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For Laila and her great-grandmother
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Sunday

On a buffety, blustery early summer day, when the news was bad and the sky turned yellow, a strange thing happened in the town where I live. That morning, two grandmothers who had never met, not even by accident, put on their summer sunday clothes, their most comfortable shoes, their favorite sun hats, and walked to the park in the center of town.

Now that, of course, wasn’t the strange part because lots of people walk to the park, especially in summer. It’s what the grandmothers did after they got there that set the whole town on its collective ear.

What, you ask, could two grandmothers do that would cause such a buzz on a buffety, blustery early summer day? Well, just wait till you hear.

The grandmothers who had never met, not even by accident, walked past the river and past the rose garden and past the playground to the center of the big grassy area that faces the town square. And there they stood.

Not speaking.

Not looking at squirrels.

Not munching on coconut candy.

In actual point of fact, not anything at all.
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Ryan Reilly was the first to notice. He’s the busboy at Beever Brothers Café that overlooks the park. Every time he cleared coffee cups and water glasses from the table by the window, he saw the grandmothers.

“What do you think they’re doing?” he asked Willie and Erma Beans, who always sit at the table by the window.

“Dunno,” said Willie.

“Maybe they’re waiting for someone, ”Erma offered.

“Mighty long wait,” said Ryan.

Robin the waitress bustled by with a coffeepot. “Maybe they’re pretending to be statues,” she said. “People do that, you know.”

Sue Ann Renfrew got up and looked out the window. “Maybe it’s a Chinese meditation exercise.”

“Well, if that’s exercise, it’s the kind I could get into,” said Leslie Plunkett, who, with her five-year-old daughter, Polly, joined sue ann at the window.

For several minutes everyone in Beever Brothers café watched the grandmothers stand in the center of the big grassy area. No one could come up with a reasonable explanation for their behavior. No one, that is, until a very little voice said, “I know what they’re doing.”Leslie looked down at her topsy-haired daughter.

“You do?” said Willie and Erma and Sue Ann and Leslie and Ryan Reilly and Robin the waitress.

“Yes,” she said, suddenly shy from all the attention.

“Well then tell us,” said Ryan Reilly.

Polly took a gulpy breath and announced quite matter-of-factly, as a matter of fact: “They’re saving the world.”
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For exactly two-point-five seconds, no one said a word. Then they all laughed. Leslie scooped up her daughter and everyone went back to their tables, and that was that.

Except it wasn’t.

When Ryan Reilly got off work that afternoon, he cut through the park on his way home like he always does, and the grandmothers were still there. They had been standing in the middle of the big grassy area the whole day long.

Ryan was puzzled, perplexed and more than a little perturbed. The world was already askew and getting askewer every day. if grandmothers started doing unpredictably curious things, there was no telling where it might end. At that very moment, more than anything, he needed to know why they were standing in the park.

So he did the only thing he could think of – he asked.

The grandmothers, whose glistening faces were as pink as watermelon flesh, smiled weary smiles. And with just a hint of sadness, mixed with just a hint of hope, they said almost in unison: “We’re saving the world.”

This was definitely not what Ryan wanted to hear. It made no sense. Two grandmothers standing in the park can’t save the world. Everyone knows that – except maybe Polly Plunkett, but she’s only five.

He didn’t know what to say next, and the more he didn’t know what to say, the more flustered he got. “it’s just that… well… you can’t…” Finally, he threw his hands in the air and darted across the lawn toward home, his face as pink as the grandmothers’.

[image: Image]

The big television set in the family room was on when Ryan and his parents sat down to dinner. They always ate with the TV turned to the news, and the news was always bad. Lately it had been especially bad.

The only time anyone talked during dinner, except to say, “Please pass the parsnips,” was when a commercial came on. That night, Ryan could hardly wait for the commercial so he could tell his parents about the two grandmothers who stood in the park all day.

“Why would they do such a thing?” asked his mother.

“They said they’re saving the world.”

His father laughed, shook his head and kept on eating. But his mother stopped, a fork full of parsnips suspended in the air midway between the plate and her mouth. She stared at her son, saying nothing, even though the commercial was still on and it was okay to talk.

That same evening, Willie and Erma Beans met with their weekly cribbage-and-dessert group. Erma told the women at her table about the grandmothers who stood in the park doing nothing.

When Madeline Swivet asked, “Whatever for?” erma said, “i heard they’re saving the world.” she didn’t mention she heard it in the coffee shop from a five-year-old.

The women at Erma’s table were oddly quiet the rest of the night. Their husbands thought they were up to something.
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Monday

The morning dawned gray and drippy, a day not at all befitting early summer. Ryan Reilly was clearing off the window table at the café when he saw them: the two grandmothers standing smack in the middle of the park’s big grassy area. The only difference was, they were holding umbrellas instead of wearing sun hats.

Well, that would have been the only difference, if it weren’t for the other one. This time, standing with the grandmothers were Erma Beans, madeline swivet, leslie plunkett and his very own mother!

Robin the waitress passed on her way to refill sue ann’s coffee cup. “Whatcha staring at Ry?” Ryan opened his mouth to answer, but all that came out was a sound like a cat with a hairball.
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Dinner was late at the Reilly house, and for the first time Ryan could remember, they missed the news. The meal of leftover parsnips was interrupted by phone calls from every woman his mother knew. seventeen in all. his father was Not one Bit pleased.

The same thing happened at the Beans’ house. Willie Beans got so hungry waiting for his wife to get off the phone, he made himself a sardine-and-jelly sandwich.

Leslie plunkett was besieged by women at melville’s Grocery. and madeline swivet’s doorbell never stopped ringing.


Tuesday

Ryan Reilly had been at work two hours and had not gone near the table by the window. coffee cups and water glasses had piled up and up until there was hardly any green Formica showing through. Robin knew why.

In the middle of the park’s big grassy area were the two grandmothers, erma Beans, madeline swivet, leslie plunkett, mrs. Reilly and one hundred and six other women. standing. stock. still.
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At 11:37 A.M., jason p. mason, a reporter for the local newspaper, scurried through the door of Beever Brothers café. he ordered a bowl of homemade chicken-and-chickpea soup, which, if truth be told, was not homemade at all, and for the next hour slurped and wrote, slurped and wrote, slurped and wrote.
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Ryan and Robin tried to see what he was writing, but every time they came close, jason covered his notes with his skinny little arm. “You’ll see soon enough,” he said, dribbling soup down the front of his brown plaid shirt.

They didn’t have long to wait. That afternoon, The Town Trumpet ran his story on the front page along with a photo of the women taken from the roof of city hall. mostly it showed the tops of their heads.

Jason p. mason, who was not considered a particularly colorful journalist, even by his own mother, must have been inspired by something in the Beever Brothers’ soup because the story he wrote was brilliant. at least that’s what the men said who gathered at the coffee corner in Bumble’s Bookstore.

The article poked pitiful fun at women who thought they could save the world – or anything else for that matter – by standing in the park. as for the silly, misguided grandmothers who started it all, best they get back to their knitting.

“The world doesn’t need saving,” said murphy Beebell, unofficial leader of the coffee corner group. “and if it did, we have armies for that, and elected officials.”

“Hear, hear!” said clyde cleveland.

“Besides, they’re not even carrying banners or shouting slogans,” said Duncan Willows. “everyone knows you can’t save the world without banners and slogans.”

The men nodded and sighed.
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“Well, that’s that,” said mayor pudge with a smiley smirk after reading jason’s article. “No woman will dare show her face in the park now.”

And at any other time, in any other place, when the news wasn’t bad and the world wasn’t askew, that might have been true. But not this time.


Wednesday

By eight o’clock the next morning, squiggle-squeezed into the big grassy area, the rose garden, the playground and the pathway leading to the wading pond were two thousand two hundred and twenty-three women and one five-year-old girl.

The mayor was beside himself.

“We’ll be a laughingstock,” he said to police chief Barker-poles. “Do something. make them go away.”

The police chief thought and thought. The women weren’t disturbing the peace. They weren’t destroying city property. They weren’t even littering.

“Aha!” he said finally. “i’ve got it!”

He grabbed his purple police-chief megaphone and bellowed at the women, who could have heard him even if he’d whispered. “ladies, your organization didn’t apply for a permit to gather in the park. You will have to disperse immediately.”

The women smiled weary smiles. No one budged. Not even a millimeter.

“Make them move now,” the mayor hissed.

“Tell them you’ll call the police.”

“I am the police,” the police chief said.

“Excuse me, sir,” said one of the grandmothers. “We belong to no organization.

We’re simply women who have chosen to Visit a public park, which is our right to do. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Chief Barker-poles, although not used to being disobeyed, especially when he used his purple police-chief megaphone, was a fair and thoughtful man. he pondered and pondered. “They have a point,” he said.

And for the rest of the day the women stood in the park.

Not speaking.

Not
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