370

380

390

400

was to call to say I had arrived safely, and then Dora’s mother would drive me
home. My father equipped us with flashlights, and I had to wear my watch and
synchronize it with his. We were to return no later than nine o’clock.

When Mr. Pirzada arrived that evening he presented me with a box of
chocolate-covered mints.

“In here,” I told him, and opened up the burlap sack. “Trick or treat!”

“I understand that you don't really need my contribution this evening,” he
said, depositing the box. He gazed at my green face, and the hat secured by a
string under my chin. Gingerly he lifted the hem of the cape, under which I
was wearing a sweater and zipped fleece jacket. “Will you be warm enough?”

I nodded, causing the hat to tip to one side.

He set it right. “Perhaps it is best to stand still.”

The bottom of our staircase was lined with baskets of miniature candy,
and when Mr. Pirzada removed his shoes he did not place them there as he
normally did, but inside the closet instead. He began to unbutton his coat,
and I waited to take it from him, but Dora called me from the bathroom
to say that she needed my help drawing a mole on her chin. When we were
finally ready my mother took a picture of us in front of the fireplace, and then
I opened the front door to leave. Mr. Pirzada and my father, who had not gone
into the living room yet, hovered in the foyer. Outside it was already dark. The
air smelled of wet leaves, and our carved jack-o’-lantern flickered impressively
against the shrubbery by the door. In the distance came the sounds of
scampering feet, and the howls of the older boys who wore no costume
at all other than a rubber mask, and the rustling apparel of the youngest
children, some so young that they were carried from door to door in the arms
of their parents.

“Don't go into any of the houses you don’t know,” my father warned.

Mr. Pirzada knit his brows together. “Is there any danger?”

“No, no,” my mother assured him. “All the children will be out. It’s a
tradition.”

“Perhaps I should accompany them?” Mr. Pirzada suggested. He looked
suddenly tired and small, standing there in his splayed, stockinged feet, and his
eyes contained a panic I had never seen before. In spite of the cold I began to
sweat inside my pillowcase.

“Really, Mr. Pirzada,” my mother said, “Lilia will be perfectly safe with her
friend.”

“But if it rains? If they lose their way?”

“Don’t worry,” I said. It was the first time I had uttered those words to Mr.
Pirzada, two simple words I had tried but failed to tell him for weeks, had said
only in my prayers. It shamed me now that I had said them for my own sake.

He placed one of his stocky fingers on my cheek, then pressed it to the back
of his own hand, leaving a faint green smear. “If the lady insists,” he conceded,

and offered a small bow.
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concede (ken-séd’) v. to
admit or acknowledge,
often reluctantly



