

The woman inside whose head Jasmine fell. She’s confused. Afraid. The red light seems 

to emanate from Jasmine, but her hair isn’t on fire; she touches it. On the contrary, it has 

a liquid quality to it and feels chilled. 

    “You’re beginning to understand now, hum? Don’t be afraid,” Grandmother 

Gray’s muffled voice sounds as if it came from a far, faraway place, or from a dream, or 

from the meanderings of Jasmine’s conscience. “I’ve been waiting for you, my child. I’ve 

been waiting for you to come to me. My sisters and this island will take care of you if you 

learn how to be a part of us.”  
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♦♦ 
 The ride from Montego Bay, where Jasmine works, is bumpy as usual. Jasmine 

takes that route, the only road that connects Mobay to Negril, at least three times a week. 

She knows every niche of the road, every little stop where tourists can purchase 

souvenirs, fresh coconut, sugar cane, or eat spicy Jamaican patties on the side of the road. 

Some of the wooden shacks, four by fours or just a little bigger, with tin-foil roofs and 

metal shutters all around to lock them at night, are lit-up with Christmas lights all year 

long. A myriad of multicolor bulbs illuminate the roadside every so often and would be 

visible from a great distance if it weren’t for the bends and twists the road keeps making. 

The rest of the road is pitch black and these stores and bars all in one seem like oasis in a 

desert of darkness. Some have boom boxes outside, and a few have folding tables where 

men play dominos, laugh noisily, yell and get into friendly fights with each other. 

This is the side of Jamaica Jasmine loves. The stillness of it. The leisurely feel 

that watching a bunch of men play dominos on a street corner gives her. She feels relaxed 

and in good spirits. She’s looking forward to the dinner Miss Dahlia will have ready 

when she gets home. The warm wind hits her cheeks and enters her soul from every pore. 

A sense of freedom and excitement pervades her. Freedom and excitement that are not 

connected to the idea of going off to a party or a bar—as one would expect knowing her 

in her earlier days—but, rather, to the stillness and immensity of the night. The sky is full 

of stars, as it has been a cloudless day. Jasmine slows the car almost to a halt, leans back 

on the seat and looks up at the million specks of light. They are the only illumination 

besides the Christmas light bulbs of the occasional store, and seem to be almost in 
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competition with them for brightness. She tries to follow one particular star with her eyes, 

but after a while she has to blink and she looses sight of it. She smiles to herself and 

resumes her drive home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 199

 

 

Out of the Ever After 

 

 

My short story could begin like this. 

For many years I dreamt about the end of our marriage. The moment when I 

would tell you to leave, when I would say 

…enough is enough, you reached the end of the line, you pulled the rope 

too hard…and it snapped; you shall reap what you sow… 

…and I would move on, unscathed by the fifteen years of misery you put me through. I 

would be reborn. I would  

…emerge victorious and undamaged. A smirk on my lips and a toss of my 

hair, all that was needed to ground my words.  

Clean break. Start over. As easy as in substandard fiction… 

…She waited all night for him, pacing up and down in her red, silk 

nightdress, the one he had bought her on their first Valentine’s Day 

together —a glass of sherry/ white wine/ scotch in her hand—resolved to 

end her twenty-year long sham of a marriage and start over with someone 

new, someone who would know her/love her/understand her… She packed 

her things and left for greener pastures, knowing a gentle lover was out 

there, somewhere, waiting for her…  She shut the jail-like heavy oak door 
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behind her, with no regrets, and walked towards her black Corvette 

waiting eagerly at the curb, where she had parked it to speed her escape. 

The light breeze smelled of night blooming jasmine, as she walked on the 

gravelly path for the last time, and she inhaled deeply, enjoying the new 

sense of freedom. She never looked back... Finally free!! Belated ever-

after happiness at her door, at last! And all she had to do was take a deep 

breath and let it in, a long belated spring fragrance finally in the air, and 

march towards a fresh start attained with a new and thoughtful 

lover/boyfriend/husband… 

But it doesn’t work like this, not in real life…and not even in reputable fiction. 

Fairy tales are overrated. So let me start again, in a more serious fashion. 

♦♦ 

What would the “moment in which I would tell you to leave” really be like?  

I would actually picture it in my head as if it were a scene in a short story, the 

only short story I was afraid to write. In my unspoken, unwritten text this was always a 

moment of revenge, payback, retribution. But not the brutal, bloody type. Not the 

scarring of someone else’s body or soul, because I was incapable of that, incapable of 

premeditated viciousness. More like re-vindication, re-claiming time. Setting the point 

straight.  

The moment in which I would re-embrace the luxury of the spoken word and 

point out, one by one, all the reasons why I was leaving you, all the awful things you had 

done in the course of our marriage, but never admitted to. Clinically, coolly, precisely, I 
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would point out all these things to you as if they were mathematical theorems. In my 

scene, you would be speechless—I would write the kind of chunky dialogue that sounds 

more like a soliloquy in a Shakespearean play, the kind that is frowned upon in fiction 

workshops, but who cares? I wasn’t planning to workshop this story. In fact, my 

workshop days were over. 

You would listen to me; something unheard of in real life. You wouldn’t scream 

at me and cut me short or retort with your own set of accusations.  I would tell you how I 

had resented you—no, hated you—silently for years, how you had turned me into a liar. I 

was afraid of telling the truth. Afraid of your reactions, your mood swings, your rages.  

I could no longer be myself with you. That was not serviceable and the point of 

having a wife is that “she serves a purpose” (your words). She caters to you, your needs, 

your sexual whims; she makes your dinner, the way you want it and when you want it 

(the dinner, I mean). And if you don’t want it once she’s cooked it, she eats the leftovers 

without griping about it or chucks them in the trash because she’s the one who pays the 

bills and buys the groceries, so who cares? Certainly not you. Your money is safe in your 

bank account to which she has no access. She washes your dirty, smelly clothes and it 

really doesn’t matter how she feels about her finance manager job (yes, she has a better 

job than yours), the stacks of bills she needs to pay, or the book she’s just finished 

reading, which you would never read and don’t want to know anything about.  

In my scene, I would tell you how I became frigid—I faked it every time—and 

even a bit racist, because you were obsessed with black porno stars. I had become 

prejudiced towards men like you, and hated the chocolate-skinned girls in the DVDs you 
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obsessed over, even on Sunday afternoons, locked in our room, while your daughter and I 

played outside. I had tried to make you stop, of course, but you said it was because I 

didn’t satisfy you. That it was my fault. And I hated all your female friends, to whom I 

was never introduced, and with whom you talked on the phone non-stop, right in my face. 

Truthfully, I didn’t care as much as I used to. When we were dating, I would make 

myself sick whenever you went to a nightclub without me. Nowadays, it no longer 

bothered me if you came home late. It wasn’t a matter of jealousy. I had emotionally 

severed myself from you in order to survive. But it made me angry. It was wrong in 

principle. Anger and fear controlled the gamut of my emotional life. All other emotions 

had been suppressed. I wanted to point it all out to you, as if you’d be willing to 

understand it, absorb it and admit I was right. Fifteen years of being with you hadn’t 

taught me anything. I still had sporadic illusions about your humanity, your fairness, your 

ultimate acknowledgment of the truth. No, I didn’t. That’s why I was afraid. Afraid of 

what you’d do if I left you.  

In fiction, we could have had a civilized breakup, staying friends an available plot 

choice. In fiction, I’d imagine, there was a line of decency not to be overstepped. In 

fiction, I could write a happy ending. But we hadn’t been friends in a long time and you 

had already crossed that line. We were strangers who lived together. No desire left for 

you. (Are you surprised?) Sex was just an attempt to keep the (temporary, brief, fleeting) 

peace that lasted a couple of days, at most, before the next inevitable, stupid, senseless 

argument, over something trivial such as the kind of soap I used (and shouldn’t have 

used) to wash your greasy, fifteen dollar pair of jeans bought at Wal* Mart. The same 
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pair of jeans you discarded on the bathroom floor every night, expecting me to pick them 

up and put them in the hamper. Then you would not talk to me for days, so there was no 

need to appease you with sex, at least momentarily. I knew you would never admit your 

faults openly, but I wanted you to have a sort of epiphany and feel wretched and sorry for 

the pain you’d caused me by your callousness, your infidelities, your power games and 

your way to control my mind and use our daughter as leverage to establish your 

supremacy over me. Yes, because, when all your other tricks failed and I managed to stay 

calm and not let you upset me, she was your final weapon; the weapon that never failed 

to reach its target.  

But no, no it doesn’t work like this. Not like in fiction at all. In real life there is no 

communication, no epiphany, no moment of redress but a never-ending bickering through 

lawyers and more and more years of bitterness, and more power games and loss of 

humanity, and more nights when I can’t sleep and I’m afraid that you will take my house, 

my money, my child—as you often threaten me—ultimately my life. I’m afraid even if I 

have no rational reason to feel this way. My house is in my name and my daughter is 

safely asleep in her bed and I’m a good mother (no judge would deny that) and you can’t 

hurt me if I hire a good lawyer. But you are hurting me even now, as I think, as I write 

this unwritten scene in my mind, now, even if I haven’t yet had that conversation with 

you where I tell you all the things you have done to me and all the reasons why I’m 

leaving you. You are hurting me, even when you are sound asleep in our bedroom—the 

room in the house I hate the most—while I’m lying sleepless and restless on this living 

room couch that scratches my skin, which has become my bed most nights. And this is 
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just another fantasy, not yet the plot for a short story. It’s a dress rehearsal unfolding in 

my mind because, one day, I will really do it.  

So where is “the end of war”? (Could this be a suitable title for my short story or 

is it a bit cliché? Kind of like The War of the Roses or Kramer vs. Kramer? ) Moreover, is 

the end of war literal or metaphorical?  Is it a period or a dash? 

Another day goes by. After another sleepless night, I go to Publix and buy pork 

chops—your favorite—for dinner, although I don’t like pork and I’ll probably end up 

eating salad again. I go to Publix as if nothing happened. I drive my daughter to school, 

to dance, to soccer, everyday. I go to work. I work in a bank, a school, a supermarket. I 

smile and I tell another story. Not this story. But this story informs every other story I 

write. It’s lurking in the back of every word I type. It’s in the soul of every character I 

draft. How do you write the story that you don’t want to write, the story that is fiction but 

that is also real life for so many wives, girlfriends?  

How many women have gone through similar moments of self-doubt and fear 

before striking out? They don’t talk. They are afraid that they’d be judged—their cover, 

their mask blown away—and that they’d feel naked, embarrassed and vulnerable like 

when someone, at a party, opens the bathroom door that has no lock.  

You’re still pulling up your panties and there’s this brief moment of awkwardness 

in which you look the intruder in the eye. Then he (let’s assume it’s a he; in mystery 

novels the intruder is always a he) quickly shuts the door mumbling an apology, while 

staring at the blue floor tiles, denying with his gesture to have ever laid eyes on your 

intimacy, your nudity; as if your corporeal, physical, vulnerability had not been exposed.  
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It is all forgotten, but not quite. You go back to the crowded living room of the 

friend of the friend, who invited you because she needed a date to be able to face a social 

space filled with confident people ready to judge/pity at the drop of a hat. (Your 

friend/date could be a girl or a boy and the same would apply, of course.) You see the 

person who intruded upon your privacy and you feel violated, ashamed. But why? He’s 

standing on the other side of the room holding a glass of Chianti Classico, Lambrusco 

Rosso, or just a Budweiser. He’s also holding your secret. You both swiftly look the other 

way and ignore each other, because some distance—metaphorical and real—must be put 

between this moment and the time when this moment will be officially forgotten and 

social contact will be readily resumed.  

So what does this have to do with the original story? What is this? A digression? 

A foreshadowing? A flashback?  Did the scene at the party come before or after the 

miserable marriage your character’s trapped in? You need to ground your narrative. 

When is this scene taking place? The voice of my internal censor—or maybe traces (yes, 

in a Derridian sense) of multiple workshops taken as a grad student—echo in my mind. 

Similar to the bathroom scene, when you share a piece of fiction about any 

number of unedifying (but utterly human) situations—about, let’s say, the long-lasting 

trauma and emotional abuse your protagonist must overcome —you feel naked. You are 

afraid to be taken for your characters. Your colleagues and fellow writers speak about the 

narrator-in-the-story as if this euphemism helps to steer away from the fact that 

everybody knows (because you’ve said it in so many different ways, in countless other 
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conversations) that you left your boyfriend because________________ (here one can 

choose one of many different scenarios).  

Besides, the protagonist of your story sounds too much like you. Even though the 

story might be completely fictional—you never slept on the couch, you don’t have a 

daughter and your boyfriend didn’t watch porn—it contains a part of you that you want to 

reveal but with which you are uncomfortable. There’s always that dread of being judged 

negatively; that our stories, whether real or invented, will bear on how others see us, even 

if we’re all hiding behind the screen of fiction.  

Unlike creative non-fiction, fiction doesn’t have to be ethical, nor (all) true. 

Reality and imagination can mingle and entwine like Romeo and Juliet in a world without 

hate and social conventions. We mold and modify our narratives. We lack the courage to 

tell them as they are and fit our pieces into what’s safe, creating perfect marketable 

stories or, rather, “readerly texts”—as opposed to “writerly texts”—as Roland Barthes 

would say. Perfect pictures of uncontroversial fiction. Smooth, entertaining, stylistically 

flawless. Our reputation remains secure, like when we can lock the bathroom door. But 

do we acquire wisdom?  Do our stories stand out? Or are they just reproducing what’s 

been said again and again? I’ll leave you to meditate on this.   

♦♦ 

So let’s go back to the original plot once more. On second thought, I will use the 

third person narrative to tell it and maybe sprinkle in a touch of the surreal (but what is 

surreal nowadays?) just to sway my readers away from any claims to its overt realism. 

One can’t really speak of realism in fiction, anyway—after all, stories are just words on 
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paper. And what we refer to as the conventions of classical Realism are just gimmicky 

and contrived mechanisms we use to organize something that, in real life, is confusing 

and nonsensical or, otherwise, perfectly clear and natural. Example in point: in real life 

dialogue doesn’t need tags. Besides, our fictional dialogues often don’t sound real, they 

are contrived, wordy. The author’s agendas are reflected too clearly in the characters’ 

lines and the characters end up sounding like puppets in a marionette show, as a large 

quantity of the books on the shelves of bookstores unfortunately demonstrate.  

But let’s go back to the story at hand. I re-read what I’ve written for the 

thousandth time—the censor in me is awake and alert—and realize I need to ground it in 

the physical world; use all five senses, show rather than tell (old precepts are hard to 

kill). So here it comes… 

When she—let’s call her Jane—thinks about happiness she sees green pastures 

and corn fields yellow like new marker pens. They’re the green pastures and the 

cornfields of her childhood and the new markers of the first day of school. Jane loved the 

first day of school when she would write her name on the crisp white paper of her ruled 

workbook with a brand new blue, medium ballpoint pen, pressing hard; the tip of the pen 

making a groove in the paper. She knows happiness. Freshly baked bread. Her grandma’s 

bread. She can taste it, smell it, see it. The inside soft and white like clouds, the brown 

crispy crust that crumbles on her white school uniform when she breaks off a piece. 

Freshly baked bread. The sweet and tangy taste from her childhood. Her grandmother 

bought it when it was still warm; just out of the oven. What happened to that undisturbed 
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joy, that sheer pleasure of being? Now nothing is warm anymore. The bread she buys is 

cold, stale, and tasteless.    

Jane wakes up with a heavy chest everyday. No “good morning sunshine” for her.  

Some days are worse than others. It’s Saturday. She knows he’s in a foul mood from the 

night before when they had that argument about his work pants she accidentally washed 

with his good clothes (not the argument about the type of soap she used to wash his jeans; 

this is a different one). So she pretends to be asleep, rolled up in a small heap on the edge 

of the bed like a turtle inside its shell, and doesn’t stir until he’s gone to work. She listens 

to the sound of his croaking voice on the cell phone. He bangs doors without worrying 

that she might be still sleeping; in fact he’s trying to wake her. His logic behind it: “If I’m 

up everybody else should be too.” She’s relieved when she hears the front door slam and 

the engine of his car. She can go to the bathroom now.  

Then there are the weekdays. She has to set her alarm clock for 6:30 AM to take 

their daughter to school. If he keeps sleeping, which is normally the case—he rarely 

“hears” what doesn’t concern him—she tiptoes around the house and when she’s almost 

dressed and ready—and Amanda is also dressed, has had breakfast and is ready—she 

wakes him and, before he can snap at her, she’s out the door. She knows that by the time 

she comes back he’ll be gone and she’ll have the house to herself. She’ll be able to have 

breakfast undisturbed, take a shower, and go over some clients’ files before it’s time to 

leave for the office. Normally, she blocks him out of her thoughts unless he calls her to 

pick a fight on the phone over something she did, or the lack of passion in their marriage. 
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She has better things to do than talk about sex. Her husband’s discussions on the topic of 

sex—and lack thereof—kill her sex drive. He makes sex sound like a job.  

 “Try some kindness and consideration for a change, it might work better than all 

the griping,” she’s tempted to say. But he won’t hear her. He’s not interested in how she 

feels. So she lets him talk and glances at her files impatiently, waiting for an opportunity 

to end the call. They only talk on the phone these days. It’s easier, one can hang up. 

They no longer do anything together. There was a time when she wanted to 

parade him in front of her colleagues, take him to parties. She was proud he was her 

husband. She wanted to show off his lean, muscular body. His body hasn’t changed much 

but she’s no longer proud. All that is finished. She doesn’t want to be seen with him. 

She’ll strike out on her own, if need be. When she gets invited somewhere—which is not 

often—she goes alone or makes up an excuse not to go. If he’s in a crabby mood she 

won’t go. She tries to avoid conflict at all costs. And there’s her daughter to think about. 

She doesn’t like to leave Amanda with her father. He’s so harsh with her, he yells at her 

for no reason. He expects her to sit in a corner, invisible and soundless. He gets mad 

when she plays around him, makes noise, or talks to him while he’s watching TV. 

“Hush!” he yells, and she hides in her room. She’s only four and longs for her 

daddy’s attention. If Jane intervenes, he reproaches her for interfering.      

He’s so indifferent, so oblivious to everything that goes on around him. Jane’s 

afraid something might happen if she leaves Amanda with him—she could choke to 

death on a hard candy while she’s out. Or open the front door, run into the street and be 

killed by a speeding car while her father’s watching TV in his room. Or she could simply 
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get scolded for playing with her dolls on the kitchen floor, and cry herself to sleep with 

only her teddy bears as her companions. Jane prefers to pay a sitter or not go out. 

 But how did they get to be this way? What spoiled the marriage? At this point the 

story calls for a brief flashback; a quick dive into earlier days, when things started to go 

wrong. Of course, things never really went right. It’s just that, one day, Jane decided to 

remove her blinders.          

 But why use a flashback? Is it really important to know the couple’s history? 

Minimalists would say it doesn’t matter what happened in the past; a good writer should 

tell a story as it unfolds, and be able to show the characters’ personality, their flaws and 

idiosyncrasies, through their present actions and their interaction with other characters—

no need to burden the reader with exposition and complicated back stories. Kind of like 

in a relationship. Does it really serve a purpose to ruminate on the past? On the other 

hand, it can be contended (by the supporters of classical Realism, as well as by marriage 

counselors) that flashbacks help the readers (and the couple) determine what’s at stake.  

So let’s go back to Jane and her husband… 

Flashback. 

The last time Jane invited her husband—let’s call him Oral—to an office party, it 

was the year she got pregnant with Amanda. It was her company’s Christmas party and it 

was on her boss’s private yacht, which was to depart Port Everglades at 7 PM, sail around 

and return by midnight. The party had been the talk of the office for months and Jane 

wanted to introduce Oral to her new colleagues. She had bought a short dress of red silk 
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and tulle with a high waist—it looked like a shorter Roman gown—to hide the incipient 

swelling that would become Amanda.   

Jane finished the last touches on her make-up and put on her stiletto heels at 5:45 

PM. She sat on the yellow couch near the unlit Christmas tree, but she was cold because 

the dress was sleeveless and backless. She got up to turn down the air conditioning; then 

went to look at herself in the mirror to check that every detail of her reflection was 

flawless. She paced up and down, looked out the window several times surveying all the 

cars in the parking lot, checked her make-up again, applied more powder, combed her 

hair, sat down, then got up, then sat down again, wishing she wasn’t pregnant and could 

smoke a cigarette, fought the temptation to pour herself a glass of wine, checked her 

make-up again, applied more mascara, combed her hair, paced up and down all the while 

leaving messages on his cell phone.  

At 6:30 PM he still wasn’t home and hadn’t called her back. She was frantic when 

she finally managed to reach him on his cell at 6:45 PM. 

 “I won’t be able to make it. I’m still at work,” he said, as if she had asked him to 

do something trivial like taking her grocery shopping. 

“But you promised. I told my boss we were going.” 

She felt as if her stomach was being kicked and punched from the inside, although 

she knew it couldn’t be the baby—she was only three months’ pregnant—her anger and 

frustration on the brink of exploding in a child-like tantrum. But his outburst muted hers 

before she could retaliate.  

“What do you want me to do? Drop everything to go to a stupid party?” 
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“It’s not a stupid party,” she answered, as was to be expected.   

“Just go by yourself if you really have to. I’ll be home late, anyway.”   

I’m sure the reader can imagine the rest of the scene—the tears, the screams, the 

accusations and recriminations—and because this is neither a script for a televised 

melodrama nor a Harlequin romance novel, I will spare you the over-the-top effects of 

real life. We’ve all been there, after all. You can call this a scene with universal 

resonance. Change the setting, the couple, the circumstances but the scene remains the 

same. The point is Jane never forgot the party she didn’t get to attend. In her mind it 

became the best party she’d ever been invited to, and for the following year she never 

was quite at ease among her colleagues. She felt like an outcast.  

She missed all the jokes and the gossip about that night—Mark’s (or maybe it was 

John’s) girlfriend had gotten really drunk and made a spectacle of herself—and felt 

excluded from conversations in the ladies’ restroom and near the coffee machine. Jane 

could never quite look at her boss the same way. He must have thought she was impolite 

and cowardly; the only employee who didn’t show up, after she had RSVP’ed a week 

before the party. And the memo had said it clearly: “Please notify for any cancellations 

two days in advance.”  

And the awards? Let’s not even mention those in her presence. She had missed 

the annual awards and was handed hers in her office by Melinda, the boss’s secretary, 

who she disliked, without anyone to watch and clap, not on a stage in front of all her 

colleagues where she would have felt proud and accomplished. The point is the 

disappointment left a mark. The following year Jane attended her company’s reception 
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and ball at the Hilton on her own. Little by little she stopped inviting Oral to go places 

with her. A relationship is like a new car; once you get a dent or a scratch on it—no 

matter how minute—you never love it quite the same way.  Jane’s love was covered with 

dents and scratches. 

But let’s flash forward to more recent days. By now the “consumerist reader”—

the one who looks for plot, I mean—will wonder when the climax and resolution of this 

story will manifest themselves because, unlike many swiftly crafted blockbuster novels, 

my story doesn’t have “a beginning, a middle, and an end,” like good old Aristotle taught 

us, in Poetics, that worthy tragedies should have. And I’m not even sure this story is 

cathartic (it doesn’t make me feel any better), although it’s certainly a tragedy. The point 

is that, in real life, some situations we might find ourselves in seldom have a clearly 

defined conclusion. Often events bleed into each other; bad marriages end before we 

know it, or continue after we consider them finished, so this kind of story shouldn’t have 

a clear beginning or end. Reality’s messy.  

The fight over the company Christmas party belongs to a time when Jane still 

loved Oral and felt disappointment, jealousy, and hope that things would improve if she 

cried, complained, fought long enough, for what she wanted her husband to become. But 

people don’t change. In substandard fiction many melodramatic fights and sugary 

reconciliations have been written. Some funny ones too. But I won’t add to the stock of 

over-the-top squabble scenes here. After too many, in which Jane screamed herself to 

exhaustion trying to explain her needs, demanding fairness and understanding, all that’s 
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left is silence and indifference. What really destroys a marriage is the void that’s left after 

the last argument you cared enough to have.         

Jane goes to church on Sundays. She began going to church after the swimming 

lessons were over because she needed an excuse to leave the house. Now she enjoys 

church. She doesn’t believe every precept literally, but she knows that if she were a good 

Catholic she wouldn’t hate her husband; she would be able to forgive. That’s why she 

can’t go to confession—she can’t repent. But church gives her a certain level of serenity. 

She sits in the pews with so many normal men and women—people who have morals, 

who know right from wrong, who teach their children there’s a God—and feels among 

her kind.            

 She was raised a Catholic and attended church as a child. Now she wants Amanda 

to grow up with something in the back of her mind beyond the material world we live in. 

Religion is a habit more than anything else. Faith is a habit; one grows into it. It’s kind of 

like going to the gym; if you get into the routine of taking aerobics three times a week it’s 

not an effort, but if you skip a week or two you might never return.  

Jane likes to sing along, although she doesn’t know any of the songs. She reads 

them from the overhead screen. One day she will know the hymns by heart. One day 

Amanda will know the hymns by heart. Sometimes she wants to cry as she sings along 

with her fellow parishioners. The cozy spaciousness of the church, the bright light that 

comes from the wide windows in the octagonal enclave where the pulpit is set, the 

arrangements of flowers around the altar, the flickering of candles, the rich and wavy 

garments of the pastor and his tranquil smile, make her want to cry. She wants to cry 
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because she glimpses at the beauty of this world, projected against the squalor and 

unpredictability of her life—the world of couples who go to church in their best outfits 

and of children who serve as altar boys. A world she doesn’t belong to. She dreams of 

having a tranquil, content, orderly life and imagines the lives of those gathered in the 

congregation must be as solid as the church’s walls. Of course none of this is true, but 

that doesn’t matter for the purpose of this story; we’re in Jane’s mind now.  

She observes the families—husbands and wives, sons and daughters, standing 

side by side—and imagines what their day might be like when they leave church. She 

daydreams they’ll go out to lunch somewhere nice and to the movie theater. She imagines 

the kids playing with their shaggy dog and their daddy in their back yards. She pictures 

happy American families—her dreams are very stereotypical—she feels like a little girl 

who looks at the illuminated window display of a patisserie and dreams of being on the 

inside, eating all the cookies and cakes on the shelves. A little girl who envies other little 

girls because they have Barbie & Ken houses, while she only has a Barbie. No Ken, no 

house to play happy family.     

Jane is homeless on Sundays. She knows what she’ll do after church. Unlike the 

families she observes, she’ll drive around with Amanda; she doesn’t feel like going home 

when he’s there. Jane has her pool stuff ready in the trunk of her car—bathing suits, 

towels, a change of clothes, books, a cooler with snacks and sodas—so she and Amanda 

can go directly to the water park without stopping by the house. Most Sundays, Oral 

doesn’t leave the house at all. He likes to lie in bed all day. Watching television and 

napping. Napping; then watching more television. He eats whatever is in the refrigerator 
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and dumps the dirty dishes on the kitchen counter; then goes back to sleep or sits on the 

porch, smokes and makes phone calls. Jane knows his routine better than anyone else. 

After church, she drives by the house. If his car is still in the driveway she turns back. If 

he’s in a cranky mood, she stays out of the way as long as possible, making up things to 

do outdoors. There are a lot of activities Amanda and Jane can pick from—the beach, the 

mall, the movies, the park, the public pool, a girlfriend’s house and, in the worst scenario, 

Jane’s office; she has a key.  

Jane often wonders if Oral ever notices his next door neighbor mowing the lawn, 

water pressuring the roof, or driving off with his wife and daughters. She wonders if Oral 

is aware that one of the sprinkler heads snapped the last time Jane cut the grass and the 

pipe needs replacing; that the edge hasn’t been trimmed in at least six months; that the 

tires of his daughter’s bike are flat and his ashtray needs emptying. But Oral doesn’t 

believe in anything that requires effort without personal gain.  

When he’s in a mood to argue he calls her on her cell phone and summons her 

home threatening that, if she doesn’t return immediately, next time he will take Amanda 

and disappear, just like she does.  

“But I don’t,” she replies, already in a panic, “I never disappear. You always 

know where to find me. I always have my cell phone on me. We’re at the park. Amanda’s 

playing on the swings.” 

“I have rights too, you know. I want to spend some time with my daughter. I’m 

the father,” he yells.  

“So why don’t you join us? Come to the park with us,” she looks for a way out.  
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“It’s too hot outside. Just bring Amanda back, right now.” 

When they return—Amanda’s sulking because she didn’t get to go on the monkey 

bars— he’s asleep with the TV’s volume blasting.        

Most of the time, however, he doesn’t care if they’re home or not.  

When a weekend goes by without disagreements Jane is relieved—the occasions 

to initiate an argument are almost infinite.  And even when Oral seems to be in good 

spirits and she dares hang around the house, an argument can spring from the most 

innocuous comment, like a bushfire from a flicked cigarette. Like the time she said the 

new neighbors, who bought the house behind theirs, were black people and he began 

pontificating over the fact that she used the term “black” instead of “colored”. She tried 

to point out that “black” is a neutral term, while “colored” has a racist history. That led to 

an argument almost as stupid as the one they had during hurricane Wilma when he 

insisted on leaving the bedroom windows open all night because “it was too hot,” and 

said she was being ridiculous for wanting to shut them. But most arguments are one 

sided—she doesn’t reply.  

“Ok, Oral. Whatever,” she says, which also unnerves him because he’s looking 

for a reaction. So he continues fishing for the one thing that will enrage her enough to 

disagree with him—and normally it’s something pertaining to their daughter.      

If a scholar wanted to elucidate Oral’s fights in terms of any literary current, post 

World War II theatre of the absurd, in particular  Becket’s and Ionesco’s, would be the 

best format to enact Oral’s arbitrariness and illogical reasoning and Jane’s attempts to 
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make her logic prevail. Although they say things to each other, they no longer can 

communicate.  

Jane often thinks of writing a screenplay out of one of his arguments but she 

never does. She figures there wouldn’t be a public for it unless she made it funny, but she 

has very little sense of humor left when it comes to her own life. When he picks a fight 

she tries not to answer back. It takes a lot of practice and self-control. She’s practiced. 

She’s gotten better at it over the years.  

On Saturday night (sometimes as early as Friday night), Oral begins to brood—

the calm before the storm—going over in his head all the things that his wife is not and 

should be. All the things she doesn’t do for him, how she isn’t totally dedicated to 

making him happy, how she’s selfish putting her career before him, how she loves their 

daughter more than she loves him, how a wife is supposed to listen to her husband, to do 

what her husband says, to consult him but she doesn’t. She doesn’t respect him, and he’s 

a man; she should respect him.  

He thinks about his bad luck and gets angrier and angrier. He’s almost fifty and 

hasn’t achieved much in life—his plumbing business always on the verge of 

bankruptcy—and it’s all Jane’s fault because she doesn’t stand by him like a good 

woman should; she doesn’t make sacrifices for him. And, on top of it, she doesn’t even 

take care of him.  

“If I didn’t know Amanda was mine I would resent her,” he starts, “why don’t 

you give me bubble baths like you do for Amanda? You do everything for her. Why don’t 

you take care of me the way you take care of her?”  
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Jane points out Amanda’s only four; obviously she can’t bathe herself. But that’s 

immaterial; it doesn’t resonate with Oral. He believes the husband should come before 

the children. 

“You’re a grown up man. Why should I bathe you?” Jane insists, applying her 

logic where logic is measured with a different yardstick.    

“That’s how I was used to being treated before you. You’re the only woman who 

doesn’t take care of me the way I’m used to,” he says, and she wonders if there really are 

women, out there, who would be willing to bathe their husbands.  

They obviously have different definitions of what “taking care of Oral” entails; 

Jane’s “cooking once in a while and putting his dirty clothes in the washing machine” 

(his words) are hardly enough. She’s clearly not making the cut. Not even coming close 

to it.  

She hardly ever replies: “And what do you do for me? When is the last time you 

took me out or gave me money to pay the bills?”  

She knows he would invariably retort: “If you took proper care of me I would 

give you everything I have; I would lavish you with money and love.” 

All their arguments are circular and cannot be won. 

Jane can’t figure out why he always picks his absurd fights over the weekend. At 

times she thinks it’s a form of entertainment, an evil pastime, a way to vent his 

frustrations, to use her as a scapegoat. Oral loves to put her down, to slander her and fill 

the rooms of the house with his false and unfair accusations. His diatribes go on for 

hours, well into the night. And if she leaves the bedroom and goes to sleep on the 
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scratchy couch with a pillow over her ears, he continues talking to himself, as if she were 

still there. What Jane would like to know is if he really believes what he’s saying.  

He must get some kind of satisfaction by telling her she’s unappealing, old, 

boring, wicked, a witch, evil, selfish __________________ the list is very long and it 

gets more and more insulting as he gets carried away by the sound of his own voice. Even 

though she knows it isn’t true, that she’s a good person, the words buzz in her ears like a 

drill and poke into her, emptying her out like an old shoe and filling her with despair and 

resentment.  

When he’s really angry, he hints that he has other women—according to Oral, he 

can get any woman he wants and all younger and prettier than Jane.  

“Women throw themselves at me everyday,” he says, “remember, someone’s 

garbage is somebody else’s treasure. One of these days you’ll lose me, if you don’t learn 

to appreciate me.”   

Jane thinks she’ll pity that woman for whom he’ll be a “treasure”. She knows that, 

no matter who he ends up with, he’ll return to his old ways sooner or later.   

Jane knows of one affair for which he never apologized—except for saying “it’s 

your fault, you pushed me to it” —whether all these other women are real or imaginary is 

not the point, and she doesn’t care enough to find out. The point is how it makes him feel 

to say it, and how he thinks it makes her feel to hear it.   

When he’s in a crabby mood he doesn’t answer her.  

“What’s wrong with you? Have I done anything?” she asks, dreading what will 

come. 
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“No,” he replies curtly, “don’t worry about a thing.” He uses those identical 

words—don’t worry about a thing—every time; they are a clue to the opposite.   

He begins humming.  

He walks by her as if she weren’t there, as if she were a piece of furniture; 

brushing against her instead of letting her pass, if they are negotiating a confined space 

like a doorway or access to the refrigerator. He won’t let her cook for him when he’s 

mad. 

The humming, the silence, are all signs of the approaching storm. The atmosphere 

is heavy like bad digestion. She can predict it before it happens, like clockwork. The 

change of personality, the glitch that unleashes the monster.  

When she stops listening to him, he sits on the patio by himself and begins talking 

to himself, regardless of the neighbors who might hear him and think he’s mad. 

“Tell anybody…tell anybody…anybody would tell you that…” he begins all his 

diatribes with the same words, searching in the blackness of the night, for somebody to 

corroborate his opinions.   

Jane thinks he must be bi-polar but has no proof—he can insult her for up to two 

days, using words that make her wish she were dead or she could kill him.  

“Tell anybody, anyone will say you’re wicked if they knew……. ”    

Then, without notice, it clears up, like the sky after a hurricane. No trace of the 

storm if it wasn’t for the damage done to everything that was in its path—Jane. 

He starts talking to her again. He even pulls her over and tries to kiss her; as if 

nothing demeaning had been said. As if all this was perfectly normal. A normal—
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justified—disagreement in an ordinary relationship. Oral has unleashed his anger, gotten 

over his frustrations for the time being, and feels like a man again, having trashed his 

wife enough to re-establish his manhood, his power over her. She’s resentful, full of 

lingering hatred. She feels as if she’s been run over by a speeding train. And this happens 

again and again. There is no stopping it.   

Jane has forgotten most of his fights except some landmark ones; those in which 

he threatens to take Amanda and get what he’s entitled to. Her mind blanks out all the 

bad memories. She can’t recall the circumstances of the arguments and the precise words 

he used to insult her. They all blend into each other and can be replayed in her head like 

broken records or bad fiction. She’ll keep taking it, the abuse, again and again, even 

when the words hurt so much because they are so unfair.   

Jane knows she must take charge of this plot. She must write an ending and must 

not be afraid of sharing her story; of putting it out there for the world to judge, to decide 

who’s at fault. Jane did not believe in wars. Even though she watched the news and read 

history books, she thought that people couldn’t really be evil, that problems could be 

solved and relationships could be broken without spilling blood. But she found herself in 

the middle of a war she didn’t want and keeps hoping it will all go away by some divine 

intervention, some deus-ex-machina like in substandard tragedies. She hopes that the 

conclusion will somehow write itself without the author’s contribution. She just wishes 

she could turn the page and start writing another story, a different kind of story, where 

she would           

  …emerge victorious and undamaged. A smirk on her lips and a toss 
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  of her hair, all that was needed to ground her words.  

She wants a story without consequences, a story she can write without having to 

deal with the fact that people can be vindictive, resentful and unforgiving and that the end 

of war must be obtained by fighting another war. That’s the war she’s afraid to fight.                         
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Genesis, Process, Themes and Literary Sources in 

 Out of the Ever After  

And Other Stories 

 

 

When I started drafting this collection of short stories, I had two firm starting 

points in mind. I wanted my work to be a combination of realism and magical realism 

and I planned to set my narratives in diverse locations, and make these settings so rich in 

detail to appeal to readers who might never have visited countries such as Croatia, 

Malaysia or Italy. I intended my work to have a multicultural feel—to feel hyphenated 

and hybrid—because that’s how I see myself; a product of many different places and 

cultures. I wanted the “displaced” and culturally diverse side of me to come out in my 

narratives. Therefore I decided, a priori, that each story should be set in a different 

country I visited or lived in, and that I would build a strong sense of place by means of 

dedicating great attention to setting. This can be exemplified by the depiction of Tom’s 

bedroom in zia Cecilia’s Venetian house in “The Aunt of Canal Grande,” or by the 

description of Negril’s seven mile beach in “The Island of Men,” a story inspired by my 

reflections on Jamaica, where I lived for four months. In other words, I strived to portray 

locations with an eye for detail so that my readers would be able to see, smell, and taste 

them as if they were physically there. But not just that, I wanted my readers to feel them 
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too; because setting can really create the mood of a story. I consider setting one of the 

most crucial elements of craft when building a story. I have endeavored to ground all my 

stories in the senses and in the physical details of the worlds they inhabit.  

At first, I intended the book to be a work of magical realism only, and the first 

three stories which went into the collection—“The Clown Who Wanted to Be a Lawyer,” 

“The Blue Octopus,” and “The Aunt of Canal Grande”—were magical realist works. 

What made me change my mind was reading Ron Carlson’s collection of short stories A 

Kind of Flying. One of the qualities of Ron Carlson’s book I found most compelling was 

its variety of styles and wide reaching range. For example, Carlson moves from realist 

stories such as “The Governor’s Ball”—in which the narrator meets a homeless couple, in 

the course of losing a mattress, and they show him how to appreciate a simpler life—to 

narratives such as “On the U.S.S. Fortitude,” a story set on a spaceship of the future, 

which nonetheless speaks of the very realist fears a mother has. He alternates serious 

stories about marriage and family, with humorous, fantastic tales—such as “Big Foot 

Stole My Wife,” and “I Am Big Foot”— and with satiric pieces, such as “What We Want 

to Do,” about a defense plan consisting of pouring boiling hot oil on the enemy which 

goes astray. 

Carlson’s stories are so diverse that the reader can never make an assumption as 

to what will come next; this makes the collection never seem repetitive or predictable. 

After reading A Kind of Flying, I revisited my first three magical realist stories and 

realized that, although their plots were different and unique, the stories felt somehow 

similar to each other, maybe due to the reader’s expectation to encounter a magical 
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element. From this point onwards, I decided to add some realist stories and make my 

writing as diverse as I could. The three stories “Strays,” “After the Yacht Show” and 

“Out of the Ever After” (which gives the title to the collection) were written to expand 

my range and create variety. They are realist in intent. The last story in the collection, 

“Out of the Ever After,” is a work of metafiction and uses a realist plot to speak about my 

struggle as a writer and the relation between a writer’s life and her work. The remaining 

two stories, “The Black Crow” and “The Island of Men,” contain magical elements, but 

the magic becomes apparent only at the end, taking the reader by surprise.       

The order in which the book is organized also reflects my desire to emphasize 

variety in the reach of the project. I alternate realism with magical realism, female and 

male narrators, first and third person. My overall aim in arranging the stories is to keep 

the reader engaged and wondering what will come next, where the narrative will take her, 

what type of story she is reading. I think that, in a collection of short stories, 

unpredictability and variety make for a more interesting reading experience. 

I now want to address what these stories have in common, beside their 

geographical “exoticism” discussed above. Each one of my characters contains parts of 

me and parts of people I met during my travels, who left an impression on me. Many are 

composite characters. Although mostly fictional in terms of plot, my stories embrace 

some of the truths—“my truths”—principles and values I developed in the course of my 

life. They reflect my beliefs, and what I have learned in the journey that has brought me 

to this writing project and to this degree. An unpredictable journey, which lasted twenty 

years, during which I was “lost” for an extended time, and in the course of which I 



   

 227

learned how to live in countries very different from my native Italy, had various jobs 

unrelated to academia, and eventually realized something was missing. And maybe it is 

still missing, although I feel that, through writing and studying literature, I’m bridging the 

gap between who I was and who I want to be. 

I spoke of journey and it is not by chance. All my characters are going on 

journeys, whether real or metaphorical. Many are lost at the beginning, but they find 

themselves in the end—most of my stories are full of hope, although not all have happy 

endings—others remain lost, but have a better understanding of their condition as, for 

example, Yu Mei in “After the Yacht Show.” The theme of the journey is the one that 

stands out the most while reading this collection. It is the trope that unifies all my 

writing—not only my fiction, but also my creative nonfiction and poetry—and this is not 

by chance; it reflects my own life’s struggle to find a lasting identity and a place I can 

call “home”. For this reason, I decided to add, as a Preface, an epigraph from Canto I, 

Inferno, from Dante’s Divine Comedy, one of the most famous journeys in the history of 

literature. As Dante, I also found myself in a “selva oscura” (a dark wood) and I could 

only rediscover the “retta via” (the straight way) by returning to my old habits of 

studying and writing.   

In “The Aunt of Canal Grande,” Tom journeys to Venice and, there, he is given a 

second chance at building a better life. In “Strays,” Victor travels to Croatia, rediscovers 

his homosexuality and decides to allow his gay identity to shape his future, while Patty 

resolves to return to her native Bosnia. “The Blue Octopus” is a metaphorical journey 

through writing and the pain of losing a child, which brings Elsa to end an unhappy 
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marriage. In “The Black Crow,” Bianca is forced to move to a snow covered mountain 

village in the north of Italy as a consequence of her poor choices; there she must learn to 

renegotiate her life. In “After the Yacht Show,” Yu Mei reflects on her past during an ill-

fated trip to Antigua. In “The Clown Who Wanted to be a Lawyer,” Louis leaves his 

family to follow his dreams, travels to London and, there, understands his error. In “The 

Island of Men,” Jasmine seeks what is different and exotic in Negril and, through a series 

of meetings, acknowledges the power of black sisterhood.  “Out of the Ever After” is 

Jane’s metaphorical journey towards gathering the courage to end an abusive marriage 

and the writer’s journey from the real to the imaginative. 

Among models, always in the back of my mind, which I subconsciously apply to 

my fiction—as I do not, consciously, think of a model when I write—are the guiding 

principles of the great, Greek tragedies, masterfully explained in Aristotle’s Poetics. In 

particular, the idea that “[t]ragedy is a representation of a serious, complete action which 

has magnitude, in embellished speech, …accomplishing, by means of pity and terror, the 

catharsis of such emotions” (Aristotle 95). The concept of writing and reading as 

catharsis fascinates me. Aristotle’s idea of “catharsis,” meaning “to cleanse” or “purify,” 

is very modern and not only applicable to Greek tragedies such as Sophocles’s Antigone 

or Oedipus the King, but also to our contemporary stories.  

Aristotle postulates that action is important in tragedy, even more important than 

characterization, and that the action should be unified and have “a beginning, a middle, 

and a conclusion” (96). Although in my stories characters and characterization are very 

important—certainly as important as plot—like Aristotle, I believe that plot is essential 
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and that, in a successful story, something should be at stake for the characters, and this 

should bring about a climax or a series of climaxes. Although contemporary fiction 

moves beyond the idea of a unified plot (I refer to Aristotle’s idea of the unity of time and 

place) and modern stories can begin in media res and have an open ending, Aristotle has 

taught me to pay great attention to the structure of my stories as I revise, and to eliminate 

everything that does not aid the plot or the characterization. Although I write my first 

draft without knowing where my story will end—and I tend to include first and censor 

later—I always keep structure in mind. My stories have a limited number of characters 

(normally two or three main characters) and have a well-defined organization, where 

every detail matters to the delineation of characters or is important to the resolution of the 

conflict. 

Aristotle affirms that “[r]easoning…is that with which people demonstrate that 

something is or is not, or make some universal statement” (96). He also explains that a 

“complex action” is “an action as a result of which the transformation is accompanied by 

a recognition, a reversal or both” (98).  In modern days, we do not like to trumpet 

“universal statements,” as Aristotle suggests tragedies should do by means of 

“reasoning”. In contemporary fiction, the reader is asked to infer the “story’s truths” 

through the actions of the characters. Scholars are trained to read beyond the plot to find 

some meaning that is applicable to our society or our human condition. What lies 

“beyond the plot” is what can be labeled a “universal statement,” or universal truth. The 

idea that what matters to the characters should also matter to us as human beings; that we 

should learn from it and should be transformed by the experience of reading about it. This 
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goes back to Aristotle’s idea of “terror” and “pity” (95). When we watch an Aristotelian 

tragedy we empathize with the character who has committed a tragic error. We feel terror 

because we recognize ourselves in this character—what happened to her could happen to 

us—and as a consequence we pity her. By experiencing terror and pity we are able to 

emerge metaphorically transformed; we have learned something about ourselves and we 

have cleansed ourselves from our potential for hamartia, or tragic flaw. This is what 

Aristotle refers to as catharsis. I think these principles should be applied to modern 

literature, and certainly to my stories.  

In my fiction, characters always become more self-aware as a result of the story’s 

action. I always write stories where characters experience change and growth or where, 

as Aristotle puts it, the “transformation is accompanied by a recognition, a reversal or 

both,” even if the outcome is uncertain, or there is an open ending, as in “After the Yacht 

Show” (98). A story in which the characters and the readers don’t grow and learn 

something about what it means to be human—what it is like to live in a world where we 

must compromise to be among others, where we do not always get what we want, where 

we struggle to discover who we are—is probably a story not worth writing or reading. I 

strive to build different layers of meaning in my narratives: a literal plot but also a larger 

significance that touches upon my—and humanity’s—deep-seated question of what the 

meaning of our lives is, or should be. All my stories are about this: the struggle and the 

journey to give meaning to our lives.  No matter what I write, my hope is that my stories 

will have some kind of universal appeal that goes beyond entertainment. I don’t just wish 
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for my readers to enjoy themselves when they read my work; I would like them to think, 

even if only for a moment, when they get to the end of each story.  

For me writing is also cathartic on a personal level. Every one of my characters 

teaches me something new about myself and my life, shedding light on issues I had not 

thought about. I consider writing a process of discovery that can only be effectuated 

through the physical act of writing—there are things one can only find out by writing, 

just thinking about them is not enough—and this brings me to the intimate connection I 

believe exists between inspiration and process, and to the question of why I write. I want 

to begin with the idea of inspiration—and the execution of such “inspiration”—and 

mention two books that have been very influential on my writing and revision process, 

Helene Cixous’ The Three Steps on the Ladder of Writing and Ron Carlson’s Ron 

Carlson Writes a Story. Both books discuss inspiration and process. 

What I mean about the intimate connection between inspiration and process is as 

follows. When I began to take writing classes as an undergraduate at Florida Atlantic 

University, I always worried about my lack of imagination. I would “rack my brains” for 

weeks to come up with a plot idea that was original enough, interesting enough, and 

concise enough to be developed into a short story. Having gone into an MFA program 

with a teaching load as well as literature classes to prepare for, I realized I no longer had 

time to think for weeks before starting to write. That’s when I discovered that inspiration 

is closely connected to process. My most recent stories are born out of very vague ideas. 

Now, when I begin writing, I have no notion of what the plot is going to be about.  
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For example, when I wrote “Strays” all I knew at the onset was that I wanted to 

write a story set in Croatia—where I had spent a week’s vacation with friends—and I 

wanted to reference the war in Bosnia. My short story “The Black Crow” was inspired by 

a day trip to Alpine towns, such as Sappada, on a winter holiday to Italy. I recall thinking 

“I would never live here,” and remembering that my mother’s first job as an elementary 

schoolteacher—when she was barely nineteen—was in a snow-covered mountain town, 

just like Sappada where my story is set. As we drove past snowy villages—picturesque 

only if you are a tourist—I thought how hard it must have been for her.   

The image of the black crow came to me while writing the opening paragraphs, 

and it is probably connected to the memory of a short story by the Italian author Luigi 

Pirandello, “Il corvo di Mizzaro” (“The Crow of Mizzaro”). Ever since reading 

Pirandello’s story, I imagined one day I would write a story about a crow. Pirandello’s 

story is very different from mine—it is about the struggle of wills between a man and a 

crow—but the image of the crow stuck in my imagination. In Pirandello’s story, a farmer 

tries to catch a crow that has a bell around its neck—the crow has been stealing the 

farmer’s loaf of bread, his only meal until evening. Day after day, the farmer tries and 

fails. The crow proves to be smarter than him. The story is narrated in Sicilian dialect and 

in free indirect speech. The farmer talks to himself as if he were talking to the crow and 

his words give the crow human-like attributes and motives. Although the story is not 

magical realism, the image of the crow stands out as that of an animal with a human 

intelligence and a sense of humor.          
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In The Three Steps on the Ladder of Writing, Helene Cixous writes: “I say ascent 

down because we ordinarily believe the descent is easy. The writers I love are 

descenders, explorers of the lowest and the deepest” (5). Cixous uses the metaphor of the 

ladder to speak about writing and defines the process of writing as a descent into the 

subconscious. She says that when we write “we search for something: the unknown…” 

(6). I find Cixous’ words to be an accurate description of what writing means for me: a 

descent into the unknown which, if I disenable the censor in me, brings about surprising 

discoveries. I find that my best writing is done when I’m not fearful of being judged and 

write what matters most to me. An example of this is the conception of the short story 

“Out of the Ever After”. It is one of the last stories I wrote. I probably would not have 

written it if this was my first semester at Florida Atlantic University. The fact that I knew 

it would not be shared in workshop, as it was destined for my master’s thesis, helped me 

to write it freely, as it deals with issues I have experienced in my own life.  

“Out of the Ever After” is the kind of story I would be afraid to bring into a class 

setting, as I point out in the story itself: “There’s always that dread of being judged 

negatively; that our stories, whether real or invented, will bear on how others see us, even 

if we’re all hiding behind the screen of fiction” (206). I needed validation from my 

professors before sharing this story with a wider community of writers, as it “unearths” 

feelings I don’t generally share. And this is probably the reason I had to write it, and the 

reason why it shares the title with the entire collection. To put this in Cixous’ words: 

“Writing, in its noblest function, is the attempt to unease, to unearth, to find the primitive 

picture again, ours, the one that frightens us” (9). 
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I want to quickly return to the title. “Out of the Ever After” can be interpreted as 

Jane’s struggle out of a bad marriage but it can also refer to fiction in general, as a move 

away from simple and easily earned happy endings, towards a more complex set of 

narratives—which is what I tried to do in the entire collection, with the exception perhaps 

of “The Aunt of Canal Grande,” the ending of which has a fairy-tale quality that reflects 

the magical atmosphere of the entire story.       

Reading Ron Carlson Writes a Story was a revelation to me and I wish I had read 

it earlier as it has been an invaluable book. When I read it, I discovered that I was not the 

only writer that tends to begin a short story from a snippet of real life and turns that into 

an imaginative plot. I realized that it is acceptable not to know where you are going until 

you get there. In many ways, Carlson’s book supplied validation to my writing process.  

Carlson says that “(t)he writer is the person who stays in the room” [his emphasis] 

and, as I write this essay, I practice Carlson’s suggestion to “stay in the room” for an 

extra twenty minutes the first time I am tempted to leave my office (24). Carlson’s “tip” 

has helped me meet the deadlines involved in writing this thesis. Another suggestion 

made by Carlson’s book that resonates—and that I am now more aware of practicing 

when I write—is the idea of taking time to build an “inventory” (31). Creation of setting 

and descriptions have always been something I am good at, but Carlson’s book taught me 

that the “notion of inventory is an important consideration in creating character. 

Everything you give a character is another element in his or her definition and will help 

determine the weight s/he gives or receives in the story” (33).  
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In creating the character of Anna, the girl Victor addresses in the 2nd person in 

“Strays,” I have consciously applied Carlson’s principles, in particular what he says about 

inventory in physical descriptions, “[o]n the body—part is better than whole. Don’t be 

encyclopedic from head to toe… [use] one single thing we can believe and hold on to” 

(35). With this in mind, I used Anna’s beads, dangling around her neck and wrists, and 

her ponytails to describe her not only physically, but to suggest a certain personality. 

Reading Carlson’s book has increased my level of awareness in making stylistic choices I 

might still have made, but subconsciously. 

I would like to return to inspiration but from a wider angle, and confront the 

question of why do I write. I could give you may different answers, some very 

philosophical and esoteric but, to put this in the simplest terms, I write because life would 

be much worse if I didn’t.  What this means is threefold. First, there is the need. The need 

is very hard to explain to those who do not share a habit of writing creatively. What I 

refer to as “the need,” is that thing that makes you choose to stay indoors and write rather 

than going to the beach with friends, as crazy as that might sound. I experienced “the 

need” since I was in my teens so I can say it is real; not a passing phase. There are 

moments when I am doing something completely different from writing, something like 

driving or watering my garden, and suddenly I think of something—not a plot for a story, 

more like fragments of ideas, images that bring about distinctive and unusual feelings—

and I wish I was near a computer. During those moments I want to drop everything else, 

forget my responsibilities, my entire life, and just write. As Cixous says; “A writer has no 

children, I have no children when I write. When I write I escape myself, I uproot myself, 
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I am a virgin; I leave from within my own house and I don’t return. The moment I pick 

up my pen—magical gesture—I forget all the people I love” (21). With practice I 

channeled “the need” more constructively; now I can see everything I experience through 

the lens of writing, as a potential story. I have also learned to postpone “the need,” 

without forgetting what brought it about, by keeping a notebook. Fulfilling “the need” 

goes along with the idea of writing as cathartic, as a way of “unearthing” the essence of 

the author.  

Secondly, I write because it is a filter that makes ideas “more beautiful,” or 

possibly “more useful”. I will give you an example of this. A few years back I traveled to 

England to pick up some pictures that were hanging on the walls of a home I sold. The 

trip was horrible, I got stuck with friends I did not want to be with, and did not get to do 

the things I wanted to do, such as going to the British Museum. If I had not written a 

creative nonfiction essay entitled “Three Days in England,” the trip would have remained 

something I would have wanted to forget. Writing gave the trip meaning; it made it a 

statement about personal growth and a reflection on the life I lived in the UK when I was 

in my twenties.  

Thirdly, and connected to what I said above, I write to not forget and to not be 

forgotten. I hope that, one day, my son will read my stories and get a glimpse of who his 

mother was. I write for myself before I write for a public, and I do not presume to teach 

anything to anybody with my fiction, but if my readers linger on an idea after finishing 

one of my stories, if it unsettles them or reminds them of something they have 

experienced, I will consider my work a success. 
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♦♦ 

From general considerations on inspiration and process I now want to move to a 

more detailed analysis of my short fiction in terms of craft, choices, revision, and literary 

sources which served as models. I will discuss the stories in the order in which they were 

written. I wrote “The Clown Who Wanted to Be a Lawyer,”  “The Blue Octopus” and 

“The Aunt of Canal Grande” in the course of a semester, my last as an undergraduate 

English major. Subsequently, the stories underwent major revision. The main inspiration 

for these stories came from reading the anthology Magical Realist Fiction by editors 

David Young and Keith Hollaman. While drafting these first stories, my main concern 

was to use as varied a magical element as possible in each.  

In the first story, the magical element is the indelible clown make-up the 

protagonist will have to wear forever, also a metaphor for trying to be what he is not. I 

wrote “The Clown” using as inspiration stories such as “The Nose” by Nikolai Gogol, 

and Alfonso Reyes’ “Major Aranda’s Hand,” both featuring parts of the body as the 

magical element. In term of structure, “The Clown” is told by a 1st person narrator who 

does not come into the story until the very end, when the reader finds out he met Louis 

“walking along the banks of the Thames River” (Amadori 153).  However, the narrator 

also feels like 3rd person omniscient throughout the story. For example, in the flashback 

on Louis’ birth and his mother’s death at childbirth I use the expression “rumor has it” to 

add to the fairy-tale tone (131).  

Nikolai Gogol does something similar in his story. He uses a 1st person narrator-

observer who tells the events and occasionally jumps inside the narrative: “But I must 



   

 238

apologize, I still haven’t said anything about Ivan…” (Gogol 12). The scene in which 

Major Kovalyov discovers his nose is “missing” inspired me to write the scene in which 

Louis stares at his face in the mirror of Alice’s bathroom, although Gogol’s scene—and 

story—are comical, while mine is tragic.  Reyes’ tale, “Major Aranda’s Hand,” also uses 

an omniscient voice similar to that in my story: “People now began to doubt Aranda’s 

sanity, they spoke of hallucinations...” which guided me when setting the tone of my 

magical realist tales (350). Both Reyes’ and Gogol’s stories were useful models in 

writing the escalation of events from the moment Louis sees his face, and his 

meanderings around London in search of a way to return to his circus. In Gogol’s tale, the 

Major walks around town in search of his nose; Reyes is exceptional in the way he builds 

tension by going through the escalation in the hand’s mischief until it gets totally “out of 

hand” (Reyes 349). Both stories taught me how to work on tension through the action of 

the plot.     

The conception process of “The Clown” began from picking a setting—London—

where I lived for over ten years. When I started writing “The Clown,” I had already 

decided what the magical element would be, but did not know all the details of the plot. 

In terms of my own life, this story reflects the guilt I felt for years for having 

“abandoned” my mother by moving to England at age twenty-one. Louis, the protagonist, 

realizes too late he should have remained with the circus and his people, instead of 

venturing into a world he does not belong to.  During the revision process—the story was 

revised several times—I expanded the background on Louis’ father and Louis’ life at the 
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circus to raise the stakes and create empathy when he is left behind. I also added more 

concrete details of Louis’s wanderings in London and of his interlude with Alice.  

In my second story, “The Blue Octopus,” I decided the magical element should be 

an animal with a human edge. I wanted an unusual animal, one we would not think about 

as a pet, so I chose the octopus. The setting is imaginary; a non-specific island on the 

coast of Maine: a deserted, untamed place where one could form a bond with an octopus. 

In terms of setting, I had Maria Luisa Bombal’s short story, “New Islands,” in mind. This 

story, like mine, begins with setting: “All night long a howling wind had raged across the 

pampa (191).  In this story, Bombal describes a mythical, unspoiled, natural world and 

the language she uses is extremely evocative. Bombal helped me with my own language.  

For example, Bombal uses the description of the noise of a passing train to increase 

tension in a scene: “And that train in the distance, coming closer now, its regular rhythm 

as laden with suspense as a drum roll” (194). Similarly, I used the rain hitting the Spanish 

tiles of Elsa’s roof, alongside the other details of the storm, to augment to the tension 

between Elsa and Steven. In the scene in which Elsa writes all night during the storm 

with the octopus at her side, I tried to use a language that strived to be as evocative as 

Bombal’s.        

Octavio Paz’s story, “My Life with the Wave,” was inspirational when I decided 

to use an octopus as my magical element. In this story the wave is treated as human; she 

is like a capricious, moody woman. This story was also inspiring in terms of its use of 

language. Paz uses terms that can refer to both a woman and a wave: “She was tall and 

light” (305). The description of the love making between the man and the wave inspired 
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the idea of the communion of minds between Elsa and the octopus: “If I embraced her 

she would swell with pride…or she would stretch out in front of me, infinite as the 

horizon, until I too became horizon and silence. Full and sinuous she would envelope me 

like music or some giant lips” (Paz 307).       

Beyond language and the magical element, the insight for “The Blue Octopus” 

came from my life. The “Octopus” story is about a woman trapped on an island with an 

insensitive and unfaithful husband; a sad and lonely woman who has lost faith in herself 

and hides her writing because her husband is unsupportive of her work. I know how Elsa 

feels as her predicament is similar to what I experienced when I returned to college and 

was faced with daily disapproval and lack of support. The story is about survival and a 

renewed faith in oneself. It is about writing as cathartic and regenerating; the process of 

writing during a stormy night becomes a metaphorical journey of self-discovery, which 

helps Elsa to see her life from a distance and to put things into perspective. Elsa feels 

regenerated as is Nature, after the purifying storm. 

Revising this story I played with format, adding a preface and putting the story of 

the blue octopus within a frame, a story within a story. The most noticeable changes 

resulted in the dialogue between Elsa and her husband. Dialogue and characterization 

were my weakest areas of craft at the time and, with “The Blue Octopus,” I struggled to 

give the husband enough depth. The couple’s argument that causes Steven’s departure, as 

I had it in my first drafts, sounded melodramatic because the dialogue was too wordy. I 

tried to make my dialogue sound more natural by breaking it down into shorter sentences.  

This story is in the 1st person as it felt very close to my own life. I wanted my readers to 
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identify with the narrator/victim, Elsa, and feel what a mother who has lost a child might 

feel.   

“The Aunt of Canal Grande” was written as an attempt of “revision” or 

“rewriting” of a classic text. A “revision” is a literary text that alludes to, or subverts, 

other texts; a practice used by African-American writers such as Toni Morrison and 

Gloria Naylor. Obviously, here I do more than just allude to the Divine Comedy; I cite its 

text within my text. Also my aim was not subversion in the sense of critique; I just 

wanted to write a text in conversation with another text (an exercise in intertextuality). In 

Naylor’s Mama Day, George’s death can be read as a rewriting of the Passion of Christ—

a sacrifice that in George’s case is useless and vain as George cannot save Cocoa. 

Naylor’s revision contains a message that can be interpreted in a feminist light and her 

book emphasizes a matriarchal conception of the world. My incest scene between the 

aunt and her nephew rewrites and adds to the idea of illicit love portrayed in Dante’s 

Canto V, giving it a more disturbing twist.   

When I wrote this story, I was taking a class on Dante Alighieri, who I also 

studied in high school, in Italy. I picked Canto V of Inferno, my favorite, and set to use 

the story of Paolo and Francesca as a platform for my story. I wanted to write a story 

where Dante’s narrative and my narrative intersected and complemented each other, so I 

told the tale of the lovers caught by illicit passion while reading about Lancelot and 

Guinevere’s kiss, alongside the story of Tom’s strange experience reading from the 

magical Comedy.  
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The reasons why I set the story in Venice—instead of Florence, the most obvious 

choice—are because I lived in Venice and I know it quite well, and because I wanted to 

break away from what is expected. Even if I did not describe the city extensively, but just 

sprinkled some details—as the story happens all within the aunt’s home on Canal 

Grande—I think I managed to convey its atmosphere; how it feels to live in a house 

which faces canals smelling of stale water, internal gardens and rooftops.   

 My other source of inspiration, while writing this story, was Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s tale “Rappaccini’s Daughter”. In particular, Francesca’s garden was 

inspired by Hawthorne’s “anti-edenic” garden in Florence. Hawthorne’s language is very 

sensual when he describes the nefarious plants that inhabit this strange garden, plants 

which “crept serpent-like along the ground or climbed on high, using whatever means of 

ascent was offered them” (189). I was thinking of Hawthorne’s description when I 

described the jasmine shrubs in Francesca’s garden.     

Besides the setting (Venice), this story is quite unconnected to my life, except for 

the theme of changing the course of one’s destiny by returning to school, which is what 

Tom does with his aunt’s inheritance. In the course of my multiple revisions, I expanded 

the background story (Tom before he gets to Italy and his family history) to aid to the 

characterization and added more details to the “set scene” of the dream/incest. As in the 

“Clown” story, here too I used a male protagonist because, at the time, I was 

experimenting on writing in a male voice. The protagonist is male also for obvious 

reasons, connected to the plot.  
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The short story “The Island of Men” was born as the opening chapter of a novel. 

The revision was troublesome as I had built no background for the protagonist, Jasmine, 

as this was meant to be the start of a longer work and I was planning to give the back 

story in later chapters. The story was too descriptive—the action coming only in the end 

with the scene at Grandmother Gray’s house—and Jasmine’s various encounters seemed 

to be unrelated to each others. My first draft was in the 1st person and it had too much 

introspection, causing the pace to be too slow. I considered excluding this piece from my 

collection but then decided to keep working at it because it represents a chapter of my 

life, and I really liked my depiction of Negril.  

Before moving to South Florida, I lived in Negril for four months and was 

fascinated by the beauty of the island but appalled by its sexism, poverty, and small-

mindedness of some of its inhabitants. This is the richest story in terms of setting, and I 

still conceive it as a descriptive piece, in which “the island” can be considered almost a 

character. It is also meant to be read as social critique. Its slow moving plot mirrors the 

kind of life one leads on a Caribbean Island: slow paced, consisting of hours of lazy 

gossiping on someone’s porch, in between meals and sleep.  

In terms of literary models, I had a specific book in mind: Gloria Naylor’s Mama 

Day. Naylor inspired me, in particular, for the final magical realist scene, when 

Grandmother Gray braids Jasmine’s hair and Jasmine sees the chickens lurking in the 

shadows of the cabin. Naylor makes ample use of chickens in her narrative and they have 

a symbolic meaning as well as a literal one. Chickens symbolize female power and they 
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add to Naylor’s depiction of a black matriarchal world in opposition, but also symbiosis, 

with the white, urban world of George (Cocoa’s husband).  

In West African culture chickens are considered a “woman’s confidant and 

protector. The bird alerts women of approaching danger” and it is a “sign of domesticity, 

of community” (Levin 76). Chickens are a constant presence in Mama Day; they help 

Miranda (Mama Day) and warn her of the coming storm. In my story, I foreshadow the 

supernatural with the recurring presence of chickens (outside Alfred’s and later outside 

Mi Yard). Levin says that “a chicken signifies ‘clairvoyance’; in addition ‘chickens [are] 

able to see into the human heart’” (76). In my story the chickens are the extension of 

Grandmother Gray’s will, they follow and protect Jasmine.  

In West African culture, hair braiding is seen as a symbol of friendship and trust. 

The act of braiding hair mimics a mother-daughter relationship as it is reminiscent of the 

position of childbirth. I intended my last scene of the story to be read symbolically as 

well as literally. Jasmine is swayed towards the wrong path by the influence of men who 

just want to use her, but ultimately returns to a world in which women protect each other 

and form a community. The ending scene—in which Jasmine admires the Jamaican night  

and looks at the stars as she drives to the home she shares with Miss Dahlia—symbolizes 

Jasmine’s  connection with the place; the fact that she is no longer ego-centric but has 

become part of the environment and of a female centered world.  

Revising this story, I changed the point of view to 3rd person omniscient.  This 

works to cut down a lot of the introspection—which made for a slow read—and adds the 

narrator’s voice and comments on the island, creating a sense of movement. I also used 
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free indirect speech, of which I will talk more in depth while discussing the next story. I 

added more action, more scenes—the scene at My Yard was added later—and tried to 

connect all the events in a way that they became clearly necessary to the plot.   

I have earlier explained what inspired me to write “The Back Crow” therefore I 

will not return to it, except to say that one of the things I worked at, while writing and 

revising this story, was emphasizing the main character’s loneliness and isolation through 

setting. I paid a lot of attention to place in this story: in particular, in the description of 

the woods, the cabin where Bianca lives and the withdrawn inhabitants of the town.  The 

use of names and color and their association is not accidental. Bianca in Italian means 

“white,” the color of the snowy scenery that surrounds the girl. Gabriele bears the name 

of an angel—which foreshadows his being a bird—but his complexion and hair are dark, 

again forewarning us of his “alter-ego” as a crow. With his “dark” looks, I also wanted to 

create a stark contrast between the man and the surrounding snow-covered landscape. Mr. 

Rossi, Gabriele’s rival, in Italian means “red”; he has a red beard, hair and complexion. 

Rossi ultimately kills Gabriele (red symbolizes blood), but the reader is not told if Rossi 

is aware of the crow’s identity, although his knowledge is implied.  

My main concern while writing and revising this story was how many clues to 

give the reader and how many to withhold. I did not want the conclusion to become 

predictable, once I realized how the story would end. This is the first story in third person 

limited, and in past tense. The reason for this choice is I wanted to create variety (most of 

my stories are in the first person, present tense), and establish some distance between the 

narrator and the character but still privilege Bianca’s point of view and go into her head. 
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Although I prefer to write in the first person, in my latest stories I experimented with 

third and second person. I also favor the present tense, because it feels more immediate 

and alive, but knowing that this is just my perception, and the past can be as lively as the 

present, I decided to write this particular story in the past, to see what I could achieve.  

Taking creative nonfiction workshops has influenced my style in fiction; 

particularly in the “Crow” story, and in the other stories told in the 3rd person: “After the 

Yacht Show” and “The Island of Men” (although this story, as mentioned above, was first 

written in 1st person). I find that I use free indirect speech more and more, as a way to get 

into the character’s head during exposition in 3rd person narratives.  

In my creative nonfiction essays, I alternate exposition and dialogue with 

reflection on my life. The reflection of my creative nonfiction work is translated into the 

characters’ introspections in fiction and becomes free indirect speech in my stories in the 

3rd person. Ever since I began writing creative nonfiction, I tend to go into my characters’ 

heads more often. I was not aware of my consistent use of free indirect speech until I 

researched this style and began noticing it in novels I read and admire such as Flaubert’s 

Madame Bovary and Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park. My use of this style resembles such 

models.  

For example, Flaubert would say of Emma: “Sometimes she was startled by 

atrocious schemes that came into her head; and she had to carry on smiling, had to hear 

herself always saying she was happy, had to try to look happy, let them think her happy!” 

(127). In “Out of the Ever After,” I write: “All the things she doesn’t do for him, how she 

isn’t totally dedicated to making him happy… how a wife is supposed to listen to her 
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husband, to do what her husband says, to consult him but she doesn’t. She doesn’t respect 

him, and he’s a man, she should respect him” (Amadori 218). This excerpt shows how 

the narrator is going into Oral’s mind, and using Oral’s diction. For example, it is Oral 

who would say “how a wife is supposed to listen to her husband,” or “and he’s a man” 

(218).                      

“Strays” is my favorite story. It is stylistically one of the most innovative. In 

“Strays,” I play with voice and with alternating first and second person. I believe the 

characterization in this story is one of my best. I do not have a specific literary model for 

this story. I wanted to tell a story that could be cliché in a new way. What I mean by 

“could be cliché” is, for example, the fact that the theme of the hitchhiker who steals the 

traveler’s money is one we heard before (think, for example, of the movie Thelma and 

Louise), but in this story it is treated differently—the stolen money is a symbol for 

something else; it becomes a catalyst in the story. Greg, the hitchhiker, is looked upon 

with compassion.   

My main achievement in this story is to have created striking characters by using 

“inventory” (in Ron Carlson’s definition of the term), and their actions to show—rather 

than tell—their personality. I already mentioned Anna’s beads and ponytails, I will add 

her demeanor (for example, her attachment to the stray dog) when the group wanders 

around Krk. With Anna, I wanted to reverse what the reader thinks of her; so I first 

pictured her as this enthralling creature Victor adores; then turned it all around by 

showing her selfishness with both Victor and Patty.  
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Each character here goes through a “reversal,” as in the Greek tragedy’s use of the 

term. For example, the reader believes Patty to be the one who wants the abortion and 

discovers the opposite. Victor’s childhood’s love for another boy is portrayed as beautiful 

and pure, his discovery of his homosexuality as the right path for him. His love for Anna 

is completely reversed, in the end. “Strays” is, in a sense, a story about self-discovery and 

about returning to real and metaphorical “homes” for both Patty and Victor.  

In “Strays,” I played with language more than in other stories. The conceit of 

Victor talking to Anna in the 2nd person (a way of reflecting on the trip, as the dialogue is 

not a real one, one that actually takes place) is accompanied by a syntax made up of 

short, fragmented sentences. I have a tendency to use long sentences with a lot of 

subordinate clauses—as you will agree if you compare this story with “The Clown Who 

Wanted to be a Lawyer”—so “Strays” is a way to experiment with a different style of 

writing.  

“After the Yacht Show” (another one of my favorites) began as a “ticking clock” 

exercise for the Ron Carlson workshop. A “ticking clock” is something that must happen. 

I set a “ticking clock” in the first paragraph (the lost documents); then let the story go 

sideways. The first four pages of the story consist of this exercise, which I later expanded 

into a complete short story. My model for “After the Yacht Show” is Michael Ondaatje’s 

book The English Patient. As in this novel, my story tells two narratives at the same 

time—a present story and a back story—which alternate. The narrative begins in media 

res present; then it moves into the past— returning briefly to the present from time to 
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time—and ends in the present, in a way that is very open-ended but suggests the 

protagonist, Yu Mei, is more aware of her plight.  

I used the technique of flashback a great deal in this story and, through flashback, 

the story—which is set in Antigua—travels to Malaysia and to Florida; just like in The 

English Patient the story is set in an Italian villa but travels to the Sahara desert through 

flashback. This is the first time I structured a short story in such a way, giving present 

and past equal importance. Normally, in my stories the plot happens in the present and 

the past is only used to flesh out characters or to recap previous occurrences which affect 

the plot.   

In terms of personal events which inspired this story, I once got my period in an 

airport (and I had no tampons) and I traveled with an “advance parole” (two unrelated 

events). The story’s plot is completely imaginative but I used my knowledge of Malaysia. 

I traveled to Malaysia on my honeymoon when, at the age of twenty-two, I married a 

Chinese Malaysian man who lived in England. I have a vague recollection of Penang and 

Kuala Lumpur, and I filled in what I could not remember with research. I also modeled 

Yu Mei’s coolness—her unwillingness to show her emotions to Patrick—on my Chinese 

ex-husband (and this is not to say this is a cultural trait). I am not an expert on Malaysia 

and my marriage lasted only a couple of years, but this first hand experience influenced 

my choice of setting. 

I decided to write a story about incest with the aim of changing the reader’s 

perception of it. Incest has a very negative connotation, and people tend to condemn it as 

soon as they hear of it, as something unnatural and disgusting. With this story, I wanted 
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to gradually build my reader’s empathy for Yu Mei and her brother, and make the reader 

see the “problem” from their perspective. I endeavored to make the reader sympathize 

with them and feel sorry for them; in particular for Yu Mei who, in the end, thinks that 

“there is no place for her on this earth” and feels forsaken by everybody, even by her own 

brother/lover (Amadori 125). This is a story about feeling “displaced”; missing a home 

that is forever lost. The story is about things that are not necessarily black or white—

there is some good in the sinner as well as some bad in the virtuous, so to speak. In this 

story, I am trying to show everyone’s humanity. I want my reader to feel empathy for all 

three characters, and to know that there is no absolute right or wrong in this world. “After 

the Yacht Show” is a story that purposely breaks taboos and Yu Mei is a tragic hero who 

commits hamartia, or tragic flaw. Her “error” costs her her home and her life as she 

knows it; a tragedy similar to that which befalls Oedipus in Oedipus the King (however, I 

only thought of this connection while writing this essay).  

Other literary sources I could cite—although, again, they constitute a 

“subconscious” inspiration—are novels by ethnic women writers such as Jamaica 

Knicaid’s Lucy and Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine. These novels treat a topic that is very 

dear to me as it is something I experience personally: the idea of “home” as a non-

physical space, the sense of displacement, longing and nostalgia for the loss of one’s 

homeland. Jasmine is an Indian girl who, after her husband’s death, immigrates to the 

United States and must renegotiate her identity to survive. Lucy moves from the West 

Indies to the States as an au pair, and there she compares her Caribbean identity to the 

world she now inhabits—an American middle class in crisis. I think there is a bit of 
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Jasmine and Lucy in my character Yu Mei (and also in myself), in particular in Yu Mei’s 

reflections on America, Antigua and consumerism.            

I left “Out of the Ever After” for last, although I wrote it before “After the Yacht 

Show,” because, in a way, it summarizes my life and my project. This story was 

originally titled “The End of War” but the title seemed too cliché. I thought of its current 

title because this story represents the link between my short fiction, the process of writing 

it, and my life. This is a story about writing or metafiction. My literary inspiration to 

write it comes from two books that are experimental in their style: Nelson Baker’s Room 

Temperature and John Edgar Wideman’s God’s Gym.  

Baker’s book is at the basis of my decision to mix fiction and nonfiction; to use 

“Out of the Ever After” to tell my story. This is the most autobiographical of all my 

pieces, and I use it to discuss the relationship between writing, the writer’s life, and the 

writer’s awareness of her audience. In “Out of the Ever After” I analyze the way that 

fiction often uses real life and fictionalizes it, while nonfiction is much harder to write 

(and to stand by it) because it must follow and uphold its ethics of truth. I’ll leave it to the 

reader to guess what, in this story, is fictional and what is not, as this is not important. 

What is important is that the story tries to break the conventional boundaries between the 

categories of writing (fiction, nonfiction, poetry etc.). In this story, the boundaries 

between the real and the imaginative are blurred and I don’t make a secret of it; if one 

knows how to read between the lines.  

Baker’s novel is marketed as fiction, but if one reads his biography the similarities 

between this book and his life are striking, and I would contend that most of what 
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happens in this book mirrors the author’s life. But nothing “happens” in Baker’s novel; it 

has no conventional plot. The book is an extended meditation. The narrator meditates on 

various topics (marriage, intimacy, childhood, writing, punctuation, breathing, music, his 

father, nose picking, and peanut butter being just a few of his topics), while he sits on a 

rocking chair bottle-feeding his infant daughter. I would define his style as a “controlled” 

stream of consciousness, in the sense that he meanders from one topic and one memory to 

the next by means of mental association. “Controlled” because the language is not that of 

the stream of consciousness but it is a more refined language, full of images; elevated, 

esoterical and concrete at the same time. It resembles the language of the creative 

nonfiction personal essay. In fact, the book itself feels like a collection of personal essays 

on specific topics, connected within the framework of the narrator bottle-feeding in the 

rocking chair. In my story, I also mix reflection, fiction and nonfiction.  The connections 

to my own life are evident to those who know me.  

Wideman’s book, on the contrary, is more openly metafiction. It switches from 

first to second person and tells you what it does in terms of techniques and craft, for 

example it announces flashbacks—something I have also done in my piece. The 

Wideman book also brings the author and his father into the narrative as characters 

(named  Edgar and “Wideman”); in other words it blurs the boundaries between what we 

call fiction and what happens in our lives.  

The reason for writing “Out of the Ever After” was to experiment with a 

metafictional piece (something I had never attempted before), and to acknowledge the 

fear I (and many others) experience as a writer when I bridge the gap between my life 
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and my writing. This goes back to what Helene Cixous says: “The only book that is 

worth writing is the one we don’t have the courage or strength to write” (32). It took 

some courage to write this piece. 

“Out of the Ever After” contains hardly any dialogue. Although it tells a story, it 

is not told in a conventional way. It does not employ a linear narration, it does not have 

“a beginning, a middle and a conclusion” in the Aristotelian sense. It is, rather, a 

succession of snapshots into the character’s life with her abusive husband. What I wanted 

to do was to build tension and show an abusive relationship from the inside—not the 

cliché type, the husband who beats the wife, or the “melodramatic” arguments—but a 

different, more subtle kind of abuse. The kind that grows and settles on your mind like 

dust, day after day, in layers; that makes women think less of themselves, after they have 

lived with it for sometime. I think this story has universal resonance in terms of its 

message. My main difficulty revising this piece was to make the narration stand out and 

not sound like exposition. To do this, I used free indirect speech, and images (for 

example the image of the unlocked bathroom door and the fresh bread image as 

metaphors). I also revised the extrapolations on craft to make them sound less received—  

less like the usual considerations one expects on writing—and worked on the transitions 

between story and discourse about writing.  In my last revision I added more scenes and 

dialogue.  

The eight short stories in this collection were written during my final year as a 

graduate student, except for the three revised undergraduate stories discussed above. The 

collection reflects, I believe, how I have matured as a writer in the last two years. The 
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comparison between the earlier stories—which tend to be more traditional—and my most 

recent stories—which experiment with language and themes—shows how much I have 

grown in the course of this journey.                                                                                           
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