
Today Is Eddie's Birthday

Eddie and hk brother are sittingin the maintenance shop.

"This,"Joe says proudly, holdingup a drill, "is the newest

modeL"

Joe is wearinga checkered sport coat and black-and-white sad-

dle shoes. Eddie thinks his brother looks too fancy-and fanry means

phony-butJoe is a salesman fo, o hardware compdny now and Ed-

die has been wearing the same outft for yedrs, so what does he

know?

"Y5 sir,"Joe says, "and get this.It runs on that battery."

Eddie holds the battery between his fngerc, a small thingcalled

nickel cadmium. Hard to belieye.

"Start it up,"Joe says, handing the drill over

Eddie squeezes the nigger It explodu in noise.

"Nice, huh?"Joe yells.

That morningJoe had told Eddie"his new salary.It was three

times what Eddie made. ThenJoe had congratulated Eddie on his

promotion: head ofmaintenance for fuby Pier, his father's old posi-

tion. Eddie had wanted to answer, "Ifit's so great, why don't you

take it, and I'll take your job?" But he didn't. Eddie never said any-

thinghe felt that deeply.

"Helloo? Anybody in here?"

Marguerite is at the door, holdinga reel ofordnge tickets. Ed-

die's eyes go, ds always, to her face, her olive skin, her darkcoffee
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eyes. She has taken a job in the ticket booths this summer and she

wedrs the oficial foby Pier unifirm: a white shirt, a red vest, black

stinup pants, a red beret, and her name on d Pin below her colkrbone.

The sight of it makes Eddie angry-esPecially in front ofhis horchot
brothen

"Show her the drill,"Joe says. He turns to Marguerite. "It's

battery operated."

Eddie squeezes. Marguerite grabs her ears.

"It's louder than your snoring" she says.

"Whoa-ho!"Joe yells, kughing. "Whoa-ho! She got you!"

Eddie looks down sheepishly, then sees his wife smiling

"Can you coffie outside?" she says.

Eddie wdves the drill. "I'm workinghere."
'Just 

fir a minute, OK?"

Eddie stands up slowly, then fillows her out the door The sun

hits his face.
"HAP-PY BIRTH-DAY, MR. ED-DIE!" a group of

children scredm in unison.

"Well,I'll be," Eddie says.

Marguerite yells, "OK, kids, put the candles on the cake!"

The children rdce to a yanilla sheet cake sittingon a nearby

folding table. Marguerite leans toward Eddie and whispers, "I

promised them you'd blow out all thirty-eight at once."

Eddie snorts. He watches his wife organize the group. '* always

with Marguerite and children, his mood is lifed by her edsy connec-

tion to them and dampened by her inability to bear them. One doc-

tor said she wds too neryous. Another said she had waited too long
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fir doctors.It was what it was.

For nearly d year now, she has been talkingabout adoption.
She went to the library. She brought home papers. Eddie said they
were too old. She said, "What's too old to a child?"

Eddie said he'd thinkabout it.
'l4llright," she yells now fom the sheet cake. "Come on, Mr

Eddie! BIow them out. Oh, wait, wait. . ." She fshes in a bagand

pulk out a camera, a complicated connapfion with rods and tabs
and a round flashbulb.

"Charlene let me use it.It's a Polaroid."
Marguerite lines up the picture, Eddie oyer the cake, the chil-

dren squeezingin around him, admiringthe jS little flames. One

kid poku Eddie and says, "BIow them all out, OK?"
Eddie looks down. The frostingit o mess, full of countless little

handprints.

"I will," Eddie says, but he is lookingat his wife.



o.eEDDIE STARED AI the young Marguerite.
"It's not lou,tt he said.

She lowered her almond basket. She smiled sadly. The

tarantella was dancing behind them and the sun was fading

behind a ribbon of white clouds.

"It's not lou," Eddie said again.

The dancers yelled, "Hooheyy!" They banged tam-

bourines.

She offered her hand. Eddie reached for it quickly, in-

stinctively, as if grabbing for a falling object. Their fingers

met and he had never felt such a sensation, as if flesh were

forming over his own flesh, soft and warm and almost tick-

Iish. She knelt down beside him.
t'It's not you," he said.

"lt is me," she whispered.

Hooheyy!
t'It's not you, it's not you, it's not yotrr" Eddie mum-

bled, as he dropped his head onto her shoulder and, for

the first time since his death, began to cry.

6\9THEIR o'0rN WEDDING took place Christmas Eve on the

second floor of a dimly lit Chinese restaurant called Sammy



T H E  F I v E  p E o p L E  y o u  M E E T  I N  H E A v E N  I t S S ]

Hong's. The owner, Sammy, agreed to rent it for that night,

figuring he'd have little other business. Eddie took what

cash he had left from the army and spent it on the

reception-roast chicken and Chinese vegetables and port

wine and a man with an accordion. The chairs for the

ceremony were needed for the dinner, so once the vows

were taken, the waiters asked the guests to rise, then car-

ried the chairs downstairs to the tables. The accordion

man sat on a stool. Years later, Marguerite would joke

that the only thing missing from their wedding "were the

bingo cards."

When the meal was finished and some small gifts were

given, a final toast was offered and the accordion man padrcd

his case. Eddie and Marguerite left through the front door.

It was raining lightly, a chilly rain, but the bride and groom

walked home together, seeing as it was only a few blocks.

Marguerite wore her wedding dress beneath a thick pink

sweater. Eddie wore his white suit coat, the shirt pinching

his neck. They held hands. They moved through pools of

tamplight. Everything around them seemed buttoned up

tight.

G\ePEoPLE sAY THEY "find" love, as if it were an o$ect hid-

den by a rocft. But love takes many forms, and it is never the

same for any man and woman. What people find then is a

certainlove. And Eddie found a certain love with Marguerite,
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a grateful love, a deep but quiet love, one that he knew, above

all else, was irreplaceable. Once she'd gone, he'd let the days

go stale. He put his heart to sleep.

No*, here she was again, as young as the day they

were wed.

"Walk with me," she said.

Eddie tried to stand, but his bad knee buckled. She

lifted him effortlessly.

"Your leg," she said, regarding the faded scar with a ten-

der familiadty. Then she looked ,rp and touched the tufts of

hair above his ears.

"It's white," she said, smiling.

Eddie couldn't get his tongue to move. He couldn't do

much but stare. She was exactly as he remembered-more

beautiful, really, for his final memories of her had been as an

older, suffering woman. He stood beside her, silent, until her

dark eyes narrowed and her lips crept up mischievously.

"Eddie." She almost giggled. "Have you forgorten so

fast how I used to look?"

Eddie swallowed. "I never forgot that."

She touched his face lightly and the warmth spread

through his body. She motioned to the village and the

dancing guests.
'Al1 weddings," she said, happily. "That was my choice.

A world of weddings, behind every door. Oh, Eddie, it

never changes, when the groom lifts the veil, when the

bride accepts the ring, the possibilities you see in their
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eyes, it's the same around the world. They truly believe

their love and their marriage is going to break all the

records.tt

She smiled. "Do you think we had that?"

Eddie didn't know how to answer.

"We had an accordion player," he said.

c'oTHEY ITALKED FROM the reception and uP a gravel Path.
The music faded to a background noise. Eddie wanted to

tell her everything h. had seen, everything that had hap-

pened. He wanted to ask her about every little thing and

every big thing, too. He felt a churning inside him, a stoP-

start anxiety. He had no idea where to begin.

"You did this, too?" he finally said. "You met five

people?"

She nodded.
'A different five people," he said.

She nodded again.
'And they explained everything? And it made a dif-

ference?"

She smiled. 'All the difference." She touched his chin.
'And then I waited for you."

He studied her eyes. Her smile. He wondered if her

waiting had felt like his.

"How much do you know . . . about me? I mean, how

much do you know since . . ."

He still had trouble saying it.
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"Since you died."

She removed the straw hat and pushed the thickr /oung
locks away from her forehead. "We11, I know everything that

happened when we were together . . ."

She pursed her lips.
'And now I know whyit happened. . . ."

She put her hands on her chest.
'And I also know . . . that you loved me dearly."

She took his other hand then. He felt the meldng

warmth.

"I don't know how you died," she said.

Eddie thought for a moment.

"l'm not sure, either," he said. "There was a girl, a

little girl, she wandered into this dde, and she was in

trouble. . . ."

Marguerite's gaze widened. She looked so young. This

was harder than Eddie figured, telling his wife about the

day he was killed.

"They have these rides, see, these new rides, nothing like

what we used to have-everyone has to go a thousand miles an

hour now. Anyhoq this one ride, it drops these carts, and the

hydraulics are supposed to stop it, bring it down slowly, but

something sliced the cable, the cart snapped loose, I still can't

figure it, but the cart dropped because I told them to release

it-I mean, I told Dom, he's this kid who works with me

now-it wasn't his fault-but I told him and then I tried to

stop it, but he couldn't hear me, and this little girl was just



' E N  t r s g l

sitting there, and I tried to reach her. I tried to save her. I felt

her litde hands, but then I . . ."

He stopped. She tilted her head, urging him to go on.

He exhaled deeply.

"I ain't talked this much since I got here," he said.

She nodded and smiled, a gentle smile, and at the

sight of it, his eyes began to moisten and a wave of sadness

washed over him and suddenly,just like that, none of this

mattered, nothing about his death or the park or the crowd

he had yelled at to "Get back!" S(/hy was he talking about

this? rtrfhat was he doing? Was he really with herT Like a

hidden grieving that rises to gr# the heart, his soul was

ambushed with old emotions, and his lips began to trem-

ble and he was swept into the current of all that he had

lost. He was looking at his wife, his dead wife, his young

wife, his missing wife, his only wife, and he didn't want to

look anymore.

"Oh God, Marguerite," he whispered. "I'm so sorry,

I'm so sorry. I can't say. I can't say. I cantt say.tt

He dropped his head into his hands and he said it any-

hor, he said what everyone says.

"I missed you so much."



Today Is Eddie's Birthday

The racetrackis crowded with summer customers. The women wedr

straw sunhats and the men smoke cigars. Eddie andNoelleave work

early to pky Eddie's birthday number, 39, in the Daily Double.

They sit on sktted fild-down seats. At their feet dre pdPer cups of

beer, amidst a carpet of discarded tickets.

Earlier, Eddie won the frst race of the day. He'd put halfof

those winnings on the second race and won that as well" the frst time

such a thinghad ever happened to him. That gave him $zog. Afu

Iosingtwice in smaller bets, he put it all on a horse to win in the

sixth, because, as he and Noel agreed, in exuberant logic, he'd

anived with next to nothing so what harm done ifhe went home the

sctme way?
'Just think" ifyou win," Noel says now, "you'll have all that

dough for the kid."

The bellrings. The horses are ofi, They bunch together on the

far straightdwdy, their colorful silks blurringwith their bumpy move-

ment. Eddie has No. 8, a horse namedJersey Finch, which isn't a

bad gamble, not at fiur to one, but what Noel has just said about

"the kid"-the one Eddie and Marguerite are planningto adopt-

flushes him with guilt.They could bave used that money. Why did
he do things like this?

The crowdrises. The horses come down the snerch.Jercey
Finch moyes outside and lengthens into full snide. The cheering
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mixes with the thunderinghooves. Noelhollers. Eddie squee<es hk

ticket. He is more newous than he wants to be. His skin goes bumpy.

One horse pulls ahead of the pack

Jusey Finch!

Now Eddie has nearh $SOO.
"I gotta call home," he says.

"You'll rain it," Noel says.

"What dre you talkingabout?"

"You tell somebody, you ruin your luck"
"You're nuts."

"Don't do it."

"I'm callingher lt'll make her happy."

"It won't make her happy."

He limps to d pdy Phone and drops in a nickeL Marguerite an-

swers. Eddie tells her the news. Noel is right. She is not happy. She

telk him to come home. He tells her to stop tellinghim what to do.

"We haye a baby coming" she scolds. "You can't keep behav-

inglike this."

Eddie hangs up the phone with a heat behind his ears. He goes

backto Noel" who is eatingpeanuts at the railing.

"Let me guess," Noel says.

They go to the window and pickanother horse. Eddie takes the

money from his pocket. Half of him doesn't want it anymore and

halfof him wants twice as much, so he can throw it on the bed when

he gets home and tell his wife, "Here, buy whatever you wdnt, OK?"

Noel watches him push the bills through the opening. H, raises

his eyebrows.
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"I know,I know," Eddie says.
What he does not know is that Marguerite, unable to call him

bork, ha chosen to drive to the nack and fnd him. She feels badly

about yelling this beinghis birthday, and she wdnts to apologize;
she also wants him to stop. She knows fom evenings past that Noel

will insist they stay until closing-Noel is like that. And since the

nackk only ten minutes aw4[ she grabs her handbagand drit'es

their secondhand Nash Rambler down Ocean Parkway. She turns

right on Lester Sneet. The sun is gone and the tky it in flux. Most of

the cars are comingfom the other direction. She approaches the

Lester Sneet ol,erpdss, wh;ch used to be how customers reached the

track" up the stairs, over the street and backdown the stairs again,

until the trackowners paid the city for a trafic light, which lef the

overpass, fir the most part, deserted.

But on this night, it is not deserted.It holds two teenagers

who do not want to be found, two L7-year-olds who, hours earlier,

had been chased fom a liquor store afer stealingfve cartons of

cigarettes and three pints of OId Harper's whiskey. Now, having

fnished the alcohol and smoked many of the cigarettes, they are

bored with the evening and they dangle their empty bottles over

the lip of the rusted railing.

"Dare me?" one says.

"Dare yar" says the other

The first one lets the bottle drop and they duckbehind the
metal grate to watch. It just misses d cctr and shatters ontu the

P4vement.
"V[4toooo," tlte second one yells. "Did you see that!"
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The second one stands, holds out his bottle, and chooses the

spdrse nofr, of the right-hand kne. He wiggles the bottle backand

frrth, tryirgto time the &op to land between vehicles, as if this was

some sort of art and he wds some sort ofartist.

Hk fngers release. He almost smiles.

Forry fra belaw, Marguuite never thinks to lookupt nater thinks

that anything*rght be happmingon that ovilPdss, never thinks about

anythingbaidu gaingEddie out of that racetrackwhile he stillhas

some monE bf. She is wondeingwhat section ofthe grandstand to

Iookin, eyen as the OId Harper's whiskey bottle smashes her

windshield into a sPrq offlyingglass. Her car veers into the concrek

diyider. Her body is tossed like a dol[ skmmingagainst the door and

the dashboard and the steeingwhee[ kceratingher lh,er and breaking

her arm and thumpingher headso hardshe loses touch with the sounds

of the ercning. She does not hear the sueechingofcars. She does not

hear the honkingofhorns. She does not hear the retreat of rubber-

soled sneakug runningdown the Lester Sneet overPdss dnd ofinto

the night.



oeLOVE, LIKE RAIN, can nourish from above, drench-

ing couples with a soaking joy. But sometimes, under the

angry heat of life, love dries on the surface and must nour-

ish from below, tending to its roots, keeping itself alive.

The accident on Lester Street sent Marguerite to the

hospital. She was confined to bed rest for nearly six months.

Her injured liver recovered eventually, but the expense and

the delay cost them the adoption. The child they were ex-

pecting went to someone else. The unspoken blame for this

never found a resting place-it simply moved like a shadow

from husband to wife. Marguerite went quiet for a long

time. Eddie lost himself in work. The shadow took a place

at their table and they ate in its presence, amid the lonely

clanking of forks and plates. W'hen they spoke, they spoke

of small things. The water of their love was hidden beneath

the roots. Eddie never bet the horses again. His visits with

Noel came to a gradual end, each of them unable to discuss

much over breakfast that didn't feel like an effort.

An amusement park in California introduced the first

tubular steel tracks-they twisted at severe angles unachiev-

able with wood-and suddenly, roller coasters, which had

faded to near oblivion, were back in fashion. Mr. Bullock,

the park owner, had ordered a steel-track model for Ruby
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Pier, and Eddie oversaw the construction. He barked at the

installers, checking their every move. He didn't trust any-

thing this fast. Sixty-degree angles? He was sure someone

would get huft. Anyhow, it gave him a distraction.

The Stardust Band Shell was torn down. So was the

Zipper ride. And the Tunnel of Love, which kids found too

corny now. A few years later, a new boat ride called a log

flume was constructed, and, to Eddie's surprise, it was

hugely popular. The riders floated through troughs of wa-

ter and dropped, at the end, into a large splash pool. Eddie

couldn't figure why people so loved getting wet, when the

ocean was 300 yards away. But he maintained it just the

same, working shoeless in the water, ensuring that the boats

never loosened from the tracks.

In time, husband and wife began talking again, and

one night, Eddie even spoke about adopting. Marguerite

rubbed her forehead and said, "\il7e're too old now."

Eddie said, "'What's too old to a child?"

The years passed. And while a child never came, their

wound slowly healed, and their companionship rose to fill

the space they were saving for another. In the mornings, she

made him toast and coffee, and he dropped her at her

cleaning job then drove back to the pier. Sometimes, in the

afternoons, she got off early and walked the boardwalk with

him, following his rounds, riding carousel horses or yellow-

painted clamshells as Eddie explained the rotors and cables

and listened for the engines' hum.
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One July evening, they found themselves walking by

the ocean, eating grape popsicles, their bare feet sinking in

the wet sand. They looked around and rcalized they were the

oldest people on the beadr.

Marguerite said something about the bikini bathing

suits the young girls were wearing and how she would

never have the nerve to wear such a thing. Eddie said the

girls were lucky, because if she did the men would not look

at anyone else. And even though by this point Marguerite

was in her mid-4Os and her hips had thickened and a web

of small lines had formed around her eyes, she thanked

Eddie gratefully and looked at his crooked nose and wide

jaw. The waters of their love fell again from above and

soaked them as surely as the sea that gathered at their feet.

G9THREE YEARS I"-ATER, she was breading chicken cutlets in

the kitchen of their apartment, the one they had kept all this

time, long after Eddie's mother had died, because Mar-

gperite said it reminded her of when they were kids, and she

lilrcd to see the old carousel out the window. Suddenly, with-

out warning, the fingers of her right hand stretched open un-

controllably. They moved backward. They would not close.

The cutlet slid from her palm. It fell into the sink. Her arm

throbbed. Her breathing quiclened. She stared for a mo-

ment at this hand with the lodad fingers that appeared to be-

long to someone else, someone gripping a larye, invisible jar.

Then everything went dizzy.
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"Eddie?" she called, but by the time he arrived, she

had passed out on the floor.

G\9IT $7AS, THEY would determine, a tumor on the brain,

and her decline would be like many others, treatments that

made the disease seem mild, hair falling out in patches,

mornings spent with noisy radiation machines and evenings

spent vomiting in a hospital toilet.

In the final days, when cancer was ruled the victoE the

doctors said only, "ResL Thke it easy." S7hen she asked ques-

tions, they nodded sympathetically, as if their nods were med-

icine doled out with a dropper. She realized this was protocol,

their way of being nice while being helpless, and when one of

them suggested "getting your affairs in ordeq" she asked to

be released from the hospial. She told more than asked.

Eddie helped her up the stairs and hung her coat as she

looked around the apartment. She wanted to cook but he

made her sit, and he heated some water for tea. He had pur-

chased lamb chops the day before, and that night he bum-

bled through a dinner with several invited friends and

coworkers, most of whom greeted Marguerite and her sallow

complexion with sentences like, "Well, look who's back!" as

if this were a homecoming and not a farewell parq.

They ate mashed potatoes from a CorningWare dish

and had butterscotch brownies for dessert, and when Mar-

guerite finished a second glass of wine, Eddie took the

bottle and poured her a third.
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Two days later, she awoke with a scream. He drove her

to the hospital in the predawn silence. They spoke in short

sentences, what doctor might be on, who Eddie should call.

And even though she was sitting in the seat next to him,

Eddie felt her in everything, in the steering wheel, in the

gas pedal, in the blinking of his eye, in the clearing of his

throat. Every move he made was about hanging on to her.

She was 47.

"You have the card?" she asked him.

"The card . . ." he said blankly.

She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes, and her

voice was thinner when she resumed speaking, as if that

breath had cost her dearly.
ttlnsurance," she croaked.

"Yeah, yeahi'he said quickly. "I got the card."

They parked in the lot and Eddie shut the engine. It

was suddenly too still and too quiet. He heard every tiny

sound, the squeak of his body on the leather sea\ the ca-

cunkof the door handle, the rush of outside air, his feet on

the pavement, the jangle of his keys.

He opened her door and helped her get out. Her

shoulders were scrunched *p near her jaws, like a fteezing

child. Her hair blew across her face. She sniffed and lifted

her eyes to the horizon. She motioned to Eddie and nodded

toward the distant top of a big, white amusement ride, with

red carts dangling like tree ornaments.
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ttYou can see it from here," she said.
"The Ferris wheel?" he said.
She looked away. "Home."

G\9BECAUSE HE HAD not slept in heaven, it was Eddie's
perception that he had not spent more than a few hours
with any of the people he'd met. Then again, without night
or day, without sleeping or waking, without sunsets or high
tides or meals or schedules, how did he know?

With Marguerite, he wanted only time-more and more
time-and he was granted it, nighttimes and daytimes and
nighttimes again. They walked through the doors of the as-
sorted weddings and spoke of everything he wished to speak
about. At a swedish ceremony, Eddie told her about his
brother, Joe, who had died I0 years earlier from a heart at-
tack, just a month after purchasing a new condominium in
Florida. At a Russian ceremony, she asked if he had kept the
old apartment, and he said that he had, and she said she
was glad. At an outdoor ceremony in a Lebanese village, he
spoke about what had happened to him here in heaven, and
she seemed to listen and know at the same time. He spoke
of the Blue Man and his story, why some die when others
live, and he spoke about the captain and his tale of sacri-
fice. when he spoke about his father, Marguerite recalled
the many nights he had spenr enraged at the man, con-
founded by his silence. Eddie told her he had made things
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square, and her eyebrows lifted and her lips spread and Ed-

die felt an old, warm feeling he had missed for years, the

simple act of making his wife h"ppy.

c\eoNE NIGHT, EDDIE spoke about the changes at Ruby Pier,

how the old rides had been torn down, how the pennywhistle

music at the arcade was now blaring rock'n' roll, how the

roller coasters now had corkscrew rwists and carts that hung

down from the tracks, how the "dark" rides, which once

meant cowboy cutouts in glow paint, were full of video

screens now, like watching television all the time.

He told her the new names. No more Dippers or Tum-

ble Bugs. Everything was theBlizzard, the Mindbender, Top

Gun, the Vortex.

"sounds strange, don't it?" Eddie said.

"It sounds," she said, wistfully, "like someone else's

summer."

Eddie rcalizedthat was precisely what he'd been feeling

for years.

"I should have worked somewhere else," he told her.

"I'm sorry I never got us out of there. My dad. My leg. I

always felt like such a bum after the war."

He saw a sadness pass over her face.

"rVhat happened?" she asked. "During that war?"

He had never quite told her. It was all understood. Sol-

diers, in his dan did what they had to do and didn't speak

of it once they came home. He thought about the men he'd
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killed. He rhought about the guards. He thought about the
blood on his hands. He wondered if heu ever be forgiven.

"I lost myself," he said.

"No," his wife said.

"Yes," he whispered, and she said nothing else.

o.eAI TIMES, THERE in heaven, the two of them would lie
down together. But they did not sleep. On earth, Mar-
guerite said, when you fell asleep, you sometimes dreamed
your heaven and those dreams helped to form it. But there
was no reason for such dreams now

Instead, Eddie held her shoulders and nuzzled in her
hair and took long, deep breaths. At one point, he asked
his wife if God knew he was here. she smiled and said, "of
course," even when Eddie admitted that some of his life
he'd spent hiding from God, and the rest of the time he
thought he went unnoticed.



The Four th  Lesson

Fr*orrr AFTER MAI.ry TALKS, Marguerite walked Eddie

through another door. They were back inside the small,

round room. She sat on the stool and placed her fingers to-

gether. She turned to the mirror, and Eddie noticed her re-

flection. Hers, but not his.

"The bride waits here," she said, running her hands

along her hair, taking in her image but seeming to drift away.

"This is the moment you think about what you're doing.

Who you're choosing. $fho you will love. If it's right, Eddie,

this can be such a wonderful moment."

She turned to him.

"You had to live without love for many years' didn't

you?"

Eddie said nothing.
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"You felt that it was snatched awarft that I left you too
soon.t'

He lowered himself slowly. Her lavender dress was
spread before him.

"You didleave too soon," h" said.
"You were angry with me."
"No.tt

Her eyes flashed.

"OK. Yes."

"There was a reason to it all," she said.
"\Vhat reason?" he said. "How could there be a rea-

son? You died. You were forty-seven. You were the best per-
son any of us knew, and you died and you lost everything.
And I lost everything. I lost the only woman I ever loved."

She took his hands. "No, you didn'r. I was right here.
And you loved me anryay.

"Lost love is srill love, Eddie. It takes a different
form, that's all. You can'r see their smile or bring them
food or tousle their hair or move them around a dance
floor. But when those senses weaken, another heightens.
Memory. Memory becomes your partner. You nurture it.
You hold it. You dance with it.

"Llfe has to end," she said. "Love doesn't."
Eddie thought about the years after he buried his wife.

It was like looking over a fence. He was aware of another
kind of life out there, even as he knew he would never be a
part of it.
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"I never wanted anyone else," he said quietly.

"I know," she said.

"I was still in love with you."

"I know." She nodded. "l felt it."

"Here?" he asked.

"Even here," she said, smiling. "That's how strong lost

love can be."

She stood and opened a door, and Eddie blinked as he

entered behind her. It was a dimly lit room, with foldable

chairs, and an accordion player sitting in the corner.

"I was saving this one," she said.

She held out her arms. And for the first time in heaven,

he initiated his contact, he came to her, ignoring the [eg, ig-

noring all the ugly associations he had made about dance

and music and weddings, rcalizingnow that they were rcally

about loneliness.
'All that's missing," Marguerite whispered, taking his

shoulder, "is the bingo cards."

He grinned and put a hand behind her waist.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.
ttYes.tt

"How come you look the way you looked the day I mar-

ried you?"

"I thought you'd like it that way."

He thought for a moment. "Can you change it?"

"Change it?" She looked amused. "To what?"

"To the end."
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She lowered her arms. "I wasn't so pretty at the end."
Eddie shook his head, as if ro say not rrue.
"Could yov?"

She took a moment, then came again into his arms.
The accordion man played the familiar notes. She hummed
in his ear and they began to move togerher, slowly, in a
remembered rhythm that a husband shares only with his
wife.

You made me love you
I didn't want to do it

I didn't want to do it. . . .

You made me love you
and all the time you knew it

and all tlte time you knew it....

\trfhen he moved his head back, she was 47 again, the web
of lines beside her eyes, the thinner hair, the looser skin be-
neath her chin. She smiled and he smiled, and she was, ro
him, as beautiful as ever, and he closed his eyes and said for
the first time what he'd been feeling from the moment he
saw her again: "l don't want to go on. I want to stay here."

When he opened his eyes, his arms still held her shape,
but she was gone, and so was everything else.



FRIDAY, 3zl5 P.M.

Dominguez pressed the elevator button and the door rum-

bled closed. An inner porthole lined up with an exterior

porthole. The car jerked upward, and through the meshed

glass he watched the lobby disappear.

"l can't believe this elevator still works," Dominguez

said. "It must be, like, from the last century."

The man beside him, an estate attorney' nodded slightly'

feigning interest. He took off his hat-it was stuft, and he

was sweating-and watched the numbers light uP on the

brass panel. This was his third appointment of the day. One

more, and he could go home to dinner.

"Eddie didn't have much," Dominguez said.

"LJm-hmm," the man said, wiping his forehead with a

handkerchief. "Then it shouldn't take long."

The elevator bounced to a stop and the door rumbled

open and they turned toward 68. The hallway still had the

black-and-white checkered tile of the 1960s, and it smelled of

someone's cooking-garlic and fried Potatoes. The superin-

tendent had given them the key-along with a deadline. Next

Wednesday.Have the place cleared out for a new tenant.

"$7ow Domingu ez said, uPon opening the door

and entering the kitchen. "Prctty tidy for an old guy." The

sink was clean. The counters were wiped. Lord knows, he

thought, his place was never this neat.

"Financial papers?" the man asked. "Bank statements?

Jeweby?"
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Dominguez thought of Eddie wearing jewelry and he

almost laughed. He realized how much he missed the old

man, how strange it was not having him at the pier, bark-

ing orders, watching everything like a mother hawk. They

hadn't even cleared out his locker. No one had the heart.

They just left his stuff at the shop, where it was, as if he

were coming back tomorrow.

"l dunno. You check in that bedroom thing?"

"The bureau?"

"Yeah. You know, I only been here once myself. I really

only knew Eddie through work."

Dominguezleaned over the table and glanced out the

kitchen window. He saw the old carousel. He looked at his

watch. Speakingofwork, he thought to himself.

The attorney opened the top drawer of the bedroom

bureau. He pushed aside the pairs of socks, neatly rolled,

one inside the other, and the underwear, white boxer

shorts, stacked by the waistbands. Tircked beneath them

was an old leather-bound box, a serious-looking thing.

He flipped it open in hopes of a quick find. He frowned.

Nothing important. No bank statements. No insurance

policies. Just a black bow tie, a Chinese restaurant menu,

an old deck of cards, a letter with an army medal, and a

faded Polaroid of a man by ^ birthday cake, surrounded

by children.

"Hey," Dominguez called from the other room, "is this

what you need?"
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He emerged with a stack of envelopes taken from a

kitchen drawer, some from a local bank, some from the Vet-

erans Administration. The amorney fingered through them

and, without looking up, said, "That'll do." He pulled out

one bank statement and made a mental note of the balance.

Then, as often happened with these visits, he silently con-

gratulated himself on his own Portfolio of stocks, bonds,

and a vested retirement plan. It sure beat ending up like this

poor slob, with little to show but a tidy kitchen.



The Fifth Person Eddie
Meets in Heaven

Wrrrr. THERE wAS oNLy wHrrE Now. No earth, no sky,
no horizon between the two. Only a pwe and silent white,
as noiseless as the deepest snowfall at the quietest sunrise.

tVhite was all Eddie saw. All he heard was his own la-
bored breathing, followed by an echo of that breathing. He
inhaled and heard a louder inhale. He exhaled, and it ex-
haled, too.

Eddie squeezed his eyes shut. Silence is worse when
you know it won't be broken, and Eddie knew. His wife
was gone. He wanted her desp erately, one more minute,
half a minute, five more seconds, but there was no way ro
reach or call or wave or even look at her picture. He felt
as if he'd tumbled down steps and was crumpled at the
bottom. His soul was vacant. He had no impulse. He hung
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limp and lifeless in the void, as if on a hook, as if all the flu-

ids had been gored out of him. He might have hung there

a day or a month. It might have been a century.

Only at the arrival of a small but haunting noise did he

stir, his eyelids lifting heavily. He had abeady been to four

pockets of heaven, met four people, and while each had

been mystifying upon arrival, he sensed that this was some-

thing altogether different.

The tremor of noise came again, louder now, and Ed-

die, in a lifelong defense instinct, clenched his fists, only to

find his right hand squeezing a cane. His forearms were

pocked with liver spots. His fingernails were small and yel-

lowish. His bare legs carried the reddish rash-shingles-

that had come during his final weeks on earth. He looked

away from his hastening decay. In human accounting, his

body was near its end.

Now came the sound again, a high-pitched rolling of ir-

regular shrieks and lulls. In life, Eddie had heard this sound

in his nightmares, and he shuddered with the memory: the

village, the fire, Smitty and this noise, this squealing cackle

that, in the end, emerged from his own throat when he tried

to speak.

He clenched his teeth, as if that might make it stop, but

it continued on, like an unheeded alarm, until Eddie yelled

into the choking whiteness: "W'hat is it? II/hat do you want?"

With that, the high-pitched noise moved to the back-
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ground, layered atop a second noise, a loose, relentless

rumble-the sound of a running river-and the whiteness

shrank to a sun spot reflecting off shimmering waters.

Ground appeared beneath Eddie's feet. His cane touched

something solid. He was high up on an embankment, where

abrceze blew across his face and a mist brought his skin to

a moist glaze. He looked down and saw, in the river, the

source of those haunting screeches, and he was flushed with

the relief of a man who finds, while gripping the baseball

bat, that there is no intruder in his house. The sound, this

screaming, whisding, thrumming screak, was merely the ca-

cophony of children's voices, thousands of them at play,

splashing in the river and shrieking with innocent laughter.

Was this what IA been dreaming? he thought. All this time?

Why? He studied the small bodies, some jumping, some

wading, some carrying buckets while others rolled in the

high grass. He noticed a certain calmness to it all, no rough-

housing, which you usually saw with kids. He noticed some-

thing else. There were no adults. Not even teenagers. These

were all small children, with skin the color of dark wood,

seemingly monitoring themselves.

And then Eddie's eyes were drawn to a white boulder.

A slender young girl stood upon it, apart from the others,

facing his direction. She motioned with both her hands,

waving him in. He hesitated. She smiled. She waved again

and nodded, as if to say, Y1 you.
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Eddie lowered his cane to navigate the downward slope.

He slipped, his bad knee buckling, his legs giving way. But

before he hit the earth, he felt a sudden blast of wind at his

back and he was whipped forward and straightened on his

feet, and there he was, standing before the little girl as if he'd

been there all the time.



Today Is Eddie's Birthday

He is 51. A Saturday.It is hk frst birthday without Marguerite.

He makes Sanka in a paper cup, and eats two pieces of toast with

margarine.In the yedrs afer his rrfr" accident, Eddie shooed

dwdy any birthday celebrations, saying "Why do I gotta be

reminded of that day for?" It was Marguerite who insisted. She

made the cake. She inited fiends. She always purchased one bag

tf ,"fy and tied it with a ribbon. "You can't give dwdy your birth-

day," she would say.

Now that she's gone, Eddie tries. At work" he snaps himselfon

a roller codster czffye, high and alone, like a mountain climber. At

night, he watches teleyision in the apartment. He goes to bed early.

No cake. No guests. It is neyer hard to act ordinary if you feel ordi-

nary, and the paleness of sunender becomes the color of Eddie's

doyt

He is 60, a Wednesday. He gets to the shop early. He opens a
brown-baglunch and rips a piece of bologna of a sandwich. He at-
taches it to a hook" then drops the twine down the fshinghole. He

watches it float. Eventually, it disappears, swallowed by the sea.

He is 68, a Saturday. He spreads his pilts on the counter. The

telephone rings.Joe, his brother, is callingfrom Floida.Joe wishes
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him happy birthday.Joe mlks about his grandson.Joe talks about a

condominium. Eddie says "uh-huh" at least 50 times.

He is 75, a Monday. He puts on his glassa and checks the

maintenance rePorts. He notices someone mksed a shif the night

before and the Squigly Wi1gly Worm Adttenture has not been

brake-tested. He sighs and takes a placard fom the wall-ntor,

CLOSED TEMqORARILY FOR MAINTENANCE-I\en carries it across

the boardwalk to the Wi1gly Worm entrdnce' where he checks the

brake panel himself,

He is 82, a Tiruday. A taxi arrives at the parkentrance- He

slides inside the front seat, pullinghis cane in behind him.

"Most people like the back" the driver sdys.

"You mind?" Eddie asks.

The driver shrugs. "Nah.I don't mind." Eddie looks straight

ahead. He doesn't say that it feels more like driving this way, and he

hasn't driven since they refused him a license two years ago.

The taxi takes him to the cemetery. Hevisits his mather's grave

and his brother's grave and he stands by his fathey's grave fir only a

few moments. As usual,lte saves his wife's fir last. He leans on the

cane and he looks at the headstone and he thinks about mdny things.

nfy He thinks about taffi. He thinks it would take his teeth out

now, but he would eat it anyhow, ifit meant eatingit with her



The Last  Lesson

T"TLITTLE GrRL AeeEARED To BE ASIAN, maybefive or six

yearc old, with a beautiful cinnamon complexion, hair the
color of a dark plum, a small flat nose, full lips that spread
joyfully over her gapped teeth, and the mosr arresting eyes,
as black as a seal's hide, with a pinhead of white serving as a
pupil. She smiled and flapped her hands excitedly until Ed-
die edged one step closer, whereupon she presented herself,

"Tala," she said, offering her name, her palms on her
chest.

"Tala," Eddie repeated.

She smiled as if a game had begun. She pointed to her
embroidered blouse, loosely slung over her shoulders and
wet with the river warer.
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"Bdror" she said.
ttBaro.tt

She touched the woven red fabric that wrapped around

her torso and legs.

"Saya."
ttSaya."

Then came her cloglike shoes-"bakya"-then the iri-

descent seashells by her feet-"capiz"-then a woven bamboo

mat-"bani{'-that was laid out before her. She motioned

for Eddie to sit on the mat and she sat, too, her legs curled

underneath her.

None of the other children seemed to notice him. They

splashed and rolled and collected stones from the river's

floor. Eddie watched one boy rub a stone over the body of

another, down his back, under his arms.

"Washing," the girl said. "Like our inas used to do."

"Inas?" Eddie said.

She studied Eddie's face.

"Mommies," she said.

Eddie had heard many children in his life, but in this

one's voice, he detected none of the normal hesitation to-

ward adults. He wondered if she and the other children had

chosen this riverbank heaven, or if, given their short mem-

ories, such a serene landscape had been chosen for them.

She pointed to Eddie's shirt pocket. He looked down.

Pipe cleaners.
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"These?" he said. He pulled them out and twisted
them together, as he had done in his days ar rhe pier. She
rose to her knees to examine the process. His hands

shook. "You see? It's a . . ." he finished the last twist
a ( l r t. . . q o g .

She took it and smiled-a smile Eddie had seen a rhou-
sand times.

"You like that?" he said.
ttYou burn me.tt she said.

6\9EDDIE FEUT HIS Jaw tighten.

"rJfhat did you say?"

"You burn me. You make me fire."

Her voice was flat, like a child reciting a lesson.
"My ina say to wair inside the nipa. My ina say to hide."
Eddie lowered his voice, his words slow and deliberate.
"\What . . . were you hidingfrcnt,limle gillr?"
She fingered the pipe-cleaner dog, then dipped it in

the water.

"Sundalon$," she said.

"Sundalong?"

She looked rp.

"Soldier."

Eddie felt the word like a knife in his rongue. Images
flashed through his head. Soldiers. Explosions. Morton.
Smitty. The Captain. The flamethrowers.
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"Th[a . . ." he whispered.

"TaIa," she said, smiling at her own name.

"Sfhy are you here, in heaven?"

She lowered the animal.

"You burn me. You make me fire."

Eddie felt a pounding behind his eyes. His head began

to rush. His breathing quickened.

"You were in the Philippines . . . the shadow . . . in that

h u t . . . "

"The nipa.Ina say be safe there. Wait for her. Be safe'

Then big noise. Big fire. You burn me." She shrugged her

narrow shoulders. "Not safe."

Eddie swall0wed. His hands trembled. He looked into

her deep, black eyes and he tried to smile, as if it were a

medicine the little girl needed. She smiled back, but this

only made him fall apart. His face collapsed, and he buried

it in his palms. His shoulders and lungs gave way. The dark-

ness that had shadowed him all those years was fevealing it-

self at last, it was real, flesh and blood, this child, this lovely

child, he had killed her, burned her to death, the bad

dreams he'd suffered, he'd deserved every one. He had seen

something! That shadow in the flame! Death by his hand!

By his own fery hand!A flood of tears soaked through his fin-

gers and his soul seemed to plummet.

He wailed then, and a howl rose within him in a voice

he had never heard before, a howl from the very belly of his

being, a howl that rumbled the river water and shook the
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misty air of heaven. His body convulsed, and his head
jerked wildly, until the howling gave way to prayerlilce utter-

ances, every word expelled in the breathless surge of confes-

sion: "I killed you, I KILLED YOU," then a whispered

"forgive me," then, "FORGIVE ME, OH, GOD . . ." and

finally, "What have I done . . . WHAT HAI/E I DONE? . . ."

He wept and he wept, until the weeping drained him

to a shiver. Then he shook silently, swaying back and forth.

He was kneeling on a mat before the little dark-haired girl,

who played with her pipe-cleaner animal along the bank of

the flowing river.

G'oAr SoME PotNT, when his anguish had quieted, Eddie

feh a tapping on his shoulder. He looked rp to see Thla

holding out a stone.

"You wash me," she said. She stepped into the water and

turned her back to Eddie. Then she pulled the embroidered

baro over her head.

He recoiled. Her skin was horribly burned. Her torso

and narrow shoulders were black and charred and blistered.

SThen she turned around, the beautiful, innocent face was

covered in grotesque scars. Her lips drooped. Only one eye

was open. Her hair was gone in patches of burned scalp,

covered now by hard, mottled scabs.

"You wash me," she said again, holding out the stone.

Eddie dragged himself into the river. He took the stone.
His fingers trembled.
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"l don't know how. . . ." he mumbled ,barcly audible. "I

never had children. . . ."

She raised her charred hand and Eddie gripped it

gently and slowly rubbed the stone along her forearm, until

the scars began to loosen. He rubbed harder; they peeled

away. He quickened his efforts until the singed flesh fell

and the healthy flesh was visible. Then he turned the stone

over and rubbed her bony back and tiny shoulders and the

nape of her neck and finally her cheeks and her forehead

and the skin behind her ears.

She leaned backward into him, resting her head on his

collarbone, shutting her eyes as if falling into a nap. He

traced gently around the lids. He did the same with her

drooped lips, and the scabbed patches on her head, until

the plum-colored hair emerged from the roots and the face

that he had seen at first was before him again.

S7hen she opened her eyes, their whites flashed out

like beacons. "I am five," she whispered.

Eddie lowered the stone and shuddered in short, gasp-

ing breaths. "Five . . . uh-huh . . . Five years old? . . ."

She shook her head no. She held up five fingers. Then

she pushed them against Eddie's chest, as if to say yourfive.

Yourffh person.

A warm brceze blew. A tear rolled down Eddie's face.

Thla studied it the way a child studies a bug in the grass.

Then she spoke to the space between them.

"$Vhy sad?" she said.
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"S7hy am I sad?" he whispered. "Here?"

She pointed down. "There."

Eddie sobbed, a final vacant sob, as if his chest were

empty. He had surrendered all barriers; there was no grown-
up-to-child talk anymore. He said what he always said, to

Marguerite, to Ruby, to the Captain, to the Blue Man, and,

more than anyone, to himself.

"I was sad because I didn't do anyrhing with my life. I

was nothing. I accomplished norhing. I was lost. I felt like I

wasn't supposed to be there."

Thla plucked the pipe-cleaner dog from the water.

"Supposed to be there," she said.

"Where? At Ruby Pier?"

She nodded.

"Fixing rides? That was my existence?" He blew a deep
breath. "Why?"

She tilted her head, as if it were obvious.

"Children," she said. "You keep them safe. You make

good for me."

She wiggled the dog against his shirt.

"Is where you were supposed to be," she said, and then
she touched his shirt patch with a small laugh and added
two words, "Eddie Main-ten-ance."

G'oEDDIE sLUMpED m the rushing warer. The srones of his
stories were all around him now, beneath the surface, one
touching another. He could feel his form melting, dissolv-
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ing, and he sensed that he did not have long, that whatever

came after the five people you meet in heaven, it was uPon

him now.

"Tala?" he whispered.

She looked tp.

"The little girl at the pier? Do you know about het?"

Thla stared at her fingertips. She nodded yes.

"Did I save her? Did I pull her out of the way?"

Thla shook her head. "No pull."

Eddie shivered. His head dropped. So there it was.

The end of his story.

"Push," Thla said.

He looked tp. "Push?"

"Push her legs. No pull. You push. Big thing fal[. You

keep her safe."

Eddie shut his eyes in denial. "But I felt her hands," he

said. "It's the only thing I remember. I couldn't have pushed

her. I felt her hands."

Thla smiled and scooped up river water' then placed

her small wet fingers in Eddie's adult griP. He knew right

away they had been there before.

"Not her hands," she said. "Myhands. I bring you to

heaven. Keep you safe."

6-owlrH THAT, THE river rose quickly, engulfing Eddie's

waist and chest and shoulders. Before he could take another

breath, the noise of the children disappeared above him, and
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still entwined with Gla's, but he felt his body being washed
from his soul, meat from the bone, and with it wenr all the
pain and weariness he ever held inside him, every scar, every
wound, every bad memory.

He was nothing now, aleaf in the warer, and she pulled
him gently, through shadow and light, through shades of
blue and ivory and lemon and black, and he realized all
these colors, all along, were the emotions of his life. She
drew him up through the breaking waves of a great gray
ocean and he emerged in brilliant light above an almost
unimaginable scene:

There was a pier filled with thousands of people, men
and women, fathers and mothers and children-so many
children-children from the past and the presenr, children
who had not yer been born, side by side, hand in hand, in
caps, in short pants, filling the boardwalk and the rides and
the wooden platforms, sitting on each orher's shoulders,
sitting in each other's laps. They were there, or would be
there, because of the simple, mundane things Eddie had
done in his life, the accidents he had prevented, the rides
he had kept safe, the unnoriced turns he had affected every
day. And while their lips did nor move, Eddie heard their
voices, more voices than he could have imagined, and a
peace came upon him that he had never known before. He
was free of Thla's grasp now, and he floated up above the
sand and above the boardwalk, above the tent tops and spires
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of the midway, toward the peak of the big, white Ferris

wheel, where a cart, gently swaying, held a woman in a yel-

low dress-his wife, Marguerite, waiting with her arms ex-

tended. He reached for her and he saw her smile and the

voices melded into a single word from God:

Home.



Epi logue

Th"pARK Ar RUBv prER REoeENED THREE days after the
accident. The story of Eddie's death was in the newspapers
for a week, and then other stories about other deaths took
its place.

The ride called Freddy's Free Fall was closed for the
season, but the next yeat it reopened with a new name,
Daredevil Drop. Genagers saw it as a badge of courage, and
it drew many customers, and the owners were pleased.

Eddie's aparrment, the one he had grown up in, was
rented to someone new, who put leaded glass in the kitchen
window, obscuring the view of the old carousel. Dominguez,
who had agreed to take over Eddie's job, put Eddie's few
possessions in a trunk at the maintenance shop, alongside
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memorabilia from Ruby Pier, including photos of the origi-

nal entrance.

Nicky, the young man whose key had cut the cable,

made a new key when he got home, then sold his car four

months later. He returned often to Ruby Pier, where he

bragged to his friends that his great-grandmother was the

woman for whom it was named.

Seasons came and seasons went. And when school let

out and the days grew long, the crowds returned to the

amusement park by the great gray ocean-not as large as

those at the theme parks, but large enough. Come the

summer, the spirit turns, and the seashore beckons with a

song of the waves, and people gather for carousels and Fer-

ris wheels and sweet iced drinks and cotton candy.

Lines formed at Ruby Pier-just as a line formed some-

place else: five people, waiting, in five chosen memories, for

a little girl named Amy or Annie to grow and to love and

to age and to die, and to finally have her questions an-

swered-why she lived and what she lived for. And in that

line now was a whiskered old man, with a linen cap and a

crooked nose, who waited in a place called the Stardust

Band Shell to share his part of the secret of heaven: that

each affects the other and the other affects the next, and

the world is full of stories, but the stories are all one.
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