
 



Violent Secrets of the Quequechan

On a sunny afternoon during our second week of
fourth grade, Miss Riley marched us two—by—two to the
historical society on Rock Street where we were shown
a lot of old things that once made our city wealthy and
famous, and a few older things that were here when the
settlers arrived. There were com husk dolls and stone
tomahawks from the Indians, spindles from the cotton
mills and a wooden steering wheel from the Priscilla, a
ship from the Fall River Line fleet that once ferried the
wealthy from New York City to Boston and back again.
There were pictures of the mill workers, some of whom
were young, shoeless kids. One, who looked six or seven
years old was brought to work each day by his moth—
er and called her "helper." We were told that the cot-
ton mills were called “sweatshops” because they were so
hot, and they were hot and humid by design, to keep
the thread from breaking. Coughing and wheezing were
commonplace as lungs filled with cotton dust particles.
The mills were so noisy that the workers created a crude
sign language through which they communicated. There
were tin lunch pails that held hot food from home that
children carried to their parents in the mills. The tools
in these manufactories—the looms and the spinning ma-
chines—weren’t like the bows and arrows of the Wam-
panoag or the axes of the first settlers. Simple tools em-
powered their users to make a better life, allowing them
to communicate with each other while they were hunting
or cutting down trees to make a road, outside in the fresh
air. In the mills, the machines ruled the workers, telling
them how fast to run, and where, and when they could
take a break, all the while containing each in their own
noisy, dust filled, invisible cage.

In a different section of the museum there was a
handleless ax head that Lizzie Borden probably did not
use to give her mother forty whacks and, after seeing
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what she had done, did not use again to give her father forty—one.
The ax head on display likely had no connection with the murders,
but it was found somewhere on or around the Borden property, which
made it a good enough artifact for the museum. When the historical
society lady told us that the ax handle was never found, Kenny Pur—
cell raised his hand. After receiving what looked like a very reluctant
nod of permission to talk from Miss Riley, he said he was pretty sure
he saw the handle on the roof of one of the buildings in the Terrace.
the housing project where he lived When the historical society lady
started to explain why it was unlikely that what Kenny saw was the
handle to Lizzie's ax, Miss Riley interrupted and advised her to not
indulge the boy's silliness. "You'll only encourage him," she said.

There was a picture ofLizzie Borden's father standing on the bank
of the Quequechan (Qwik-a-chan) River and another of him lying on
the couch on which he had been napping. In the second photograph,
his head was hacked up and bloody. I raised my hand. The guide
pointed at me and nodded.

“What's Mr. Borden doing there on the Quequechan?"
"Mr. Borden owned water rights to the Quequechan. He also

lived only one block away, on Second Street. He was a very wealthy
man.”

"Water rights?"
“Yes. He controlled who could use parts of the river."
“What about the India'ns?"
"The Indians?"
"The Indians who lived on the river, who thought the river was

theirs."
"I'm sure the Indians were long gone by the time Mr Borden

came along. They wouldn’t have wanted to stay once all the mills
were built."

Later that day I asked my mother if she knew what a lunch pail
was.

"Of course I do. I carried one enough times to know what it is."
“Where did you carry it? To the mills?”
"Where else would I be carrying a lunch pail?
"Who were you carrying it to?"
“My father.”
I switched topics. "Do you know who Lizzie Borden was?"
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"Do you think I’m that dumb? Everyone knows who she was. She
made Fall River famous."

She recited the nursery-rhyme—like saying I had heard earlier that
day.

"Did she really kill her parents with that ax?"
"Sure she did!"
“But the jury said she didn’t, and she got out ofjail and bought a

big house up the highlands."
“Do you think she was going to admit that she did it? I'm sure she

got sick and tired of taking her parents' baloney.”
"What baloney?”
“Whatever baloney they must have been giving her. You can only

take so much."
“Take so much what?"
“How should I know? I wasn’t there."
"But you said they were giving . . ."
"For the love of God! You should become a Philadelphia lawyer

with all your questions!"
"I was just wondering what kind of bal . . .”
“Hush!”

We used to live in Riverside Terrace, the project on the Taunton
River. It was a pretty nice place with long rows of three story flat
roofed brick buildings, cascading from just below Main Street to the
railroad tracks at the river’s edge. There was always something to do
and someone to do it with. We'd play stickball or pitch pennies or
sit on the wall separating the project from the railroad tracks below
and throw rocks at passing trains. On weekend evenings, our fathers,
drunker than usual, would often attempt to entertain us by organiz-
ing races or dodge ball tournaments or by getting into fights. During
the summer, on the evening of each pay day, Kevin O’Connell’s dad
liked to set up races among the kids in the asphalt courtyard sepa-
rating the buildings. He'd give a nickel or dime to each winner, as
Kevin's mom looked on wearing a sad, resigned facial expression. My
dad liked to fight. He was an untrained expert at it, so the project
men would try to stay on his good side or stay clear of him altogether,
forcing him to find opponents from outside Riverside Terrace. Fortu-
nately, there was a bar called Harrington’s less than half a block up
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the hill, and one block down the hill, on the water, was a Navy instal-
lation. Unsuspecting sailors, looking for fun, would pass Riverside
going to and coming from the bars. If one happened to say the word
"fuck" loudly enough to be heard by women or children in the court-
yard, or if he stared too long in the direction of the women and chil-
dren, or if he talked to his companions too loudly, or if he appeared to
slow his gait when passing by, or if he absentmindedly flipped a spent
cigarette toward the courtyard rather than the gutter, or if he tossed
it toward the street and the cigarette landed too close to my father's
beat-up car, or if something in his demeanor hinted that he may be in
the mood for a fight, or if his swagger or stature suggested he could
fight, then my father would likely fight him.

Once, with summer approaching and third grade winding down,
the courtyard was crowded with mothers on benches surrounded by
baby carriages, men in small groups drinking beer, old ladies inside
their apartments sitting by open windows, and boys and girls sharing
popcorn and cotton candy and candied apples we just bought from a
popcorn truck with Mrs. O’Connell’s household money we won ear—
lier that evening. It had gotten dark and was time to go in when we
heard what sounded like a female screaming. We looked toward the
racket and saw my father coming from around the side ofthe building
half dragging a young sailor to the bench where my mother sat with
Paddy's mom, Mrs. Sullivan. The sailor's face was bloodied and his
nose was bent and he was missing a front tooth and he seemed unable
to walk on his own as my father dragged him along the courtyard. My
father stopped at the bench, looked at Paddy's mom and asked, "Is
this the guy who's been looking in your window?"

“It’s hard to tell right now,” she replied, just a bit shaken, “but I
do recognize that red and white striped shirt."

My father turned and dragged the hapless sailor out to the side—
walk on the other side of a clump of bushes, from where we heard
more screaming.

Kevin and Paddy and I ran to the shrubbery and, peeking through
its branches, saw the red and white shirt fall hard to the ground and
not move, and, after a few moments, blood seep from the man's head.
It reminded me of the time my father accidently dropped a case of
beer on the concrete sidewalk and stood frozen watching it until ten
or so seconds later when the beer oozed from the thick cardboard
box. We heard one of the other fathers say the sailor had to be taken



to a hospital, but my father said the hell with the hospital, let his bud-
dies pick up the sick bastard and carry him to the hospital.

Miss Riley could talk for hours about how great our city used to
be back in the good old days when there were trolleys and steam—
boats and when nothing cost more than a nickel or a quarter. None
of it sounded all that good to me, except when she talked about the
days before the good old days, back when the Indians lived on the
Quequechan.

The Wampanoag named the river Quequechan, their word for
"falling river." While most Indians regularly dismantled their round,
domed dwellings—made of a skeleton of branches and saplings, cov-
ered with grass and bark—and travelled to a temporarily more hos-
pitable place, the Quequechan provided its Indians with plenty of
fish, and game that came to drink the water, and soil made fertile by
the water. They lived well and their tendency was to stay right where
they were. The men hunted game with bows and arrows while the
women tended corn and bean plants with their clam shell hoes. Their
families got along like the television Cleaver family, but without the
big house and car.

When the Pilgrims arrived, everything was fine at first. The Mas-
sachusetts settlers hadn’t seen an Indian until one suddenly appeared
before them. His name was Samosett. He approached a couple of Eng—
lish men and said, “Beer.” That was the only English word he knew,
one he learned from other settlers in Maine, from where he had begun
his long trek south. Samosett later walked to Swansea where he came
upon a man felling trees with an ax, a tool he had never before seen
and which looked to him like a weapon. It was as though he were
watching the Englishman shoot down a tree with a bow and arrow.
He stood there for several hours taking in what an individual with an
ax could do, witnessing the man transformed by a tool, and the man's
world being transformed by both. He might have wished he had that
ax and the power it brought, or he might have feared that the ax be—
longed to a stranger who appeared intent upon sticking around. Or
both. Maybe he felt desire and fear both.

There weren't roadways or streets back then, but walking paths
made accidently by the Indians' comings and goings. The main one
stretched along the Quequechan, down to the wider Taunton River
and out toward an arm of the Narragansett Bay which the settlers
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called "Mount Hope." That became our Pleasant Street. A second
path ran along the bigger river, and that became our Main Street.
Like the Wampanoag, the settlers also saw value in the flowing water,
but not because of its fish or its capacity to draw game or irrigate
fields. The river did indeed fall, steeply enough in several places to
power the turbine of a grist mill, then that of a second grist mill. Then
that of a cotton mill, and a second one. And a third and fourth, and
so on, until the Quequechan was lined with huge mills made from the
river bed’s gray granite.

The Wampanoag were displaced, their families fractured, their
number decimated by disease, their way of life essentially eliminated.
Many were placed in "prayer communities" where they were taught
about God. Hoping to find a way to simultaneously remember and
forget all that they lost, too many turned to the alcohol the English
had introduced to them. "King Philip" was an Indian who had asked
for an English name when the settlers and natives were getting along,
and it was he who led his people into what was called "King Philip’s
War" when the asymmetric nature of the relationship had become
clear. And it was his head that was placed on a spike and left on dis-
play in Plymouth for some twenty years.

Miss Riley didn't teach us all of this. She didn't mention the beer
or the diseases brought to the new world, or the lies. I read about that
later from books my older brother borrowed from the library. She
taught us that the Indians and Pilgrims met each year at Plymouth
Rock for a shared Thanksgiving dinner with turkey and corn and
pumpkin pie, but never brought up King Philip’s head on that nearby
spike.

After an afternoon of daydreaming about the Wampanoag, I took
a long way home from school so that I could walk a few blocks up
Pleasant Street, pretending it was a dirt path, and that I was head-
ing to my family's round wetu, which we could dismantle and leave
behind whenever life got too tough and we needed a fresh Clearing
where my mother and father could work together, he cutting up deer
like he does cows, and she gathering food like she does now, but more
successfully. And neither drinking.

When I got to my real house on Linden Street, my mother asked
if I knew where Broadway was.

"NO."
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"Do you know where South Park is?”
"No"

"Well, I want you to ride your bike to Main Street, up past City
Hall. In a couple of miles, you’ll see St. Anne's Cathedral on the left
and a big park on the right. Take a right at the end of the park and
you’ll come to Broadway. Take a left and ride until you see a mill on
the right. When you get closer, you’ll notice a Stop and Shop Sign. Go
down the stairs under the sign and ask someone where the meat de—
partment is. If you don't see your father there, ask for him."

She handed me a brown paper bag containing an olive jar filled
with whiskey she had just bought on credit from the corner package
store.

"Do not drop this bag and do not give it to anyone other than
your father," she said.

“Okay.”
"Do you understand?"
nY nes.
My father was in the cooler, which was a walk—in refrigerator.

He was wearing a bloodied white smock that went down to his knees
and was tied at the waist with a white cloth belt. A long boning knife
was in one hand and a longer knife sharpener that looked like a sword
with a cylindrical blade was in the other. Six or eight cows hung from
hooks on a rail near the ceiling. They were headless and hideless and
hoofless and tailless and gutless, but I knew they were cows, even
though the only real ones I had seen were those in the field on the
way to summer camp.

"Thanks, Jackie boy," he said, as I handed him the bag.
"So you still get to cut up whole cows, huh, Dad?" I asked be—

cause that was the topic of our brief conversation a year earlier when I
brought his whiskey to the Bedford Street store and he told me about
a plan to move all of the meat cutters to a single plant in a town on
the other side of Boston where they would stand side by side all day,
each man making the same slice or two on the same cut of meat as an
assembly line brought the continually shrinking cows to them.

"Yep, but I don't know for how much longer," he said, shaking
his head in disgust. "Once that happens, the union won’t be able to
protect us and we’ll be back to earning peanuts.”

0n the ride home I swung by Lyon's appliance store, down on
Bedford and Rock Streets. Tucked behind the back of the store and
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the adjacent court house was a driveway and loading dock. Often
it contained trash worth taking. Thick bamboo poles, six and eight
feet long, that were really lances to use in jousting contests. Miles
of baling wire that could be pounded with a rock into hundreds of
two—inch-long strips, each of which would be bent into a "U" to serve
as slingshot projectiles. Huge reinforced cardboard boxes with thick
corrugated sides, sturdy enough, and inviting enough, to live in.

I woke up early the next momm‘g, a Saturday, and arrived at Lyon’s
back door before the employees did. I pushed the beautlf‘ully intact Kelvi-
nator refrigerator box off the loading dock, hopped down into the drive-
way, grabbed one of the top flaps, and dragged the surprisingly heavy box
toward home. After noticing several motorists staring at me, I stopped
glancing at passing cars. When I paused to rest every half block or so,
I’d walk several feet from the box and stare in the opposite direction, as
though it and I weren’t together or, if we were, it was only by happen—
stance, as though I had unexpectedly bumped into a classmate and inter-
rupted my busy day for just a moment to ask who his teacher would be
next September. As we headed down Cherry Street I had to pull the box
partly into the street to allow a passing pedestnan' room to proceed.

“What have you got there?" the curious middle-aged woman
asked, as though she had never seen a refrigerator box, as though I
were dragging a flying saucer behind me.

’A’ box," I replied.
The box was too wide to fit through the gate of my yard, but the

fence itself was collapsing inward, tilted on a forty-five degree angle.
I pushed the box over the inclined fence until it toppled the two feet
onto the ground.

Our tiny house had an enclosed porch topped by a nearly flat
roof, onto which the bathroom window opened. Most of the roof was
not easily visible from either the street or from Red's yard, as a huge
pine tree shielded it from the former and a cluster of tall, thin oak
trees growing just on Red's side of the fence blocked the view from
that vantage point. Branches from those trees formed a canopy over a
part of the roof that protected it somewhat from the sun and rain. As
I dragged the box home, I wondered how I could get it up onto the
roof. Finally, I came up with a plan.

I removed the backyard clothesline from its poles and threaded
one end of it through holes I had made in two of the box’s loose
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flaps. I dragged the box to the section of the narrow walkway that ran
between the side of the house and the oak trees. Holding the other
end of the rope, I climbed one of the trees, brought the rope over
a branch that crossed the walkway, and dropped it to the ground.
Then, using all of my strength, I pulled on the rope and lifted the
box. After several attempts, when the box was hanging high enough
above the walkway, I wrapped the rope around the top of the fence
post and tied it. I ran through the empty house, upstairs to the bath-
room, hopped out the window and, with great effort and persistence,
pulled the box onto the roof. I untied the rope, dropped it over the
edge of the roof, and ran downstairs and outside, where I returned
the clothesline to its poles.

I positioned the box in a spot that was essentially concealed from
view, then covered it with a piece of canvas that was left in the shed
by a drinking buddy of my father's who was unable to finish painting
the peeling structure after falling from it. I snapped off several leafy
branches from the adjacent saplings and spread them out on top of
the canvas, Finally, I grabbed an old blanket and pillow from the back
of our minuscule closet and put them, along with my tiny rocket—
shaped transistor radio, whose nose cone bore the message Beat Sput—
nik, in the box.

That Sunday night was a fighting night. It was loud and promis-
ing to be long enough to maybe end with the cops knocking on the
door. My father came home from the Pheasant at about ten o'clock
and told my mother, tipsy and sitting with Jesus and the saints, as
always, that he wanted a dollar. She ignored him, as though maybe
he weren't addressing her at all but was hitting up Saint Nicholas,
the patron saint of those in financial need, or maybe even Saint Jude,
both stoically sitting on the radiator lid behind her. He said again,
more loudly, that he wanted a dollar.

“1 don’t have a dollar," she said.
“Give me a buck and I'll pay you back tomorrow.”
“You've never paid me back, and you won't this time.”
"Give me the goddamned dollar!”
"1 don't have it."
We could hear him walking around the tiny first floor looking

for her pocketbook, which she kept hidden from him. The metal food
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cabinet door clicked open and slammed shut. The door to the small
cabinet above the stove slammed shut too. His angry voice carried
upstairs from the narrow closet by the door, and my mother told him
to stop throwing our coats on the floor. We heard the metal drawer
beneath the oven open and then my mother screaming.

"Put that down, put it back or I’ll call the police! You belong in
jail! You belong in jail for a very long time. You're going to run over
someone in your car one day, or kill someone in a fight, then we'll see
how tough you are when you're locked up for the rest of your life! Put
that back or I’m calling the police."

I guessed he had found her pocketbook, but what I saw in my
mind were the long boning knives he kept in that drawer. Ijumped
from my bed and ran downstairs, with Frankie right behind me. They
were standing only a foot apart, struggling over the purse, when I
forced myself between them, until my father pushed me aside.

"I can give you a dollar on Friday," I pleaded, thinking of the
buck that Mrs. Souza gave me each week for escorting her son to and
from school.

“I don’t want the dollar on Friday,” he shouted back.
"Why don't you try being a man, for a change?" my mother

asked, her voice as loud as ever. "Why don't you come home with
money for the boys, instead of coming home to take their money, the
money that would feed them? You're taking food out of their mouths!
I never should have married you! Your mother warned me about you
and I should have listened. You’re just like your father, but at least he
had the decency to kill himself. He was man enough to put his head
in the oven and give his wife and kids some peace!"

"My father was a good man! I wouldn’t make a patch on his ass!”
His voice sounded like it wanted to crack but did not know how to.

“You were a bad son and you are a horrible father, just like your
father was. And all you do now is hurt these kids. IfI knew then what
I know now, I would never have had them. I wish I never had them.
This is no way to live.”

My mother’s voice was shrieking, piercing through everyone and
everything, through the windows and walls, and through my ears and
chest and heart. My father's, now back to normal, rolled like loud
thunder coming up from the cellar and through the foundation and up
and out of the roof. I was screaming too, pleading, but I couldn’t hear
my voice. I was dizzy and my heart was pounding and I fainted, but
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only on the inside; I was still standing, but like my voice, I was gone.
Frankie was standing quietly by the door, waiting for the police.

Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights were fighting nights.
And Sunday night was a fighting night, as were holiday nights and
the nights before holiday nights. On most of those nights that fall, I
Climbed out of the bathroom window to the porch roof and slept in
the box. Then, toward the middle of October, I woke up one morning
in the hospital.

One-hundred—and-fifteen-mile-an—hour winds, not seen in south-
eastern Massachusetts since the Great Hurricane of 1938, swept
eastward over Cape Cod knocking down trees and store signs and
sweeping boats up from the water and dumping them onto land. It
shot its first mighty blast of air over the elbow of the Cape and up
New Bedford harbor, over the marshes and lakes and ponds where it
gained even greater force, up and then down the steep hill of Ruggles
Park, through our backyard and directly into the open end of my
box, which lifted like a kite. I wasn’t awake, but I wasn’t fully asleep
either. I heard the wind shriek in the distance, but I thought it was
my mother screaming. I felt the box shake around me, but I thought
it was the house, reverberating with the force of my father's step and
voice. I could have woken myself up, but I didn't want to. The wind
whipped through the box sounding like a tin whistle and the sound
became a lullaby. I heard my mother singing Toora Loora Looral as I
was blacking out, as l willed myself to black out, on what I thought
was just another fighting night.

I flew around the thin oaks and crashed landed on the roof of
our neighbor, Red. The box and I slid down the steeply pitched roof
and fell onto Red's Buick, which was parked, as always, on the worn
out grass, right by his back door. Red heard the thud above him and
assumed it was a tree limb. Later, when stepping out of the doorway
to glimpse the accumulating damage, he was shocked to see the box
angling down the front end of his car, from roof to bumper. And me,
sprawled on the roof, unconscious. As Red was placing me on the
back seat, his wife Louise ran next door to get my parents. Within
two minutes, my father hopped into the front passenger seat and we
were off.

All of this was told to me a few hours later in the hospital, where
I was diagnosed with bruises and lacerations and a concussion and
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two beat—up hands with skinless knuckles and a great deal of luck,
and where I stayed overnight for observation. Before leaving the fol-
lowing day, the doctor told my mother to make sure I rested so as to
not exacerbate my condition. She responded that I was lucky I wasn’t
“exacerbated” in the gutter, dead. As I lay in bed I overheard the staff
and visitors talk about the damage outside, trees that had crashed
through house roofs and flattened cars, fallen power lines that danced
across sidewalks, a barge the bay coughed up and dropped on the
railroad tracks.

The next day my mother and I walked the four blocks from the
hospital to the house. The Highland Avenue fire station's brick steeple
was scattered in pieces on the building’s driveway, tree tops were sit—
ting in attics, and the sign that said "Sandy’s Package” teetered atop
the gas pumps of the station across the street. When we got to the
back door of our house, I saw my father standing by the rusted fifty-
five gallon drum, flames engulfing the Kelvinator box. Once inside
I looked through the window to see the angry fire shooting so high
toward the sky that I knew the box had to have been doused in gaso—
line. The burning card board was as dark as the bark on the oak tree
that towered a few yards behind the barrel; quite a few branches that
had fallen during the storm had been placed in the barrel, forming a
bent and curling skeleton around the shrinking box.

The following morning I took a left instead of a right at the end of
the block. I broke into a run and headed into Ruggles Park, slowing
only when I got to busy Pleasant Street, not wanting a passing cop to
wonder why I was running and where I was running to. I entered the
courtyard ofa cluster of mill buildings and exited into the high grass
of a field that soon became marsh. After climbing up the incline of a
high mound of granite, I sat in a natural indentation on the far side of
the rock, and from there, my favorite spot on the river, I looked down
into the Quequechan.

When studying the river from that perch it was nearly impossible
for me to understand how it could have either sustained the natives or
powered so many mills. What little water there was never seemed to
flow, never mind cascade or fall. The mighty Quequechan resembled
a huge disappearing puddle, covered in ribbons of brown suds, with
a muddy perimeter pock-marked with beer bottles and worn tires
and shopping carts from the nearby Stop and Shop. Its odor was so
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putrid that whatever fish it held could not possibly have been alive.
I imagined that if the river continued to shrink, it would expose the
broken and forgotten dreams of the Wampanoag buried deep in the
black muck.

l sat in the granite’s indentation all day. By early afternoon I was
hungry and the sun on my face made me sleepy. As I was about to
doze the rock vibrated beneath me and I felt dizzy. I opened and
focused my eyes and could see movement beneath the dirty water. It
looked like a school of fish forming random, barely visible patterns
that quickly took on the shape ofa man. An Indian. Samosett emerged
from the middle of the river wearing a deerskin skirt with pant legs
and moccasins. He had a long lock of hair growing only from a small
spot on the top of his head, and his face was painted red. He carried
an ax whose blade edge glistened in the sunlight. He walked slowly
across the surface of the water, continued one block up Second Street,
where he walked up the steps of the Lizzie Borden house.
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