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A FLUTTER OF MOTHS

Cara stood fixated on the flickering coming from the balcony of K-301. A parade of shadows inside had reeled for weeks and showed no sign of stopping. She had tried to go back to sleep, but at three in the morning, the window for rest had passed. Too late for that now. She pulled on whatever she found on the floor (a pink velvet tracksuit set with ANGEL in diamantés on the seat of the pants) and headed out, skirting the rotunda and the fountain, cutting across the carpark toward building K. A group of stepped-on white birds gathered around the large orange metal door of the garbage room. They seemed to be conferring over matters of utmost importance.

She headed upstairs against a gentle draft ready to confront the culprit, then froze before the door. The tightness gripping her gut. As soon as she put her index on the bell, Chicago Cara surfaced again—the one who had thrown her tryst-turned-relationship with Juan away over high-level pillow talk of a move to Golden, offering him no other explanation than “irreconcilable differences”, then calling their ten-year run dead as dead. That same version of herself who would knock on a neighbor’s door in the dead of the night over something so small.

For a second the fog in her head cleared. Pushing her luck made no sense. Having only been here three months, she couldn’t afford to make trouble, not after finding relative calm among the oldies. To her surprise, she’d been accepted into the over-55 Québécois snowbird complex at forty-three without having to deceive anyone.

Angry at herself for even coming this far, she decided to go back to bed. Over the weekend she’d head to Macy’s to buy thicker curtains.

❖

As she was turning away the door opened.

“Mademoiselle Cara, what a wonderful surprise. Not often I get fine visitors at the most hospitable part of the day.” The old lady smiled. She knew her name.

Cara braced for past-midnight terseness, but the woman looked delighted. She was at least in her eighties, old blood vessels gave her eyes a faint red on the white, like the eyes of baby mice. Apart from that she was a perfectly slow, four-foot-eleven octogenarian.

“So sorry, Ma’am, I didn’t mean to wake you. There was a noise that was keeping me up. I traced it all the way to the chute. I was just about to go back to bed.”

What else was she going to say? Not that she had crossed the courtyard in a pink tracksuit at three in the morning to complain about disco lights, that’s for sure. Picture the drama of the new youngster bothering one of the oldies midweek. It could cost her a review of her residence. Besides, it made no sense for a senior to keep that much nocturnal activity.

“The ibises, most likely.” The lady pointed at two birds by the garbage room. “Nature is noisy in Florida. At your age one still notices these things. Trust me, in no time you’ll grow immune… unless you are careful.” The old lady went on to explain that a nest had been carried all the way from Africa by a hurricane in 1992. One single couple of viable hatchlings was all that was needed. These days a state-wide colony roamed the golf courses during the day and, as soon as the sun set, became the county’s unsung refuse-fairies.

“That explains a lot,” Cara replied without any conviction. She had never heard anything like it. For the first time she eyed the feral creatures. Their long curved beaks were as long as their bodies, they were scraping the floor.

“In any case, Ma’am. It’s getting late, I better leave you to it and go back to sleep.”

The woman rested her hand on Cara’s shoulder. “Listen, dear, it is a bit past our bedtime but we both don’t seem to have much to do and frankly I can do with the company of a young person. In fact, I was about to brew some tea. No need to worry, even with your gorgeous get-up I’m getting too old for any hanky-panky… Also drop the title please, call me Lucille.”

The old lady’s reddish eyes flared for a second.

❖

The place was filled with tiny statuettes and knick-knacks from travel, she had been everywhere it seemed. A large sculpture of a goose adorned the far wall of the dining room. Lucille had curated hundreds of objects over years. A collector rather than a hoarder. Each object in the room seemed to have a long story behind it. Cara looked around for the party setup that had been bothering her. Any lights: Christmas, LEDs, anything. She only found table lamps with the warmest, softest bulbs, glowing just enough to make the place livable. She felt silly about the whole situation. It was obvious that in this place and at her frailty, her red eyes, Lucille was not the cause of the flickering and the dancing of shadows across her apartment.

Lucille went to the kitchen and grabbed a thermos, filled two leather and silver gourds with a grayish-green heap of dry grass clippings. Into each, she wedged a steel straw carved with Spanish lettering, then rearranged the herbs into a heap and poured water from the thermos into her gourd. Over the rim, with her reddish eyes, she invited Cara to do the same. Cara made her own little heap, poured water into her cup and hesitant, looked up.

“Have a sip, chérie, you’ll get used to the flavor,” she assured her. Lucille drank from her straw, Cara followed and drank.

The brew was a lot more bitter than she expected. The taste jolted her and for an instant she wondered if she had made a terrible mistake by coming in—over the years she’d learnt that poisons were bitter.

“Don’t you be so worried, dear. It’s yerba mate from Uruguay. Unusual at this time of the day, but around here we all swear by it.”

They both took another sip. In a matter of seconds Cara’s heart rate went up into the one eighties and any remaining late-night drowsiness was gone. Her eyes swept the apartment and everything she hadn’t yet noticed beamed forward. Arabesque patterns in the carpet, monumental abstract paintings on the walls in bright reds, purples and mustards. On the coffee table a VHS wedding tape and a Snoopy lunch box.

“Shall we drop the pleasantries, dear? I get it, you were embarrassed to bother me, upset with your choices—nothing wrong with that, but are we still sticking to the ‘I am investigating a noise’ story?”

With her heart still racing from the drink and the preconception of Lucille as a hard-skinned Québécois proving true, she considered coming clean. It was clear by now that the lady wasn’t bothered at all by the interruption, she seemed to be enjoying it, if anything.

“I am mortified to say it, but your balcony light has been flickering for weeks. It’s been keeping me up,” she admitted. “I know it sounds petty and crazy and it totally wasn’t worth waking you.”

“Mademoiselle Cara, you didn’t cut across the courtyard in your best velour, at three in the morning over such minutiae, did you?”

She stared into the drink, her mind racing, convinced that the statuettes were now expecting an answer. Cara doubled down, she was being truthful. Lucille set down her gourd on the coffee table.

“You’re coming along dear but still not seeing straight.”

In the kitchen two brown moths circled under the range hood lights.

“Fascinating, aren’t they? They’ve been doing it for years,” Lucille whispered, glancing their way. Cara looked up, unmoved by the insects.

“When was the last time you were amazed by something, dear?”

Cara sipped the straw. It was clogged. It had been years—certainly not since before the constant travel, the corporate jargon, the IRS audits and the lake effect had turned her forties into disarray. “I don’t know. When I was at college, maybe? It was easier to be excited about anything back then.”

“Quite the calamity,” Lucille said, still watching the insects flutter around the light. “We start out so open to it all.”

Cara sat confused. She looked forward to the day when, like Lucille, she would have seen it all and bugs at a lightbulb would thrill her.

“May I show you something?” Lucille asked.

Cara nodded.

“Just wait for me, dear. Let me get changed into something more appropriate. Do you need the toilet?”

Cara became aware of the effect of the brew on her system and headed to the bathroom. It was covered with Japanese moiré wallpaper—crimson cranes on silver backing, perched on maple trees. Skinny legs, sharp claws. She drained her bladder for a long time and a dark yellow filled the bowl. She was dehydrated. She washed herself up with the bidet. The warm water against her skin—that was fascinating. At the basin, she confronted a young woman without a grey hair. Bar a few sun marks her skin remained supple. Some matters remained unresolved, but over the last year her life had taken a sharp turn for the better—this evening merely an odd installment. She came out.

Lucille was already waiting for her, she was wearing a pair of Peanuts scrubs. Cara couldn’t have pulled those off herself, she was decades younger.

“Well, with that out of the way, let’s do this, chérie. We are on like Donkey Kong, as you youngsters would say.”

Lucille grabbed her walking stick. A standard aluminum tube with a three-point base from Walgreens—by now Cara was expecting her to brandish a Disney World cane, the lady was obsessed with cartoons. Cara opened the door and both women headed out.

❖

“A wonderful tracksuit, by the way. Sultry.”

Lucille smiled, then led the way in the scrubs—the walking stick tapping with each step: Tap, tap, tap, click. Cara followed her, overdressed in her velvet piece. They crossed the courtyard and stopped before the large metal door of the trash storage room. Lucille pulled it open without much effort.

Inside, a small zoo. A mess of iguanas clustered along the far wall, two large bins against it. A wild turkey, a tiny lizard, a huge toad. Clouds of insects made way for the women. The two feral ibises from earlier were vaulting on and off the lids, onto flattened cardboard boxes. The creatures were unbothered but aware of the visitors. The air inside was sour and putrid and the sea breeze made it smell like expired yogurt. Lucille tapped her way to the bin on the right and rested her tiny, thin hand on the side.

“You haven’t given birth yet, right dear?”

Juan had raised the topic every spring while doing taxes, but she’d never fallen pregnant, her body unmarked by it, not having any proclivity for it. Cara shook her head.

“Awful agency the IRS, isn’t it? Anyway… I thought so. Have you at least seen a birth? Quite the spectacle.”

The ibises lifted their long curved beaks from the concrete, their eyes sparked.

❖

The moonlight caught the diamantés on her pants and scattered light dots across the ceiling like a map of the sky. Cara’s eyes were locked on the far wall. They remained on it until the garbage room thinned and a faint cottonwood rose above the bin.

❖

“Have I seen a birth?…” She mouths to herself.

Cara is eleven. Linwood, MI. She is crouching with Joseph, her older brother. Both under the tree. Lake Huron behind them: ashen, eerie, never-ending. Bonny, the Irishest of setters has built a whelping den among the bushes. Her first litter to the local stud-mutt, a black cocker spaniel called Alipio.

A coastal chill enters the storage room, Cara tears up, her eyes are locked on the far wall.

The dog has labored all morning, three hours since the first puppy. It will be noon until five more come out.

One after another the black and orange pups slide out limp and tangled—under their patches a grey-purple that never warms up to pink. All dead, or close to it. With each stillbirth, Bonny reaches out to nose them into the world and ends up freeing them from herself with her teeth.

Cara lines the six puppies by a wiry pear tree whose fruit is too tough to eat—it’s well past noon. Joseph picks the bodies one by one from the grass. Winter is closing in, a gust from the lake rustles through the grass, hardens it, it prickles her legs. Joseph has buried the first five. She is holding the runt’s body in her hands, a tiny female, as limp as the others. Joseph is about to lower her into the shallow grave they clawed together. He stops.

“She isn’t quite gone yet, Joe.” She looks up at him.

He examines the body. “Too far gone, Lamby. Dead as dead.”

Cara weeps. The decision is now shared between them. She sets the limp body down. Bonny is broken—inconsolable by her nest, her instinct is to clean up the mess. The children cover the shallow grave with grass clippings and sugar maple leaves.

The coastal chill leaves the room and the cottonwood is no longer on top of the bin.

❖

Cara’s face was drenched and her tears were now darkening the cardboard boxes. A party of roly-polies rushed to drink them all. Lucille’s hand lay on her sternum, the yellow light cutting through her thin knuckles.

“I think about the runt all the time. I could have done something.”

“Death was sweeping west that morning, and you were too young to see past it.” Lucille said quietly.

Cara wept more than she had in thirty years… until she didn’t have it in her to cry anymore.

“You are getting somewhere and you will get somewhere.” Lucille tapped her cane against metal. On cue, both ibises hobbled toward the women, their beaks barely clearing the floor, taking on the role of Egyptian underworld statues around her. Sacred. Lucille lifted the heavy lid from the bin without any effort, again. Both gazed at the refuse inside.

“Over the years, in a community like this, you can imagine what gets thrown down the chute.” Lucille pointed at a large garbage bag. Whatever was inside gave a hint that it had just been disposed of, but the bag was still. Cara riveted to it a long time, as if it was a painting that kept changing color with the light. Nothing inside the bag moved.

“I’ll leave you to it, dear. Take all the time you need… I better go back to bed.” Lucille tapped away. Tap, tap, tap, click. The animals stayed.

Cara remained locked on the refuse, reliving matters that ought to have been dealt with. After some time the bag tore then flattened—the birds jumped in, devouring whatever had been inside. By the time she sank down on the cardboard boxes there was nothing left but an empty liner.

❖

Cara woke up after some time and stepped back from the bin. Her neck was stiff, her eyes puffier, her chest lighter. The room was empty now, the ibises were gone.

She stepped outside, the air felt thinner and pristine. A gentle breeze behind her. Crossing the carpark, she watched the fountain catch flickers of light from above—water ripples reflecting across the asphalt and on her tracksuit.

Ahead, hovering over her balcony, fireflies had taken over, pulsing softly in the dark. Behind the buildings, the moon hung like a nail clipping in the night sky. For the first time in weeks, she thought she might sleep.
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