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BEER MO NEY 

Va leri e Fiorava nti 

Rose Anna wiped her palms against her apron, and the red striped 
see rsucker stayed bunched in her fi sts as she paced her kitchen. 
The hammering from th e barges an chored off the river had given 
her a headache that pounded to the ca rpenters' rhythm. With 
the bicentennia l this yea r, Macy's fi reworks were supposed to 

be ex tra spectacular, and Rose An na's roofto p, a half-block from 
the rive r, offered the best view in the c ity. 11,c barges fa ced th e 
rich fo lks in Manhattan , bur they were anchored in Brooklyn, 
and stayed close enough during the display that ash fe ll aro und 
th em, dusting the streets as far as Manh atta n Avenue. 11,ere 
wasn't a famil y in the neighborhood that didn't deserve th is yea rly 
front-row sea r. Rose Anna o nl y prayed that when the firewo rks 
ca me, they all had something left to celebrate. 

he lapped around th e li ving room, th e o nly thing in morio n 
aga inst th e dead summer hear. She switched the television o n 
and th en off aga in-she wou ldn't get caught up in soa p opera 
prob lems, no t when she had so many of her own- then returned 
to the kitchen so she could check the sa uce simmering on th e 
stove. Behin d the pot was the sa me faded , stain ed paper she'd 
been scrubbing for fifteen yea rs and co uld never rub cl ea n. If th e 
rum ors were true and the brewery shut down, she'd be scrubbin g 
that sa me pape r and the ni cked, bleached-our Aoor until she was 
just as worn-through. 

Rose Anna lifted th e lid , and the trapped air rose soft and 
warm over her face. It was th e ge ntl est touch of her day. That 
was the reason she always volu nteered to make the sauce, giving 
her sisters so me freedom fro m their stoves. he stirred, th en 
checked the oven temperature. Her d1 ermometer read 200", 
150" lower than its settin g when summer alread y gave rh e oven 
a head start. She kicked th e door closed , stirred her sauce o nce 
mo re befo re replacing the lid , and sa t dow n to dr ink her cup of 
tea and smoke. She believed hot drinks and hot steam coo led 
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you down eventually. 
She cook a lo ng first drag o f her ciga ret te, and exhal ed 

a fe w of her jangled nerves . She had a reputatio n for being 
demanding- and lll aybe she was, compared to the rest o f her 
fa lllily-but she didn't wa nt llluch. A ho use. No thing fan cy. 
Two o r three bedroo ms, with a little ya rd so she cou ld plant a 
ga rden, grow her own vegetabl es and herbs. Maybe plant some 
pretty Aowers in window boxes, rest a small table undernea th a 
shady tree. But she'd trade that tree for app liances th at wo rked 
th e way they were supposed co, without coax ing o r special tricks 
o r rest breaks between use. Rose Anna was as old as her stove, 
and she didn't have th e luxury of breaking down. Just thinkin g 
about it made her suck thro ugh her ciga rette faster, when she 
wa nted to savo r it, lll ake it las t. She and her Vince had agreed 
only o ne ca rto n each mo nth , so they could try to make that 
down pay ment, even in hard tilll eS. ll1ey had a special ho me 
buye r's sav ings account down at the bank, and th ey tried to 
put away a li ttl e something with each paycheck. W ith th e kids 
growing like magic beans and somethin g always needin g fi xing 
or replacing, their balance hadn't colll e to much yet. ll1e th ought 
of what m ight be co llling made her li ght ano th er ciga rette fro m 
the butt o f the first. 

She checked her sauce aga in , then went co check o n her 
kids fro lll the windows at th e front o f th e apartlll ent. She had 
six rooms and fo ur windows, two each at the fro nt and rea r. 
Perpetual twilight, just da rk enough co hide the chipped paint 
and cracked wall s, tea rs in the furnitu re and ra pe o n th e Aoo r. 
Vince had pro mised her a ho use, but the brewery was the las t 
place co wo rk along th e docks . If it closed , she might d ie in this 
shitho le. And be gratefu l fo r it. It was hard to imagine SO lllething 
wo rse, but th eir luck seemed to be shifting in th at directi o n. 
Vince was a good husband , respo nsible and hard wo rking, but 
he was a broad-sho uldered lo ngsho relll an with a sixth -grad e 
educatio n. -n, e whole city was runnin g short o n oppo rtunities 
fo r that kind of man. 

Her sister Do nn a was supposed to be lllinding the kids. She 
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was clustered across rhe street with the other women, watching 
the brewery wh ile the children played srickbal l between Webber's 
abandoned trucking garages. The brewery trucks were com ing 
and going, and the kids were dodging them instead of breaking 
up rhe game. 

Rose An na banged on the window with her fist, bur she 
was fou r Aoors up. The thought of a round-trip on the stairs 
in this hear made her want to lie down and nap, bur her niece 
slipped on an oi l slick right in front of an oncom ing truck. 
Rose Anna's oldest, Vinny, pulled Lina away from the wheels. A 
dozen mothers had their heads turned in the opposite direction, 
worried about feeding kids char might be killed if she didn't get 
down there to hustle chem off the street. 

Rose Anna scattered rhe kids like chickens, cluck ing at 
chem wh ile she stomped through the street. They ran from her 
oursrrerched arms and reformed in clusters just beyond her reach. 
She called to her sister, bur Donna was still gossiping with the 
ocher women . 

Rose Anna muttered cu rses at chem all , bur she stopped when 
she saw the entrance to Schaeffer. There were men carting off 
kegs in their cars, in wheelbarrows, on go-cares, and little red 
wagons. 

"Rheingold dumped the extra beer in rl1e river when they shut 
down. Ar least Schaeffer's giving it away," Don na sa id. 

"Lord help us, they're the last. Least they can do is get chem 
al l drunk and stupid on rl1e leftovers," said Margie, the widow 
who lived in 33. 

11,ar didn't sound right ro Rose Anna, bur she didn't want ro 
speak our agai nst the group. Ar least nor without a reason. Her 
niece, the only one from her husband 's side, rode past on her bike 
and stopped by her cousi n Tessa, Rose Anna's you ngest. Tessa 
and Franca called Lina over, but she waved and kept playing 
stickbaJI with rhe boys. Lina and Franca were best fr iends, as 
their morl1ers had been as children. Her nieces proved ir was 
still good to live here, close to both fam ilies, in a neighborhood 
with second-generation fr iendsh ips. 
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Franca's bike stayed glued co her hip while she talked. Rose 
Anna never saw her without it, and the purple paint, streamers, 
and pretty white basket with matching purple Rowers had given 
both Tessa and Lina terrible bicycle envy. Not that Tessa had ever 
asked for a bicycle. Rose Anna wondered how many cigarettes 
it would take co buy something that fine, co see her own child 's 
face riding by looking so red-checked and happy. Sometimes 
Rose Anna wanted better for her children so bad she wished 
she'd never had them. 

Her apron was balled in her fists again . She sighed, shook 
out her fingers, and walked over co the girls. Tessa greeted her 
with , "We're not do ing nothing, Ma." 

"How's Nana doing, Franca? I haven't seen her on the scoop 
in a few days." 

"Her gout's bad again, so she can't make it down the stairs." 
"Tell her I'll get up co visit just as soon as I can. Could you 

ask yo ur father to have a look at my stove when he gets a chance' 
The temperature's off." 

"Yes, zia," Franca said . 

Rose Anna patted her niece on the cheek and turned away. 
"Tessa, if you're not doing nothing, fee l free to run upsta irs and 
clean your room," she cal led out behind her. 

She walked back co the women, who hadn't stirred. She 
watched the alley with them fo r a few minutes. A few men 
trickled out without an y beer. Rose An na tried to understand 
why some men ca rted off a dozen kegs and some men none. 
Seniority? O ld Bill Hawkins was walking out empty-handed, 
and he'd worked at the brewery so long he said he hated the 
sight and smell of beer. llrnt didn't sit right with any severance 
she could think of. If he didn't want to d rink it, he could sell 
it later, right ' 

"l11ey're no t giving it away for free ." Rose An na kicked the 
curb, the nearest target. "They're letting 'em buy it fo r cheap 
with their salaries." 

Donna, who knew when to ignore her sister, had also learn ed 
co trust her ove r the yea rs. Rose An na was harder co please than 
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the rest of them, and she was always the most right about things 
go ing wrong. " D id you pay the rent yet?" 

Rose An na sa id, "Come o n, I need ro think ." Donna fo ll owed 
her across the street and sac down beside her on the stoop. 

" You don't think they'd spend it a ll , do yo u?" Do nn a 
asked. Rose Anna's legs were shaki ng, making her hair bo unce 
a nd shimmer in th e li ght. " I mea n , nor th e ir la st , rh ey 
wouldn't ... " 

"Yeah , li ke th ey've never drank ir all away before," Rose Anna 
said , in that voice rhar made her sisters feel stupid in a way even 
th eir husbands co uldn't manage. 

Rose Anna grabbed Donna by the sho uld ers. "We need ro 
get in there and ger rh e money away from Far Loui e before their 
shifts end." 

" He won't give us the money," Donna said. She tried ro use 
che stupid vo ice, bur it didn't work right. 

" or us." Rose An na bit roughly ar her thumb nail. " Vinny, 
Lina, get over here now." She pointed ar Lina , rhe youngest child 
in rhe fam il y. " H er." 

Donna aid, "Bur, she's a beast ." 
" he's gor so mething. lc' II work o n Far Louie." 
"What, Ma ?" Vin ny kept Lina sli ghtly behind h im, shielding 

her. R se Anna was pro ud that her boy was prepa red to take th e 
brunt of whateve r he thought was com ing. He was a good boy, 
and she choughc he'd do right when he was grown. 

"You know what Fae Louie looks like?" 
"Yea h." 
" I wane yo u ro go in and ask for your father's and yo ur un !es' 

last pay. Te ll him I sent you, and if he doesn't give ir ro you, I' ll 
remember. how respe t, but cell Far Louie I' ll rem ember cill 
I'm dancing o n his grave." 

"Ma ... " Vi nny sruffed his hands in his jean and rocked on 
his heels, afra id she'd dan ce on his grave, roo, ifhe disrespected 
her. 

"You're taking Lina with you. She's yo ur secret weapon. Yo u 
tell him what I said , and yo u leave the rest ro her." 
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"We should ask G race about this," Donna sa id. Rose An na 
growled at her. Her sister neve r kn ew humans co uld make rhar 
so und. Bur th en, Rose Anna wasn't acting ve ry human ri ght 
now. Her ow n boy looked terri fi ed , altho ugh little Lina , who 
G race so metimes ca ll ed Rose Anna Junior, seemed inca pab le of 
ex press ing fea r. Even so, Do nna tri ed aga in. " Rose Anna-" 

" Basta." Rose Anna sa id , dism iss ing her elder sister. She 
reached our for Lina and pulled her closer. " Listen, ho ney, I need 
you ro stare, rh e way yo u do so metim es when we yel l at yo u. I 
don't wa nt yo u to say anything with th at smart mouth you've 
got. You can't do chat, carina, pro mise me, ri ght ' Just sta re and 
don't blink like you do at Far Louie and don't sto p, even if your 
daddy o r Uncle Vince o r Uncle Hugo o r Uncle Pere see yo u and 
cry to make you go ho me." 

Rose Ann a pu ll ed o ur Lina's barrettes and smooched our her 
hair. he tu cked her shirt in her sho rts, and wiped the smudges 
fro m Lina's fa ce with her apro n. "Your dad o r yo ur uncles th ey 
mi ght yell at you, bur yo u just have ro get stubborn like yo u 
do and keep staring. obody likes it when yo u stare drnt way. 
When you see Far Lo uie-Vinn y's go ing to poinr him out if yo u 
do n't know him-you don't wo rry 'bout no o ne but him. You 
just stare, and if yo u do rhar, yo u'll sta rt ro make up fo r all rh e 
troub le yo u ca use. You understa nd me'" 

Lina nodded , too dazed by all di e words her aunt threw at 
her ro speak or blink. Bur she was do ing exactl y what Rose 
Ann a wa nted. 

Rose Anna turned o n Vin ny, cl eanin g him up ro ughl y with 
so me spit and her apron. "You stay clea r of yo ur father and your 
uncles, and if you ca n't and you see th em, yo u rel! ch em I' ll lock 
'em all o ur if they cross me. Every las t o ne of rhem." She slapped 
her fi sts o n her thi ghs for em phasis. "Yo u understa nd me'" 

"Yes, n1a'a1n." 

" o1" Rose Anna com mand ed. 
Lina thought all her problems stemmed from not being bo rn 

a boy. She spenr a lot of rime ch inking abo ut why she was always 
in tro ubl e. She didn't chink she was bad; she just was n't very 
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good at gi rl scuff. She got angry fast, she talked back sometimes, 
and she had real problems staying clean. She thought the last 
pare made chem maddest of all, but it was the hardest one co 
change. Dirt was everywhere, waiting. She cried real hard not to 
talk back sometimes, concentrated on it until her head hurt, but 
they didn't like that either. They said she was staring, but she was 
just thinking hard, trying not to talk back. She wasn't looki ng at 
them at all. le was like she was all inside her head making sure 
she didn't say nothing but "Yes, ma'am" and "No, ma'am." When 
she was in trouble that was all they ever wanted co hea r. 

She followed Vinny across the street and onto the docks, 
past the boarded-up envelope factory and in through the side 
entrance of Schaeffer's loading zo ne. Vinny made Lina duck 
behind some crates, wood that smelled like the blind alley where 
the bad men slept in cardboard ac night. She wanted to leave, 
run away from che smell that made her wane co be sick, but she 
stuck with Vinny like she was told. Aunt Rose Anna stayed mad 
the longest, and she always let Mama know just how angry she 
was. Mam a didn't like that much. Nobody liked it when Aunt 
Rose Anna was mad. Besides, if she got sick in front of Vinny, 
he'd tell all che ocher cousins chat she was still a baby. 

Lina wa tched Uncle Pete pass by on a little truck with long 
metal hands. Vinny pulled her along the row of crates until th ey 
turned the co rner and snuck up behind Fat Loui e, who wasn't 
fa t, but tall . His wallet was fat, because he was The Bookie. Lina 
didn't know what that meant yet, but she would. She had co be 
real careful who she asked o r else she'd be call ed a baby. Then 
she'd get mad and just end up in trouble agai n. 

Lina hated being the youngest. 
Vinn y sa id , "That's Fat Louie. H e gives o ut quarters 

sometimes." 
Lina nodded, impressed with this in formation. She was always 

the last to know something. 
"What do you want, kid '" 
"My Ma sent me. She wants you to give me all di e paychecks 

fo r the fam ily." Vinny wouldn't look up at Fae Loui e. Lina knew 
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chat was a mistake. You weren't supposed co look afraid with 
grownups. Being in trouble all the time caught her that much. 

"Why didn't she come herself>" he asked. 
"I don't know. She's cooking or something." 
"Gee oucta here, before your dad comes and knocks you on 

your ass ." 
"She' ll be real mad .... " 
"Dam es are always mad about something, kid." Fae Louie 

parted Vinny on che rear. "Time you learned chat." 
Vinny stepped back as Lina stepped forward. She looked at 

Fae Louie, then looked inside her head even though she wasn't 
mad ac anybody. 

"Who are you'" Fat Louie asked. 
Lina scared, mouth shut like she was cold. As Fat Louie moved, 

Lina moved along wi th him, three seeps co his one. 
"She's my cousin," Vinny said. 
"The whole freakin' neighborhood 's your cousi n. Whose girl 

is she'" 
"She's my Aune Grace and my Uncle Burt's kid. She's on ly 

seven." 
"What's she doing'" 
" I don't know, my Ma cold her co scare at you." 
"What fo r>" Fae Louie stepped back but Lina inched forward. 

He was caller chan anyone in her family, and he didn't lean down 
co make it easier. " Is she doing that freaky evil eye shic ' " 

" If yo u give me them, I'll srop saying what my aunt cold me 
co," Lina said. She li ked the idea of being an evil eye girl. 

"My Ma cold her not co say anything," Vin ny said. 
"She cold me co say it on the inside so you wou ldn't find 

our. 
Fae Lou ie cried co hide his body behind a coo-small crate. 

"Your mother's a fucked-up bitch , sending a kid arou nd co jinx 
me like this ." 

"She cold me it would be doubly bad if you cursed." Fae Louie 
tripped on a box edge. Lina enjoyed making up lies co cell him. 
This was like ghost sco ries under the covers ti ll you were coo 
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sca red to sleep in you r own bed. 
"You wa it here," he said to Vinny. " You keep the littl e stregn 

with you." 

Fat Louie came back and tossed some envelopes at them. 
Vinny stuck them all deep inro the front pocket of his shores . 
He rook her hand and walked with his other tightly clenched 
a round the mo ney. 

Lina wrenched her hand free and sk ipped ahead of him down 
West Stree t. He might have the money now, but she knew that 
she go t it from Far Louie when Vinn y, an older boy, was ready to 
give up and go ho me fo r a q uarte r. She sa ng, " I did ir," over and 
over to th e rhythm of her skipping until she saw Aunt Donna 
and Aunt Rose Anna circling each other, pacing rhe length of 
th e stoop, rheir hands all wild and crazy like when Uncle Marr 
go t sick and went away. She thought/ did it o ne las t rime. The 
pleasure she felr d ra ined from her, because so mething impo rtant 
was happe ning and they sent her. 71,ey didn't go themsel ves. 
"11,ey sent her. 

Vinny ca ught up and th en passed her, handing the checks 
ove r to hi s mother. She tucked them all inside her ho usedress . 
Vinny sa id , " Yo u to ld her no t to say anything and she told Fat 
Lou ie she was givi ng him th e ev il eye." 

Aunt Do nn a laughed. Au nt Rose Anna sa id , " Bril liant," and 
showered her with kisses. Aunt Rose Anna's cheeks were wet 
and sweary. 

Aunt Rose Anna never cri ed . She was the mea n aunt, th e o ne 
who was never afra id. \Xlhat was so sca ry about a tall man who 
got frightened by a little girl ' What would have happe ned to 
her if Far Lou ie wasn't afraid of her being an ev il eye girl ' Did 
they end her because she was so much trouble? he wished she 
cou ld ask Vinny o r eve n Tessa, bur they wou ldn't rell her. They 
liked ir too much when she didn't know stuff. 

''"11,is goes a lo ng way with me, cnri1111, a very lo ng way," 
Au nt Rose Anna sa id , befo re purring Lina down and wipi ng 
both th eir cheeks with her ap ron. 

Lina wa nted to know why Aunt Rose Anna was happy and 
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crying, w hy this o nce she was n't in tro uble, and if Fae Lo ui e 
being The Bookie had so methin g co do with punishing bad littl e 
girl s. 

"l11e kids aren't goi ng co feed themsel ves," Aunt Donna sa id . 
She pinched Lin a's cheek befo re she went inside. 

Rose AJ1 na stood, rugging ar Lina's sleeve. "Coming?" 

Li na shru gged her off. She didn't li ke how she felt, how th ings 
were so mixed up inside. Ir was a new kind of dirty. 

Rose Ann a sa t dow n agai n. Ir was gett ing dark, and th e 
brewery's strobe lights rumbled o n. "W hen I was yo ur age, every 
building along th e docks had li ghts li ke th ose. Watching th em 
li ghr up was like havi ng o ur ow n sunrise ar sunset." 

" I wa nt co see that." Lina loo ked ex pecta ntly down the street, 
as if their co mbined will could make ir happen. 

" I wish yo u could." Rose An na wa tched her niece's mood 
change, how she brightened ar the prospect of a new ex peri ence. 
She would rry co yell ar Lina less, an d she would gee G race ro stop 
telling her she was "Too smart for her own good" all th e rime. 
71,ere was no such rhing, and it was time th ey all lea rn ed char. 

Rose Ann a's headache return ed , although th e hammering had 
sto pped fo r the ni ght. Lina sta red at th e docks. "You' ll get to see 
the firewo rks in a few days ." Rose Anna brushed the hair from 
Lin a's eyes, whi ch was always tangled , d es pite G race's co nstant 

effo rt. "You like watchin g th em, right '" '-
Li na sp rang off th e scoop, startli ng Rose An na with such 

qu ick motion. "Teacher taught us a so ng for the bicentenni al. 
\X/a nr ro hear?" 

Rose Anna swall owed a sigh, an d reAex ively fe lr for th e checks 
tucked inside her bra. "Sure, cnrina, sing me your song." 
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