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o beautiful things from his exotic homeland in the afternoons, at that

wf hour when the day’s work is done and there is a little time before the
evening duties. He did not carry anything men would buy. His merchandise,
mostly linens, was impractical but exquisite. The bed covers were gorgeously
woven into oriental tales that he narrated to his customers in his halting
Spanish. My mother bought the Scheherazade. It was expensive but she
desired it for my bed, since it was the year when I was being denied everything
by my father: no dating like other sixteen-year-olds (I was a decent Puerto
Rican serfiorita, not a wild American teenager); no driver’s license (the streets
of Paterson were too dangerous for an inexperienced driver —he would take
me where I needed to go); no end-of-the-school-year weekend trip with my
junior class to Seaside Heights (even though three teachers would be chaper-
oning us). No, no, no, with a short Spanish “0.” Final, no lingering vowels in
my father’s pronouncements.

She knew that I could be brought out of my surliness, my seething anger
at my father’s constant vigilance, by a visit from the storytelling salesman. On
the days when I heard the heavy footfall on the staircase announcing his com-
ing, I would emerge from my room where I kept company only with my
English-language books no one else in the house could read. Since I was not
allowed to linger at the drug store with my high school classmates, nor to go
out socially —unless my father could be convinced to let me after interroga-
tions and arguments I had come to dread—1I had turned to reading in seclu-
sion. Books kept me from going mad. They allowed me to imagine my cir-
cumstances as romantic: some days I was an Indian princess living in a zenana,
a house of women, keeping myself pure, being trained for a brilliant future.
Other days I was a prisoner: Papillon, preparing myself for my great flight to
freedom. When E! Arabe came to our door bearing his immense stack of bed
linens on his shoulder, I ran to let him in. Mother brought him a glass of cold
water as he settled into a rocking chair. I sat on the linoleum floor Indian-style
while he spread his merchandise in front of us. Sometimes he brought jewelry
too. He carried the rings and bracelets in a little red velvet bag he pulled out of
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l"’L ARABE was what the Puerto Rican women called him. He sold them
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his coat pocket. The day he showed us the Scheherazade bedspread, he
emptied the glittering contents of the velvet bag on my lap, then he took my
hand and fitted a gold ring with an immense green stone on my finger. It was
ornate and covered my finger up to the knuckle, scratching the tender skin in
between fingers. Feeling nervous, I laughed and tried to take it off. But he
shook his head no. He said that he wanted me to keep the ring on while he told
me some of the stories woven on the bedspread. It was a magic ring, he said,
that would help me understand. My mother gave me a little frown from the
doorway behind E! Arabe, meaning: be polite but give it back soon. El Arabe
settled back to tell his stories. Every so often he would unfold another corner
of the bedspread to illustrate a scene.

On a gold background with green threads running through it, glossy like
the patina on the dome at city hall, the weavers had put the seated figure of the
storytelling woman among the characters she had created. She seemed to be
invisible to them. In each panel she sat slightly behind the action in the posture
of wisdom, which the salesman demonstrated: mouth parted and arms extended
toward her audience, like a Buddha, or a sacred dancer. While Sindbad wields
his sword at a pirate, Scheherazade sits calmly in between them. She can be
found on the street corner where Aladdin trades his new lamps for old. But he
does not see her.

El Arabe spoke deliberately, but his Spanish was still difficult to under-
stand. It was as if his tongue had trouble with certain of our sound combina-
tions. But he was patient. When he saw that one of us had lost the thread of
the story he would begin again, sometimes at the beginning. This usually drove
my mother out of the room, but I understood that these tales were one con-
tinuous story to him. If broken, the pattern would be ruined. They had to be
told all the way through. I looked at him closely as he spoke. He appeared to
be about my father’s age, but it was hard to tell because a thick beard covered
most of his face. His eyes revealed his fatigue. He was stooped from carrying
his bundles from building to building, I assumed. No one seemed to know
where he lived, or whether he had a family. But on the day of the Scheherazade
stories he told me about his son. The subject seemed to arise naturally out of
the last tale. The king who beheaded his brides was captivated by the storytell-
ing woman and spared her life. I felt uneasy with this ending, though I had
read it before, not trusting the gluttonous King Schahriah to keep his word.
And what would happen to Scheherazade when she ran out of stories? It was
always the same with these fairy tales: the plot was fascinating but the ending
was unsatisfactory to me. “Happily ever after” was a loose knot tied on a
valuable package.

El Arabe took the first payment on the bedspread from my mother who
had, I knew, gotten the dollar bills out of her underwear drawer where she
kept her “secret” little stash of money in the foot of a nylon stocking. She
probably thought that neither my father nor I would have any reason to look
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there. But in that year of my seclusion, nothing was safe from my curiosity: if I
could not go out and explore the world, I would learn what I could from
within the four walls. Sometimes I was Anne Frank, and what little there was
to discover from my keepers belonged by rights to me.

She counted out ten dollars slowly into his hand. He opened his little
notebook with frayed pages. He wrote with a pencil: the full amount at the
top, her name, the date, and “$10.00” with a flourish. She winced a little as she
followed his numbers. It would take her a long time to pay it off. She asked me
if I really wanted it —three times. But she knew what it meant to me.

My mother left with the bedspread, explaining that she wanted to see
how it would look on my bed. E! Arabe seemed reluctant to leave. He lit a
slender, aromatic cigarette he took out of a gold case with a little diamond in
the middle. Then he repeated the story of Scheherazade’s winning over of her
husband. Though I was by now weary of the repetition, 1 listened politely. It
was then that he said that he had a son, a handsome young man who wanted
very much to come to America to take over the business. There was much
money to be made. I nodded, not really understanding why he was telling me
all this.

But I fell under the spell of his words as he described a heroic vision of a
handsome man who rode thoroughbreds over a golden desert. Without my
being aware of it, the afternoon passed quickly. It caught me entirely by sur-
prise when I heard the key turning in the front door lock. I was really chagrined
at being found out of my room by my father. He walked in on us before I had
time to rise from my childish position on the floor at El Arabe’s feet.

He came in smelling strongly of sweat and coffee from the factory where
he was the watchman. I never understood why sacks of unprocessed coffee
beans had to be watched, but that’s all I knew about his job. He walked in
looking annoyed and suspicious. He did not like any interruption of his
routines: he wanted to find my mother and me in our places when he came
home. If she had a friend drop by, Mother had to make sure the visit ended
before he arrived. I had stopped inviting my friends over after a while, since
his silent hostility made them uncomfortable. Long ago, when I was a little
girl, he had spent hours every evening playing with me and reading to me in
Spanish. Now, since those activities no longer appealed to me, since I wanted
to spend time with other people, he showed no interest in me, except to say no
to my requests for permission to go out.

Mother tried to mediate between us by reminding me often of my father’s
early affection. She explained that teenage girls in Puerto Rico did not go out
without chaperons as I wanted to do. They stayed home and helped their
mothers and obeyed their fathers. Didn’t he give me everything I needed?

I had felt furious at her absurd statements. They did not apply to me, or
to the present reality of my life in Paterson, New Jersey. I would work myself
into a shouting frenzy. I would scream out my protests that we were not living
in some backward country where women were slaves.
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“Look,” I would point out of the window of our fifth-story apartment in
a building at the core of the city. “Do you see palm trees, any sand or blue
water? All I see is concrete. We are in the United States. I am an American
citizen. I speak English better than Spanish and I am as old as you were when
you got married!” The arguments would end with her in tears and the heavy
blanket of angry silence falling over both of us. It was no use talking to him
either. He had her to comfort him for the unfairness of twelve-hour days in a
factory, and for being too tired to do anything else but read La Prensa in the
evenings. I felt like an exile in the foreign country of my parents’ house.

My father walked into the living room and immediately focused his eyes
on the immense ring on my finger. Without greeting the salesman, without
acknowledging my mother who had just returned to the room, he kept
pointing at my hand. E! Arabe stood up and bowed his head to my father in a
strange, formal way. Then he said something very odd —something like, /
greet you as a kinsman, the ring is a gift to your daughter from my son. What
followed was utter confusion. My father kept asking what? what? what? I
struggled to my feet trying to remove the ring from my finger, but it seemed to
be stuck. My mother waved me into the kitchen where we worked soap around
the swollen finger. In silence we listened to the shouting match in the living
room. Both men seemed to be talking at once. From what I could make out E/
Arabe was proposing to my father that I be sold to him —for a fair price —to
be his son’s bride. This was necessary since his son could not immigrate quickly
unless he married an American citizen. The old salesman was willing to
bargain with my father over what I was worth in this transaction. I heard
figures, a listing of merchandise, a certain number of cattle and horses his son
could sell in their country for cash, if that is what my father preferred.

My father seemed to be choking. He could not break through the expert
haggler’s multilingual stream of offers and descriptions of family wealth. My
mother pulled the ring off my finger scraping away some of the skin along with
it. I tried not to cry out, but something broke in me when I heard my father’s
anguished scream of “Not for sale! Not for sale!” persisting until the salesman
fell silent. My mother rushed the ring out to the living room while I tried to
regain my self-control. But my father’s hoarse voice repeating the one phrase
echoed in my ears; even after there was the sound of a door being shut and the
dull, heavy footsteps of a burdened man descending the stairs, I heard the
pained protest.

Then my father came into the kitchen where I was standing at the sink
washing the blood off my fingers. The ring had cut me deeply. He stood in
silence and, unmoving in the doorway, looked at me as if he had not seen me in
a long time, or just then for the first time. Then he asked me in a soft voice if I
was all right. I nodded, hiding my hand behind my back.

In the months that followed my mother paid on her account at the door.
E! Arabe did not come into our apartment again. My father learned the word
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“yes” in English and practiced saying it occasionally; though “no” remained
NQO in both languages, and easier to say for a nonnativé speaker.

On my bed Scheherazade kept telling her stories, which I came to under-
stand would never end —as I had once feared —since it was in my voice that she
spoke to me, placing my dreams among hers, weaving them in.



