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				Section 1: Dream of Veils

				
	
	


	
	

Dream of Veils


				The circus arrived at midnight. I could hear the strange music as the caravan passed through our two-block downtown. I wanted to join them, even if I was embarrassed by my toy-checked pajama pants and floppy clown slippers. I knew there would be a pretty snake charmer and a languid belly dancer, and that my mother would be upset if she caught me there. The moon hung over the tents like a giant balloon filled with candy. I drifted over toward the big top, holding my stuffed elephant in my arms, only to come face to face with a real elephant. His face reminded me of my lost father’s, but it felt dangerous to stand close to him. I saw the sign on the belly dancer’s tent and began edging my way past the elephant, who held out his trunk to stop me from going forward. “Hello,” I said, standing in the beaded entrance of the tent, “I want to watch your show.” The belly dancer, covered in veils, didn’t even take my money; she just began to roll her belly and gyrate, tossing off each of her veils slowly until I could make out her face. “Mom?” I asked.

				


	


	


The Egyptians on Sappho Avenue


				After we moved to the rental on Sappho Avenue, Mom claimed she made jewelry for Egyptian Pharaohs. She would come home every evening smelling like the Nile. Her long black hair shone in the weakly lit kitchen. “Mom,” I said, “Where did you meet Egyptian Pharaohs and how do you know they’re Pharaohs?” She stood near a bowl of tangerines that seemed to be mummifying. “Don’t eat those,” she said. “They’re for appearances.” She reminded me of Cleopatra, only older, with a motherly pot belly and slouch. She always wore sheer dresses and a turquoise necklace that might have been bright blue glass. My father, whom she nicknamed Alexander the Not-So-Great, had gone off on a long sales crusade in the Far East and never returned. “Mom, I really want to know why you think your customers are Pharaohs.” “Ptolemy,” she said, “You ask too many questions. They’re fat men in fezzes with lovely ladies on their arms. Who else would they be?” She dangled her bracelets and started one of her infamous belly dances that made her look as though she was being swallowed by a snake. The moon rose higher over the pyramids of Sappho Avenue, and soon because there was nothing more to say, I was rolling my belly too.

				


	


	


Robot Dogs in Madagascar


				After we moved to Madagascar, Missouri, my mother sold robotic dogs to senior citizens who wanted to hug a furry animal, but not to pick up its poop. The dogs were hairy, and the fur was made of recycled turtle shells, said to be softer than mohair. Poor turtles, I said, when Mom packed a crate full of robotic dogs into the back of our broken-down Volvo to take to the old folks home. “Better to think of it as happy seniors who get to cuddle with my dogs. And the dogs are always obedient.” This seemed sensible to me, as our late Saluki, Anubis, continually peed on our sofa. She had ruined what was left of my dad’s old leather chair, and made our house look like something out of The Dead Circus. The robotic dogs pretended to pee on rugs and carpets, but only so their owners had the pleasure of saying “bad dog” and correcting them. I had fallen in love with one of the robot dogs, Alexandria, and was finding it very difficult to part with her. She would lick my cheeks and curl up on my lap to watch Prisoner of Cairo and I Dream of Jeannie reruns.

				


	


	


Prayer Misfire


				His mother had always told him to be careful what he prayed for, but he wasn’t. He prayed for his mother to begin acting her age and to stop flirting with young waiters. So she took it upon herself to date only men old enough to be her father. Her new boyfriend, Milton, was an octogenarian who loved black olives and spicy Greek Keftedes. He had a large belly shaped like a meatball. Each night, he would put on Pop Dance Music and dance around the living room in circles, limping slightly. He often became dizzy. His mother just kind of swayed her hips and looked off into the distance as though planning a new future. He wondered where he fit into his mother’s future plans. He shrank from Milton’s strangling hugs and huge, forehead-kissing lips. His little mother was still so pretty but Milton was like a mutated Kabocha squash, striped green and all yellow and squishy inside.

				


	


	


Secret Messages


				Mom would be gone all day and night, so I’d send her secret messages. I would whisper the messages out the window, sure that she would hear them when her lover fell into a slumber. I imagined her lover was a large, happy man with love handles and a Moorish face, but I couldn’t remember what my mom looked like. Did she have a long black ponytail and a snake tattoo on her neck? Did she have wrinkles around her mouth, or smooth pearly skin? Did she look like a scared rabbit, or a fox? The cool night air would push against my cheeks, and the moon would rise higher over the rooftops. My mother’s face would flash before me, then disappear into the pixelated night.

				


	


	


Tiny Town Harps


				After we moved to Tiny Town, Mom started selling huge Egyptian Harps that were larger than the tiny houses. Our neighbor, a tiny version of Barbara Eden in I Dream of Jeannie, said, “the sound is lovely, it reminds me of the pyramids over the Nile, but how can I possibly fit this in my home?” “No problem,” Mom said, just open up the roof.” The neighbor shimmied her harem pants around in the bright afternoon sun. Though I didn’t know how to play, I strummed the harp repeatedly with my thumb and index finger, hoping to keep her dancing. Our houses were so close together that we could feel each other breathing at night. I couldn’t sleep, imagining the incense of her breath. Mom seemed annoyed with me for interrupting her sales schpiel earlier, and clunked around in our doll-sized bathroom. At the same time, our neighbor was taking a bath and splashing so much water on our windows that it seemed as though it were raining. “Tiny Town needs the rain,” I said to mom, imagining Jeannie arising from the mist of her bath. “I can’t figure out what went wrong,” Mom said, her face sad and old. She had not sold even one harp, and her magical harps stood on the roof as though waiting for someone to rescue them from silence.

				


	


	


Leaving Midnight


				We sped out of Midnight, Missouri, where mom had rented us a deluxe trailer, decorated with Alice in Wonderland paraphernalia and figurines of dancing white rabbits. The lady gripped my knee with one hand, even though we were going fast, too fast. “You’ll be okay, baby,” she said, her breath full of wine. Bugs swirled in the headlights. The moon peered through the tall trees as if seeing something it shouldn’t see. “We don’t have any money,” I said. “Mom sells Ozark Mountain teapots for a living.” She handed me a Big Mac with extra cheese. “I’m not in it for the money. You’re the prize.” She smiled at me the way my mother would after she made a sale.
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