In Providence: Acme Video

“That’s what we liked doing. We liked watching movies.
“She would get the movie one week. I’d get it the next week. That’s how we– I miss that place. We
would go there every weekend.
“Fridays she got off at seven and I would pick her up at work. They all knew me down there — at the
nursing home where she worked. She told ‘em I was her roommate, because that was what you said
back then. I thought they all knew I always thought that. I’d pick her up and we’d go to Acme Video and
we’d get movies. We’d come home. She’d cook.
“I’ll tell you the truth– She’s a better cook than me. She makes– She can go in the kitchen and have a
five-course meal for you better than a restaurant. Better than any restaurant. I swear to god. Me? I
would get take-out and put it on the plate. You make this or did you order it? I made it just for you!
What are you talking about? I think you ordered this. She knew I ordered it. We sat right in front of the
tv and watched– We could do two or three movies a night if we weren’t tired. I wasn’t working as much,
because I had hurt my back. She was taking care of both of us. That’s what she did. She liked to take
care of people.
“My favorite was scary movies. That’s what I liked. She liked the comedies. If it was my week, we were
going to watch Friday the 13th. I would make her watch all of them. The last ones aren’t good, but
they’re fun. They’re a good time. If it was her week, we’re watching– What would we watch? We would
watch comedies, but they’d be romantic comedies like– She liked When Harry Met Sally. She liked all
the ones with Tom Hanks. The ones with Meg Ryan. That was what she liked. We never watched tv —
only movies.
“She has two daughters from her first marriage. When her daughters would come over, we’d watch
movies with them. We’d take them to the store with us, and they could pick out their movies, and when
they got older, she had a room for them here. They lived with their father, because she had some bad
things happen to her when she was–When she first had them, and she wasn’t– She couldn’t be a good
mom right off the bat. Her ex and his mother used to take care of the two girls, and there was a son too,
but he never wanted to come over. He and her weren’t close. The girls and us were close though. I love
those girls.
“When they got older — I’m talking out of high school, going into college — this was when marriage had
passed. They asked us if we were getting married. We hadn’t even told them we were gay. They figured

it out on– They weren’t stupid. They knew what was going on, but we never talked to them about it.
They wanted to know if we were going to get married, because they knew we had been together all
those years.
“I said to her, ‘You want to get married?’ Neither one of us had thought about it too much, you know,
because we weren’t even– We had never even come out to her family and my family, please, they didn’t
want to hear any of that. They wanted me to go out with this guy from Warwick that lived down the road
from us growing up. I won’t tell you his name, because you might know him, but he was a piece of work.
Not in a good way, I’m saying, not somebody you would want to marry.
“We talked about it. I didn’t want to push it, because I was going to stay with her whether we got
married or not. One day the girls are over and we’re watching a movie, and in the movie, the couple,
whoever they are, they’re getting married. She looks at me and she goes, ‘That’s the kind of wedding I
want. Nothing too crazy.’ That was how I knew she wanted to do it. The girls got all excited. They’re
good kids, let me tell you.
“Later that year, we made it official. We have the wedding. It’s not just like the one in the movie, but it’s
a nice wedding. She was all happy. We both were. I never thought I would see the day, I’m telling you.
People were making fun of me, because all day I’m walking around saying ‘Do you believe this? Do you
believe it?’ My mother came to the wedding and everything. I couldn’t get over it. She gave me a big
hug and told me she was happy for me. You could’ve knocked me over. Best day of my life.
“Nothing changed much after that. We kept doing what we were doing. But now she’s my wife, you see
what I’m saying? It doesn’t change anything and it changes everything. We weren’t one of those people
out there fighting for it, because we had to– She was going to work every day, and I got a job up in
Mass that I would go to every day, and we only got a little free time every day. We wanted to spend it
with each other. I didn’t– I didn’t think it would matter to me as much as it did, but I was dead wrong. It
matters a lot.
“When Acme Video closed, oh, you know, we were heartbroken. We loved that place. One of the girls
got us hooked up with Netflix, and now we have all the movies you could ever want, but we had a
routine. That’s the thing. I loved the routine. Picking her up, grabbing some movies, pretending I made
dinner for her. Putting it all nice on the plates. I loved doing all that. The girls are all grown up now.
One’s getting married this November. The other one is going with a girl she goes to school with, and it’s
so different. It’s so different now how public they can be about it. I think it’s great. Things change, you
know? For the good and the bad they change. But I would say mostly for good. A lot of the businesses
around where we live are different now, but that’s just life. That’s how it is. And now I got a wife and I
got two stepdaughters and I might even have grandkids one day soon. Do you believe that? I still can’t
believe it.
“What about you?
“You seen any good movies lately?”
Disclaimer: The In Providence column may include elements of creative non-fiction. See our story on
that concept here: https://motifri.com/in-providence-creative-writing-taking-on-the-burden-of-the-truth/

In Providence: Pride
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If you were at Providence Pride in 2002, you may have seen a shabbily-dressed 18-year-old wandering
around looking for a boyfriend.
That was me.
It was my first Pride, and as such, it was equal parts wildy exhilarating and profoundly disappointing.
This was before social media and YouTube and the ability to Google your way through whatever identity
crisis you were experiencing.
Twenty years ago, if you were 18, newly out, and ready to experience all the LGBTQ community had to
offer, you were basing your expectations off the limited content pop culture had gifted you. That meant
I showed up to Pride expecting a combination of Tales of the City and certain segments of MTV’s
Undressed.
(A friend recently reminded me about Undressed, and if you need to blame someone for ushering in the
raging sex-obsession of the aughts, I think that might be your culprit.)
Instead of the debauchery I was nervous about/hoping for, I found something much more subdued. This
was because my friend and partner for the day had convinced me that we should get there as soon as
the outdoor festival started. That meant it was us, a few vendors, and an a capella choir from
Connecticut performing a medley of ’80s hits.
Right from the beginning, I had one goal in mind.

I wanted to meet a gorgeous man, go steady by noon, and possibly get married before the parade so we
could hop on a float in our matching tuxedos and wave at all the sad, single people in the crowd.
This was when meeting people was restricted to going out and introducing yourself to strangers (even
now, a hard pass) or talking to screen names in AOL chat rooms, emailing grainy photos back and forth,
and perhaps — if you were lucky — getting someone to call you on a landline so you could compare
favorite episodes of Dawson’s Creek.
Since I was beginning college in the fall, I was determined to have one of those summers like in the
movie Grease, where I would meet an Italian guy on a beach and we would fall in love before running
into each other again in a few months wherein I would change everything about myself and only wear
leather from that point on.
I just needed to find my Danny Zuko first.
While there were no takers in the morning, I assumed that as the day wore on, I would start to see more
attractive men filling up the lawn across from the Providence Place Mall. I had already practiced what I
would say if someone approached me to give me their number.
“Me? You mean hot-but-not-in-a-conventional-way me??? Wow, I…gosh, gee, I can’t believe…Well, sure I
guess I wouldn’t mind spending July in Majorca with you at your rich parents’ third home.”
Instead, every hot guy I saw from behind, when viewed from the front, turned out to be a lesbian. I
don’t know how much you know about lesbian haircuts from the early days of the 2000s, but they were
pretty fantastic. Every woman you saw looked like Drew from 98 Degrees and all of them had a better
wardrobe than I did.
As the day wore on, the temperatures heated up, and my hair gel began to melt down the back of my
neck. I had applied the kind of antiperspirant that has firefighters in its commercials, but even then,
sweat stains were beginning to form under my arms. This was the opportune moment when actual hots
began appearing.
In all the movies I’d seen, when a young gay man is first around a group of people like him, men are just
tripping over themselves to get at him. I thought just by having the moniker of “Fresh-If-Discounted
Meat” on me would be enough to get me three proposals by dinnertime, but guys would take one look at
me and then keep walking by — either to the henna tent or to pretend they needed to find their friend in
a crowd.
I’m not sure when “pretending to find your friend at an event” fell by the wayside in terms of killing
time and not looking awkward, but it must have been around the time they let us look up terminal
illnesses on our phones.
By the time the parade began, I had officially given up on love, dating and possibly my sexuality. I
wasn’t sure what the requirements were for becoming a lesbian, but there were a few I had my eye on,
and I did know all the words to “Where Have All the Cowboys Gone?”
My friend left to meet up with a group of theater kids who were just getting there, and I took that
opportunity to head back to my car and wallow. This was it for me. Pride was a bust and the beautiful
wonderland I had been promised was a lie. Oh sure, I knew that being gay meant struggling. I knew

there was a long history of oppression and resistance. I was prepared for all that if it meant that while I
was being oppressed, I got to tough it alongside a guy who looked like Joshua Jackson in Cruel
Intentions.
What nobody had told me was that being young and gay can be just as boring as being young and
straight. The build-up you’re capable of as a teenager can render each event underwhelming and the
fixation on coupling up can create a laser focus that zaps the joy out of nearly everything.
There have been many Prides for me since then, and while some have been exuberant and some
lackluster, very few have been boring, so I’m tempted to write that first one off as a fluke — except I
don’t think that’s what it was.
How much of that day was me looking for someone to pair up with because that’s how I would feel most
at home in the label I’d adopted? When I came out in school, I had already known for years who I was,
but I didn’t see the point of being gay if it meant being the only one. Then I met another gay student,
and suddenly there was a reason to be out. We dated for all of a week, he broke up with me, and I
needed to find another reason.
Because intrinsically I understood that if being who you are already others you, then you need to find
others who can travel that road with you. An alliance. A coalition.
A Community.
There were plenty of ways I could have found something like that at that first Pride, but I was 18. I had
only gotten my first kiss a few months before, and I had only said “I love you” to some guy in a
chatroom for fans of Angel who told me that if I sent him $1,000, he could come visit me once he got out
of jail.
If you’ve been to a Pride in Providence in the past 20 years, you probably had a very different
experience than the one I had. The crowds have expanded. The block parties have gotten bigger. The
chances of running into Danny Zuko have gone up exponentially.
Even now, though, there’s a chance you might see someone wandering around, not sure of where they
should go, or how they should act, or whether they’re dressed appropriately. It might even be their first
Pride.
Should you happen to see someone like that, go up and introduce yourself. Be a part of navigating the
experience for them. Offer up some friendly guidance.
I can’t say I found a great deal of pride in myself on that day 20 years ago, but I’ve discovered small
pieces of it here and there since then. Maybe this month can be the month where we show each other
all those pieces we’ve collected. Maybe Pride is what happens when we don’t ask what we’re missing,
but what we’re hoping to find.

In Providence: India Point Park

If you find yourself at India Point Park on a humid summer night, you may see them litigating a decades
old argument.
“She started the fight. I hate to fight. I do not like to fight. But she started the fight, and I told her, back
when she started it, I told her, ‘You start this fight, you’re not going to win.’ And she hasn’t won. We’re
still fighting. We do other things, but we come here, and we have a coffee– She has tea. She likes tea.
And we fight.”
They met through an ex-girlfriend in 1987 when they were both in their 20s. She had just broken things
off with the woman, a waitress who lived near Pawtucket, and they had been dating her and staying at
her apartment. That relationship would only last for a few weeks, but they met this fascinating person
who loved to start fights, and the two have been friends ever since. They attempted to date in the
beginning, but it became clear that they weren’t destined to be lovers — not in any traditional way.
“When we met, I thought I liked women. That was how I saw myself. I had been with a guy and he was a
good guy. Nice, nice guy. But he wasn’t for me. I dated women for some years there. Now I date
anybody, but I’m not interested in being with anybody but myself. I don’t identify as any gender and

that’s new. I got that from my sister’s kid, who’s non-binary. They started talking to me about it, and I
said, ‘That sounds like me.’ That was in 2019. That was two years ago. This is all new to me, but it feels
right.”
Their best friend was there for them throughout that period of discovery, but the fight raged on in the
quiet way that fights do when they’re old enough to have a teenager. Neither one of them will tell me
what the fight is about, but I suspect even they don’t really remember. What they do remember is that,
when it began, they stopped talking for a month, and then made a date to get together at India Point
Park and talk things out.
“I thought we were going to go sit, talk, and be done with it. No. We never got anywhere, but we said
we would keep working on it, because we liked each other. We felt like we belonged in each other’s
lives. That’s the best way I can describe it. It didn’t feel like something you wanted to throw away. I
think we got dinner that night, or we got dinner the next week, when we got together, and we would
fight for a little, then go do something else. We’ve been doing that for 30 years now.”
They’ve now seen each other through countless relationships, break-ups, bad jobs, and they’ve attended
every Providence Pride together.
“I think it’s — we both think it’s — a good thing when your soulmate isn’t a romantic soulmate. I think
people who have a romantic soulmate are lucky, but I think if that’s not in the cards for you, then you
should look around and see that you already have a soulmate in your life, or somebody who could be
one, provided you’re not thinking of it as being the person you get married to or have kids with or
anything like that. She’s my best friend and she’s my soulmate. She’s the strangest person I’ve ever met
in my life, but I don’t know what I would do without her.”
So how much time do they devote to fighting in India Point Park now?
“It depends. This week we didn’t fight too much. Some weeks it’s all we do. I don’t think about it as long
as she shows up, and she always shows up. Let me tell you something, because you’re younger than I
am– When you get older, you like routine. You learn that the way you keep people in your life is by
getting into a routine with them. That first week when we didn’t solve the fight, but we made a date to
get back together again the following week– We started a routine. The routine is what kept the
friendship going. Some people tell you they haven’t talked to a friend in years, and they meet, and they
pick right back up where they left off, and I’m not doubting those people. What I will say is that if I met
her after 30 years, we might be able to pick up where we left off, but we would have lost 30 years of
spending time with each other, and I treasure that time. I was there for her when her mother died.
When I lost both my parents, she was there. There’s nothing like having somebody who’s right there —
somebody who shows up. That’s important.”
Their fight reminds me of the court case in Bleak House by Dickens that goes on and on ad infinitum to
the point where it seems as though its most vital aspect is that it won’t ever come to a conclusion. If the
fight helped establish a routine that’s built around the fight, does that mean the foundation of their
friendship is a feud?
“She might not always feel like being friends with me, but she’s always wanted to be right. Some weeks
we’d be having another fight that was a really serious, that-day-that-minute fight, and I knew she didn’t
want to see me, but we got this other fight going on we have to take care of, and so she’d come and I’d
be there, and some weeks we were juggling a few fights at a time. Those aren’t my favorite weeks, but

we get past them.”
If you’re walking through India Point Park, you may see two people sitting together in the midst of a
heated argument and think that perhaps a relationship or friendship is on the brink of a collapse.
There’s no way you could know that it’s actually just being reaffirmed in the most illogical way possible.
“I think I’m going to win it when all is said and done, but that’s only because I’m going to outlive her.
Once that happens, I win. That’s how it works.”
They plan to keep at it until then, because like most good things in life, a soulmate is worth the fight.

In Providence: Ready
If you ask them who takes longer when they’re getting ready to go out, you’ll get two different answers.
“He takes longer, because he will try on every single piece of clothing that he owns, okay? He does all
that. That takes an hour — which is because he doesn’t own hardly any clothes. When I met him, Kevin,
and this is true, he owned — you ready? One pair of jeans. One pair of dress pants that had holes in
them. Five or six shirts — two were t-shirts. One pair of sneakers. That’s it. Total. I don’t know how he
did it.”
They met at Pride in 2013, and the first thing he thought was–
“I thought, ‘This boy is cute, but I think he got robbed or something.‘ That’s how he looked. You know
how people say, ‘You’re lucky you’re cute?’ That’s him. If he hadn’t been cute, we wouldn’t be talking
about this today.”
His partner remembers it differently.
“When I tell you, he came up to me the minute I went through where you go to pay the money so you
can get into the block party. He walks right up to me and tells me his name and where am I from, and I
was like, ‘This guy is too much.’”
That was his first Pride after coming out, and he was a little overwhelmed. He ended up sticking with
the (allegedly) eager, well-dressed man who approached him at the beginning of the night, but they left
separately.
“We just didn’t vibe that first time we met. He was still dealing with being out and I don’t know if he
knew what he wanted. I had been out for years by that time. I knew what I was looking for, and I didn’t
think it was him, but he was fun. We had fun even that first night.”
They proceeded to bump into each other all summer, but they didn’t experience any chemistry until
they both attended a party in Newport thrown by a mutual friend.

“I go to his house first, because I was going to drive. He has me come in. I find out it was all a set-up,
because he wanted to dress me up, because this was going to be a nice party. This guy we knew had a
nice house in Newport that he was renting for the week. He tells me, ‘You’re going to wear something
of mine.’ He puts me in this suit. I don’t think I ever wore a suit in my life before like that. I’m standing
in the mirror in his bedroom, and he looks at me like ‘Damn, he looks good.’ I did look good too.”
That night at the party, the two of them found themselves out in the backyard, a little buzzed from the
drinks they’d had, and a little cold on a surprisingly chilly June night.
“I remember, he put his arm around me to warm me up. That was it. I had just broken up with someone
right before Pride, and I was going to have this crazy summer, getting myself into all kinds of trouble,
but once he did that, it was all over. I didn’t want to bother with anybody, but him. He couldn’t dress,
but he was a good guy. Still is.”
Over the years, when they’d be getting ready to go out, they’d fall into the same routine. He would try
on everything from his closet, and then asks if he can “borrow” something. That’s the cue. Pretty soon,
he’s being dressed up the same way he was the night they went to that party. To his credit, he doesn’t
argue with any of the fashion choices selected for him.
“I know he knows better than me about that. That’s why I just let him pick.”
The night I spoke with them, they had a special reason for going out. After nearly eight years of makeovers, they recently got engaged.
“He was waiting for me to ask and I was waiting for him. Last week, he comes home, and I’m telling him
about all the weddings we have to go to this summer. ‘Everybody we know is getting married.’
‘Everybody except us.’ I say ‘You want to get married?’ Just like that. As soon as I said it, I was like,
S***, what if he says ‘No?’ I look over at him, and he’s got this big smile on his face. I say, ‘I guess we’re
getting married.’ We’re going to take pictures tonight at the restaurant, because we haven’t told any of
our friends, family, nobody. That’s why I have to make him look nice tonight, because this is going to be
the big announcement. Don’t you go telling anybody, Kevin, you’re the first to know. I’ll come find you.”
The announcement popped up the next day on my Instagram. Two handsome men, both looking dapper,
sitting together in a restaurant with brand new rings to show off. One of the comments said, “I thought
you two were already married,” which I think is the best compliment you can pay to a couple who just
got engaged. Sometimes you name something after it’s already clear what it is. You look at love, and
you say you’re going to name it marriage. Because it’s fun to dress things up like that.
“He takes care of me with the clothes, and I take care of him with the house, because this man does not
know how to clean a house or fix anything. He’s good with some things, but if anything breaks, it’s got
to be me. That’s why I think we get along like we do, because I know all the things he doesn’t know, and
that’s the same for him with me. That’s how you fit together. We have each other’s backs.”
If you were out last weekend, you might have seen a couple walking back to their car after a lovely
night at a restaurant downtown. Both of them were impeccably dressed, but it’s possible that what you
noticed first was that one had his arm around the other.

In Providence: Here We Go Again

If you were downtown this Saturday night, you may have noticed that the roaring post-pandemic times
we were promised seem to have arrived in Providence.
Correction.
We are not post-pandemic. We may never be post-pandemic. But with the weather reaching summer
highs and restrictions falling by the wayside, this weekend seemed to invite everyone to come into the
Capitol City — some for the first time in a long time.
Someone accurately asserted on Twitter this week that summer is actually horrible, but because it’s the
time of year children associate with “no school” we are forever told that it is the best season (Autumn is
the best. No questions at this time). I am one of those people who experience seasonal depression in the
warmer months. Winter allows me to stay in and do nothing and not feel bad about it at all. We are all
exiting an extended winter. I’m glad it’s wrapping up, but I won’t lie and say I’ll miss having a reason to
keep my social calendar unfilled.
After texting several people Saturday night, I considered staying in. I wasn’t sure I was ready for the
full, unhindered social experience of a Saturday night. I trust the vaccine. I trust science. But,

truthfully, I just never liked crowded bars all that much anyway. Yelling so the person next to you can
hear what you’re saying gets tiring. And as I approach my 37th birthday, I’ve convinced myself that a
Jack the Ripper miniseries on a streaming service has the potential to make any weekend worthwhile if
you pair it with the right cheese plate.
I know, I know.
Over a year of isolation and fantasies of going out, and now we can go out, and I’m complaining about
going out. What gives, Broccoli? You can finally write your “Man About Town” column again. No more
stories of people trapped at home. No more dour profiles of anxiety-ridden people trying to make the
best of things. Life is back. Write about life.
But in much the same way we all promised to create a better world to return to once the pandemic was
over only to discover that, Wow, y’all, that shit is a LOT of work. Like, who knew? I didn’t. Maybe we
can just … bring back the Old World? Or something slightly worse, but still cool, because it’s not the
pandemic world? It’s possible there was some reflection necessary about how we socialize and what we
gain from it that didn’t get a chance to occur.
FOMO, for example.
I did not miss FOMO.
After 14 months of telling myself I would go to every concert once there were concerts again and eat at
every restaurant and hug every sailor as they arrived at the pier, I discovered that all those things still
cost … money? And, uh, there’s also the issue of time? And just, you know … energy?
Despite all the repressed urges I had over this past year to do … anything, it turns out that Old Kevin —
who was just fine engaging in interpersonal recreation once every other week — did not magically
evolve into a social butterfly ready to emerge from his cocoon. That, combined with, you know, the
collective trauma of living though a once-in-a-lifetime worldwide crisis, has not created a person who
can simply stroll into a filled-to-the-brim bar and embrace everyone in sight — be they sailors or anyone
else.
And I feel bad about that.
This is a new kind of FOMO. Fear of a kind of ingratitude that I’m finally being given the opportunity to
have the kind of life I kept saying I wanted only to find that, ooooh, maybe I didn’t want it exactly the
way I thought, and yes, things about the world and my life did need to change, but maybe not
everything needed to change, and maybe too many of us defined ourselves by where we go when we go
out and how much we travel and how many times we can make it to the beach in a given summer, and
now I don’t just fear that I’m missing out, I don’t understand why. Why? Why am I allowing myself to
miss out?
So I got in the car.
I got in the car and I drove downtown. Once I was down there, I had no idea what to do, but luckily for
me, the city was as busy as I’ve ever seen it. It made even the most bustling of WateFire nights look
tame in comparison. That roaring ’20s vibe was in the air, and the roar was deafening.

I parked on Weybosset Street and made my way to the mall and back. Along the way, I found myself
behind various groups of people. One trio of inebriated friends was arguing about whether Texas or
Oklahoma is the most boring state in America. (I guess none of them have ever visited the distant land
of Connecticut.) Four guys in a pizza place I stopped into were debating where the best place to get a
tattoo is. (Come on, guys, behind the knee.) In the lobby of the Hotel Providence (my favorite public
restroom in the city, just immaculate) a couple was wondering out loud how long they could stall before
they had to go back up to their room and admit that the night was over for them. They both looked
exhausted and part of me wanted to hang back and find out what it was about the night that had made
them surrender to it.
Instead, I just kept moving.
When I first started driving, I used to park my car in the State House parking lot and walk to the mall or
to one of the local theaters or to meet up with my friends at a restaurant or bar. I always wanted to
walk through as much of the city as I could, every time, because I wanted to see if something would
happen.
I didn’t know what that something was, but I knew that if you lingered around the edges of the lives of
strangers, then you were never far from either fortune or disaster. In this way, I got myself into quite a
few disasters, but the one or two fortunes made it all worth it.
If you’ve spent any time in Providence the weekend before Memorial Day, you know that the promise of
summer can sometimes feel like a threat. The heat begs you to hop in your car and head for South
County. The population changes drastically as the colleges empty out, tourists arrive on fleeting day
trips, and you begin to ask yourself if you’re at the beginning of something or the end of it.
Back at my car, I took stock of what I’d done with the night. Lots of eavesdropping. A quick check-in
with a friend working bar at a dive on the outskirts of downtown. A six pack of chocolate chunk from
Insomnia Cookies. Some notes on my phone about how to write an article on Providence reopening.
Words like “trepidation” and “overwhelmed” and “jubilant” and “Texas” and “pepperoni” and “parking”
and “tattoo” and at some point, I must have heard somebody say “the night is young” because I wrote it
down, but I can’t remember who said it.
But the night did feel young.
It felt young even when I didn’t.
Not to say that I felt old, but I felt changed, which I think can sometimes feel like feeling older. I felt
like it wasn’t going to be as simple as diving right back into the night, which should have been obvious a
long time ago.
Nothing’s ever been simple and nothing’s going to be simple.
It’s not fatalism talking — quite the opposite.
While sitting in my car, on my fourth cookie, I watched as a man dressed as Batman went by on a
scooter singing War’s “Why Can’t We Be Friends” to nobody at all.
Nothing simple about that.

But can you think of a better way to end a night?
I can’t.
Not in Providence anyway.
Disclaimer: The In Providence column is a slice of life in Providence based on true stories. Each column
may include elements of creative non-fiction. See our story on that concept
here:https://motifri.com/in-providence-creative-writing-taking-on-the-burden-of-the-truth/

In Providence: High Fashion

If you were downtown this weekend, you may have noticed her walking through Kennedy Plaza wearing
a dress worth thousands of dollars. The dress was inherited. Her mother had it in a closet for years, and
she told me that it was never intended to be worn.

“You know what an heirloom is? It’s an heirloom. It’s a dress and dresses aren’t usually heirlooms, but
this one’s an heirloom. My mother got it as a present for a job she did. She used to clean houses, and
this one house she cleaned, the lady was rich, and she had dresses from every person you can think of,
every designer you’ve ever heard of, and when the lady died, the son, the oldest son, said my mother
could take anything she wanted, and, by then, there wasn’t much left, but what there was, left in the
closet, was this dress. My mother took it, and she kept in her closet in one of those dry-cleaning bags,
and she would never let us take it out, and I don’t even know if she ever wore it, but she treasured that
dress. She loved it.”
She’s lived in Providence her entire life, first off Manton Avenue, then in the southern part of the city
with her first husband, and now in an apartment off Hope Street. Wherever she went, she took a
collection of things left to her by her mother, and the dress was the prized possession.
“I did take it out once or twice, but never to wear. Not ever to wear. Just to look at. My son and my
daughter used to tell me to put it on, and I told them, ‘No.’ I said we don’t wear this dress; it’s special.
Like the china we had that I got from my grandmother. We never used the nice china and we never
wear the dress. I won’t even tell you who made it, because you would die if you heard the name. A top
designer who isn’t even around anymore. My mother put the fear of god in me about that dress. She
had me thinking if I so much as touched it, it would go up in smoke. I would take it out, lay it out on my
bed, and then it would go right back in the closet.”
Years ago, I attended a Fashion Week event at the Performing Arts Center, because I knew a designer
who was featured in the show. As a theater person, the entire evening was a mystery to me. The outfits
in each presentation were absolutely stunning, but the shows only took about 10 minutes, and there
were hour-long breaks in between. Three hours after arriving, I was starving, and someone mentioned
that there would be an after-party at the outdoor space of a restaurant downtown.
When I got there, everyone from the show was standing around with cocktails, but there was no food in
sight. It was like a punishment straight from Dante. Three hours, no food and the wondrous odors of
one of the best eateries in the city wafting over me and a bunch of fashionistas who didn’t seem hungry
at all.
I stayed for about 15 minutes and then wound up at Antonio’s inhaling a chicken, bacon, and ranch like
the plant from Little Shop of Horrors.
After that, I never really gave much thought to fashion. I admired it, of course, and the people who
make it and wear it, but it seemed like something that would never be quite within my reach — like
sports or EDM.
“You would never see me in anything expensive. I didn’t spend a lot of money on clothes. Make-up is my
thing. I like make-up and I like to do my hair nice. I spend a lot of time and money on this hair. Other
than that, I don’t care what I wear. I can’t tell you the last time I went somewhere nice to buy clothes.”
Lots of people have objects in their lives that they treat with extra care. If you grew up without access
to works of art or antique furniture, you may end up cherishing things that could otherwise serve a
purpose. China to eat on. Collectible toys for playing. A dress that’s meant to be worn and seen and
enjoyed.
“Being sick does something to a person. When my mother got sick, the last time, she got quiet, and she

was never quiet. That wasn’t her. She became a quiet person. When I came down with the virus, I
thought that was it for me. Thank god for my kids. My daughter–I told her, ‘Don’t come to the house.
You could get sick, too. She said, ‘Ma, if I get sick, I get sick.’ My son was the same way. They took care
of me, and I beat it, but it was bad. I thought I was going to have to go to the hospital, and I told myself,
I was not going to die in a hospital. I’m going to die in my house. In my bed. That’s what I thought was
going to happen, but I got better. After that, I looked at that dress in the closet. ‘It’s coming out.’ That’s
what I said to my daughter. ‘It’s coming out and I’m going to wear it.’ Why have a dress like that if
you’re not going to wear it?”
She made plans with two of her friends to go out to eat on Saturday. It was her first outing in more than
a year. So she decided to wear the dress.
“I parked a little far away. I didn’t want to pull up to the restaurant, walk in, sit down, eat, and go home.
I wanted to walk around in the dress. I had a nice time. I walked through Kennedy Plaza and all the way
up Washington. My daughter wanted to kill me when I told her what I did today. She said, ‘Ma, you
could have been robbed.’ What were they going to do? Tear the dress off me? I didn’t have any cash on
me. All I had was my nice dress. Nobody bothered me. They must have seen how happy I looked. When I
used to ask my mother if she would put the dress on, she’d tell me, ‘It wouldn’t fit anyway. It’s too
small.’ I didn’t think I’d get on me either, but it fit like you wouldn’t believe. What are the odds of that?
Some dress made for some rich woman who died a long time ago, and it fit me like a glove.”
Sometimes we make ordinary things into magical instruments for our memories, our nostalgia, and our
hope that one day we can have a closet full of expensive dresses. And sometimes by letting ordinary
things be ordinary, we find more magic in them than we ever expected.
“My daughter said, ‘Ma, did you get a picture of yourself in the dress?’ I told her my friends couldn’t
stop taking pictures of me in it. They were all excited, because they know about that dress. They know
what it means to me. They were going crazy over it.”
If you were downtown on Saturday night, you may have seen a woman walking around in a dress that fit
her perfectly. You might have thought she was wealthy, and in some ways, you’d be right. Those of us
who have made it through the past 14 months only to find ourselves eating out again, seeing friends
again, and reassessing what means the most to us and what we want to take out and try on might be
feeling wealthier than ever.

In Providence: Squirrels

If you drove by an accident in Providence on a chilly Saturday night a few weeks ago, you might not
realize it was caused by a squirrel.
“They’re all over the neighborhood. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know if they’re multiplying
more because of the pandemic or what, but something’s gotta be done.”
The neighborhood is under siege.
“The first time one ran out in front of my car, I stopped short, and I almost went flying into the steering
wheel. The squirrel’s just sitting there looking at me. Didn’t move. You got a big car coming at you and
you’re this little squirrel, and you don’t move? What the hell? I told my wife when I got home, I said
‘This squirrel I just saw–No fear. We got fearless squirrels running around. She laughed at me. She
thought it was a joke. Two days later, she comes into the house and tells me the same thing happened to
her. These are some kind of new squirrel. They don’t care about anything. Live or die, they don’t care.”
He and his wife live on the north end of Providence on a fairly quiet street. Two kids (now grown and
married), two cars (one’s on its last legs), and nights spent out in the yard with a drink now that
summer is on the way. Aside from the kamikaze squirrels, things seem to be going all right, but never
underestimate the toll of self-destructive rodents. It’s not just running out into the street either. The
squirrels are wreaking havoc in all kinds of ways.
“The guy next door to me? They’re tearing up his patio door. I called Animal Control and told ‘em we
got rabid squirrels around here. They told me they’re not rabid, they’re just mischievous. Mischievous?
I’m on my third near-accident with these things. Now what they do is, they see you coming, and they
wait by the side of the road. Then they run out and stop. Why would a squirrel do that? It can see the
headlights. It hears me coming. Why would you run out into the road at that very moment? They’re
trying to kill us. I’m telling you.”
Patio doors are being targeted, along with screens on windows, birdhouses, and an above-ground pool.
“Yeah, I got them running all over my deck *****ing and *****ing everywhere. It’s a mess. Aren’t they

supposed to do that in the trees? They come down from the trees so they can treat my deck like it’s a
toilet bowl. You should see what I wake up to. I got pictures. You want to see ‘em?”
I declined.
“Thirty-four years I’ve lived in this house, and I never had any complaints. This morning, right before
you called, I’m going to get the mail, and who do you think is sitting right on top of my mailbox? Sitting
there looking right at me. I said, ‘You little bastard, get the **** off there, before I go get a shotgun.’ I
don’t have a shotgun. I don’t keep guns in the house, but he doesn’t know that. He just sat there. I
couldn’t get my mail until seven o’clock at night. Do you believe that? What if something important had
been in there? I called the city, and guess what they did about it? Bupkis. That’s what they did.”
Now he and his neighbors have started researching ways to ward off the invaders.
“Somebody said coyote **** will do it. Where the hell am I going to get coyote ****? They said if you
spray it around the yard and the mailbox and everywhere that the squirrels don’t like it, because they
think coyotes are around. I said, ‘How the hell do they know the difference between a coyote and a dog?
The woman down the street from me has a Great Dane and all it does is **** in everybody’s yard. The
squirrels can’t smell that? They’re not scared of a Great Dane? Only coyotes? You know how big a Great
Dane is? Look it up. But no, it’s gotta be coyotes. Now I gotta see if I can get somebody to bring a
coyote over my house so he can take a **** everywhere and that’ll scare ‘em. You believe this?”
A suggestion was made that a high-frequency noise producing device might do the trick.
“We had one of those years ago. Somebody bought one, not for the squirrels, but for something else.
Hawks or something, I think. I could hear it. My wife told me, ‘You can’t hear it, only animals can hear
it. Are you an animal?’ I said, ‘I must be, because I can hear this whistle clear as day and it’s giving me
a headache.’ Good thing they cut that out after a while, because the dogs were barking all the time. Me
and the dogs. I must have a special bond with animals or something, because everybody’s telling me
that I’m getting it the worst with the squirrels. Everybody’s getting a little, but I’m getting the majority
of it, and that’s just my luck.”
The whole thing reminds me of Tippi Hendren in The Birds, and when I ask him if he’s ever seen the
film, he tells me that he doesn’t like movies where things “jump out at you” and so he avoids most
horror films and anything with evil toys.
“You know the movies where the toys come to life and kill people? I don’t like that. Should I watch this
bird movie? Do they get rid of the birds? What do they do?”
I told him I haven’t seen it in ages, but that I don’t think they get rid of the birds. That if I remember
correctly, they just escape in a car while the birds watch them ominously.
“That doesn’t do me much good, does it? If I get in my car, the squirrels are going to run out in front of
it. I told my wife, ‘Next time, I’m driving right over them.’ I don’t care anymore. They know what they’re
doing. They’re taking a chance running out into the road like that, and I’m not going to crash my car
just to save the life of one squirrel. Bump off one or two of them, and the rest will get the point. That’s
how you got to do it.”
I admit that any talk of hurting animals does not go over well with me, but when he senses my concern,

he changes his mind.
“That’s just me blowing off steam. I got good brakes on my car. My wife’s car? Forget it. She’ll go right
over them, like it or not. That car’s brakes are bad. Mine? I can stop short if I have to, but I don’t like it.
I’m giving them until the end of the summer, and if they’re still doing this, I’m going to see about having
somebody bring in a coyote. I hope they’re having fun, because one summer, and that’s it. I’m willing to
give them a pass for now, because we’ve all gone a little crazy. You have to remember that. It’s not just
us going through this. Everybody is. I was snapping at my wife for a long time over nothing at the end of
last year, and she told me, if I didn’t want to get thrown out, I’d better fix my attitude. I was having a
tough time. I’m doing better now though. But the squirrels aren’t helping.”
If you go for a drive in Providence, there’s no telling what might jump out at you. These days with GPS,
it’s hard to get lost, but there’s no shortage of distractions now that cars can take phone calls and text
messages all seem like they need to be answered before you can make it to the next red light. We’ve all
lost some focus, and some of us have taken up some personal sabotage. We want to run out into the
road, not because we want to get hit, but because we want to see if somebody will stop for us. That
could be what’s going on with the squirrels, but I guess you’d have to ask them.
“I drive five miles an hour now. You should see me. As soon as I turn onto my street, I’m crawling like
an old man. My wife says, ‘You are an old man,’ which is true, but now I’m driving like one.”
When it comes to managing modern life, having to slow down isn’t the worst thing in the world.
“I gotta go check the mail. I couldn’t get it again this morning, because there were two of them sitting
on the mailbox. Probably talking about me. Little bastards.”
And if slowing down doesn’t work, you can always adopt a coyote.

In Providence: Creative Writing: Taking on the
burden of the truth
If you read this column every week, you might have the same question they had for me: “So how much
of it is real?”
My first in-person interview in a while was taking place outdoors during one of the warmer nights of the
month with a fellow creative writer. The bar was busy. The rapid rate of vaccination seemed to be
driving people out in full force. They contacted me because they like the “In Providence” column and
they want to write something similar, but they’d always wondered how much of it was fact and how
much was made up.
When I was in college, I took a course in non-fiction creative writing. Upon signing up for the class, I
began to wonder how you could creatively write about non-fiction. I thought I was going to learn how to
describe real life events with as much detail as possible. How to take the mundanity of everyday living

and make it interesting. Back then, I was a stickler for objectivity. In my religious high school, I spent a
significant amount of time being taught the difference between fact and opinion, and I was confident
that the rest of my life would be dedicated to writing about the imaginary. After all, who would want to
take on the burden of the truth?
Nevertheless, if someone could teach me how to make writing about the truth not seem so arduous, I
was game. Within the first few minutes of the class, I was already the pariah. Any suggestion of altering
events or people was met with a hearty objection from me. I felt that everything needed to be on the
same level as journalism. Straightforward, no slanting, and no shaping a story to make it look the way
you want it to. That was when my professor pointed me toward Truman Capote and In Cold Blood.
Much has been written about the process one of America’s most famous authors used when putting
down on paper the story of a murder in Kansas and its aftermath, but I was taken aback as soon as I
read about the genesis of the book.
Capote wanted to write about a murder in a small town. He knew what he wanted to say and how he
wanted to say it. He even had ideas about what kind of murder it should be and what kind of murderers
the culprits should be. Then he went looking for the crime.
I found this to be both distasteful and dishonest. A writer shouldn’t go looking for material with an eye
on the final product, should they? How could Capote possibly maintain any integrity if he knew where
he was going before he even got there?
When I reported back on the book to my professor, they asked me to consider that, yes, Capote
probably made things up (he was famous for not taking notes), but that sometimes writing creatively
isn’t about adding what’s not there, but dismissing what is that doesn’t serve the story you’d like to tell.
I continued to push back. You shouldn’t want to tell a story. You should just tell the story that’s right in
front of you.
My professor was very kind. They pointed out that believing there’s only ever one story in front of you is
simplifying life down in the most transgressive of ways. Even the most respected of journalists have to
have an angle, and artists, which is how I thought of myself, need to have a way in if they’re going to do
justice to a subject.
I’m sitting at a bar with another writer. What kind of story do I want to tell about her? What if it would
help me to make her a man? Well, I can’t just make her a man, can I? If I did that, you’d say I was
making the story up. If I swapped her gender, and had her do all the same things, but as a man, you’d
feel it was too big a change for the story to be considered factual. If you’re as stingy as I was as a
freshman in college who thought he knew everything about the world and the nature of the truth, you
might suggest that any change would render the story fictional.
But if I told the entire story in a way that led you to believe I was having drinks with a man, but never
came right out and said it. Are you one of those people who believe omission is a form of lying?
Especially when the writer uses omission to lead you in another direction?
Two books jump to mind right away whenever somebody asks me about writing non-fiction. One is a
book I’ve written about very recently, To Kill a Mockingbird, which, ironically, has a Capote connection.
One of the young children in the book is based on little Truman. In fact, a lot of the book is based in

reality, but Harper Lee decided to call it fictional. It’s possible she did not want to bear the burden of
truth. Being willing to label something fictional means you can say whatever you want and write
however you like … or does it?
Why do we only place responsibility on those claiming to write about what’s true as though fiction can’t
do a significant amount of damage on its own?
The other book I think about is A Million Little Pieces by James Frey. After being chosen as an Oprah’s
Book Club selection, Frey’s “memoir” was revealed to be mostly made up. He then had to go on an
apology tour, wherein he was frequently asked why he didn’t just label the book “fiction.”
The answer? Because it’s not a very good book. The standards for writing fiction are way higher than
that of non-fiction. While the truth is a burden, fiction still carries its own weight. Frey had no luck
selling what he had written as a novel, but when he started telling people it was true, there was an
interest.
I remember thinking it was a shame that we didn’t use that crisis in the literary world to have a bigger
conversation about why a poorly written book somehow becomes lauded text as soon as it’s presented
as something that’s “true.”
Recently when discussing Netflix’s The Queen’s Gambit with a friend, she remarked that while she
loved the series, “I really wish it was a true story.”
When pressed, she couldn’t quite articulate why it being fictional bothered her. To her, the show had
strived for such heightened naturalism, and succeeded in it, all the while dabbling in history and
historical context, that it felt like it should be attached to reality in some way.
“I just think I would have enjoyed it more.”
In the late ’90s and early aughts, reality television became so popular that people started to wonder if
fiction was on the way out. People seemed to feel as though anything created was lacking in some way,
and the overused chant of “Truth is stranger than fiction” was used as a battering ram against every
article of culture that wasn’t a documentary or an episode of Survivor. Lately, that thirst for the real has
died down a bit, even as it’s becoming clearer and clearer that in some ways, yes, creativity often has a
hard time keeping up with what we see and hear in our daily lives.
But this isn’t meant to be an essay. The “In Providence” column is supposed to be something else. It’s a
place to tell stories. Like the story of me getting a drink with another writer who wants to know if I just
make up what I write every week out of what would have to be the endless depths of my ingenuity.
And, you know, in some ways, I wish I could tell you I did. Being able to think up nearly 90 stories of
love, heartache, loneliness, friendship, sex, and feuding Christmas decorations would be a pretty
impressive feat, but…
Even the best writers would have trouble keeping up with the demand.
Instead, I’ve taken the Capote route. The author I once lambasted has become something of an
inspiration. I explain to the writer I’m having drinks with, a very handsome writer–
(You see how I can lead you into thinking it’s a man by using “handsome” while not lying? Women can

be called “handsome,” but it’s a word we often associate with a man. If I keep using the “they” pronoun,
then you could just fill in the rest for me, couldn’t you?)
–I explain that I typically come up with ideas for the column about two months ahead of time.
This week I want to write about someone moving back to Providence after a long time away. This week I
want to write about a pizza delivery boy and religion. This week I want to write about a marriage
proposal and the southern part of the city. Then I go looking. Oftentimes, it’s not hard to find what you
need, provided you’re willing to trim away everything you don’t need.
People come to you with all the complexities necessary to make them look however you want, and it’s
your job (or, I suppose, my job) to decide who it is they’re going to be.
In the very first profile I wrote about a woman I labeled “The Queen of Providence,” I heard a lot of
admirable things about my subject, but I’m sure, if I wanted to, I could have asked around and found at
least a few people she had wronged. If I then took those accounts and centered the story around them,
or even peppered them in here and there, you might have had a very different reaction to reading about
that woman. What I wanted was a feel-good, uplifting piece about somebody trying to make a difference
without asking for any fanfare. That did exist in the person I found, but that’s not all that was there.
Anonymity makes all this a lot easier, because there does seem to be a responsibility that arises when
you use someone’s name. The absence of identity became the sugar I take with my medicine, because
there is still that small voice in the back of my head saying “Something about this isn’t right. You’re not
mentioning that the couple who met and fell in love recently separated. You didn’t talk about how that
charming man you met was unkind to the waiter. Wait, if you don’t talk about how they only went inside
the house because it was raining, you’re not being totally truthful.”)
I understand why we’re all so fixated on truth. We live in a society where millions of people believe
climate change isn’t real and there’s a sex trafficking ring being run out of the basement of a pizza
parlor. Truth is under attack, you won’t get any argument from me on that. But what of the hall pass we
give to fiction?
And what do we do about the fact that while labeling something fiction gives the author lenience, it also
guarantees that you are far less likely to engage with whatever it is they come up with? You can feel the
temptation there, can’t you? It’s like something out of Faust.
Say you’re lying, and you can lie as much as you want, but nobody will listen to you, because what
you’re saying is a lie. Tell the truth and it needs to be the purest of truths, which people will then listen
to, only because many of them want to find out if you’re lying, and if they catch you, you have to beg for
Oprah’s forgiveness.
I’m getting drinks with another writer. The author in me kicks in–Who, What, Where, When, Why. Each
of those things has multiple answers. This person is a writer. She’s a woman. She’s single. She’s pretty.
She’s single and pretty. Why is she single if she’s pretty? Well, there are lots of single people who are
also pretty. I should ask her about that though. I should ask her if she enjoys being single. Maybe I don’t
need to mention that she’s a writer at all. Maybe it’s not important. Maybe this column is about a
woman having a drink downtown and she suddenly talks about a man she met who broke her heart.
We did talk about a man who broke her heart. That part is true. And the part about her being single,

and a woman. But that wasn’t why we were there. And we only talked about the man and the broken
heart for 20 minutes. But 20 minutes is enough for 1,000 words, and that’s enough for one of these
weekly columns.
This woman is fascinating. That’s true. I could write seven columns about her. She’s made up of many,
many stories. The question is:
Which one of them would I want to tell?
Disclaimer: The In Providence column is a slice of life in Providence based on true stories. Each column
may include elements of creative non-fiction. See our story on that concept
here:https://motifri.com/in-providence-creative-writing-taking-on-the-burden-of-the-truth/

In Providence: Kow Kow
If you’ve looked at my social media recently, then I should probably apologize to you.
Just, you know, in general.
But if you went looking for photos of ice cream and bubble waffles, then I probably didn’t let you down.
Like just about everybody else in the state, I have found myself addicted to Kow Kow.
The food truck has grown into a shop on Ives Street that’s so popular, I was turned away the first two
times I got there because it was after 8pm and the line was so long, there was no way I was going to
make it to the front before closing time.
Another day I brought a friend with me, and we waited halfway up a side street while others peeled off,
most likely assuming that nothing could be worth investing that kind of time.
Poor fools, I thought, as I inched closer to getting a Graham Canyon.
You have to know something about me before I continue.
I refuse — absolutely refuse — to wait in line for just about anything.
This is not my worst trait, but it’s at least Top Five.
(The other four involve swing sets, elevators and my undying devotion to Love, Actually.)
Many times over the course of my life, I’ve been told that a wait at a restaurant is 10 to 15 minutes and
walked right out the door. I don’t cause a fuss or make a scene, but in my mind, there are so many
places to eat, why would you ever wait for a table that wasn’t immediately available?
But Kevin, you might be saying, why don’t you just make a reservation?

Because Reader, like all true nightmares, I both want to decide what I want five minutes before I want it
and I want it given to me the second I do.
(I fully expect to be driven out of town by torch-bearing villagers any day now.)
And yet, even the Man Who Would Not Wait for Anything happily waits for Kow Kow.
My first time there was in the middle of the day on a Wednesday. I had the advantage of a day off
during the week, and found that there was no line. I immediately considered ordering everything on the
menu while I had the chance, but I talked myself down and just went with a Berry Nutty.
The staff at Kow Kow are so friendly and calm for people who are essentially running the waffle
equivalent of Studio 54. Any expansion is bound to be tricky, and a big part of my newest addiction is
following them online as they document some of the growing pains they’ve experienced. I have to
refrain from posting a “You’re doing amazing, sweetie!” meme every time they post an apology.
Upon an evening visit a few days ago, I found myself in line behind two other gays comparing what we’d
had so far.
“He always gets the Oreo Factory,” one of them told me, rolling their eyes at the short blonde he was
there with. “But I like to try a different one each time.”
We immediately bonded over our desire to check off the entire menu. We compared notes, and I
wondered if this is the kind of excitement I missed out on as a young child when all the straight boys
were trading baseball cards.
One friend told me that she stopped by Kow Kow on the way home from work and ate the entire dessert
in her driveway so her kids wouldn’t be mad that she went without them. Upon going inside, her two
sons did start badgering her to take them.
“I ended up driving all the way back there,” she said. “It was partly out of guilt, but it’s also my cheat
day, so I figured why not? I was praying the girl behind the counter wouldn’t recognize me and rat me
out to my kids.”
Now, if you think all of this sounds a little extreme, I won’t argue with you, mainly because I don’t argue
with idiots, but aside from that, I think the best experiences aren’t only about the main event, but about
so much more.
After a year inside, visiting a little shop run by lovely people on the Wickenden side of Providence for
something as simple as a cone full of sweets seems like the kind of simple, warm weather behavior
we’ve all been missing, but that alone wouldn’t be enough to satisfy someone like me. I think there’s a
lot more that encompasses why I enjoy it so much. It’s the high demand for the product, so that you feel
like you’re really getting something special. You’re in line with other people (still wearing masks) but
socializing again. The day I took my friend along with me, I met two adorable dogs and a baby. It’s a
new experience with a comforting sense of familiarity. It reminded me of when I was a kid and my
parents would take us all over the state just to get the best this or that according to their own personal
tastes. The point wasn’t to drive 45 minutes for a cup of chowder. It was that we were going to hop in
the car as a family, roll down the windows, put on music and enjoy the ride.

The chowder was just a bonus.
Last year, I wrote about how when I started this column, my plan had always been to take a break
during the summer, because, like most cities, Providence sort of empties out after Memorial Day. It
feels like other than a few big events, there really isn’t that much to write about, and while that might
be changing as more and more people are moving into the city from bigger places like New York and
Boston, I still wondered whether there were going to be enough reasons to stick around.
But that’s the thing about Providence. While we like to overcompensate for our size by labeling much of
what we offer as “the best” (Please, DC, I want you to be a state, but don’t take “Smallest” away from
us, I beg of you), the truth is the best thing we have to offer is the understanding that it’s not about
what you’re getting, it’s about who you’re getting it with — whether it be a friend, a first date, your two
kids, your new puppy or some strangers you befriended while you waited to get to the front of the line.
It’s about living somewhere your entire life only to say, “Wow, I haven’t really explored this part of the
city yet,” and then exploring it. It’s about spending a little less time online.
And learning to enjoy your time in line.
Disclaimer: The In Providence column is a slice of life in Providence based on true stories. Each column
may include elements of creative non-fiction. See our story on that concept
here:https://motifri.com/in-providence-creative-writing-taking-on-the-burden-of-the-truth/

In Providence: A little off the top

If you had asked me when I was younger what my least favorite thing to do on a Saturday was, it would
be the day, every other month, when my mother would force my stepfather to take me to get a haircut.
We would go to a place in Providence that was something like Purgatory, if Purgatory had old
magazines and everybody seemed way too happy to be there.
The barbershop we went to was small — probably the size of a walk-in closet. You’d sit on
uncomfortable chairs and wait for two hours so that a man in his 60s could take clippers and buzz off all
your hair. That seemed to be the only haircut anybody who went there would request.

“But Kevin,” you might be saying, “you can do that at home. Clippers aren’t that expensive, and if all he
did was buzz your hair down to the scalp, then why waste a Saturday afternoon on such a thing?”
Allow me to give you my mother’s phone number so you can argue this point with her. God knows, I did
— never to any avail.
Nothing about this made any sense, including the fact that when you went to this barbershop, there was
another barber there with a perfectly fine set of clippers, who never had anyone in his chair. Nobody
wanted a haircut from him, even though one would have a hard time imagining how you could go about
messing up such a task. I make it sound as though there was only one lonely supplemental barber, but
there were a series of them. I suppose once one of them figured out there was no money to be made at
this shop, they’d go somewhere else, and a new young man would emerge to sit and swivel in a chair
that never saw a customer.
One time, in the interest of expediency, I did talk my stepfather into letting me get a haircut from the
second barber to save time. I was perfectly fine with the job he did. He left a little more than skin on my
scalp, and that was okay with me, but my mother was incensed. It’s true that my hair did (and still does)
grow very fast, which meant anything other than total annihilation and I’d look like a shag carpet in two
weeks or less.
“Next time don’t go to the other guy,” my mother said, making “the other guy” sound like I had been
given over to John McVie for music lessons instead of Lindsey Buckingham.
Not going to “the other guy” meant hours of me staring at the rotten linoleum floor, attempting to
watch as static enveloped the miniature television in the corner of the waiting room. Even if you could
decipher what was on, it was usually only golf. Meanwhile, all around you, grown men in unlaundered
Boston Red Sox t-shirts and cargo shorts were reading copies of Sports Illustrated from 1981.
The place smelled like it was scrubbed down with cheap hair gel and the kind of cologne you’d find on
the sales rack at Kohl’s. Every so often another kid my age would be waiting there as well, and we’d
look at each other like two prisoners on our way to get fingerprinted.
Reservations were not an option. It was first come, first served. And if that sounds lovely and
democratic to you, I encourage you to douse yourself in Drakkar Noir cologne right before voluntarily
spending four hours at the DMV, and then tell me how democracy looks to you.
Trying to catch the place on a slow day was equally pointless. The place was always busy, because when
every straight man in Providence decides they have to get their haircut from the same guy, a hole in the
wall men’s salon becomes as hard to get into as La Boucherie on a Friday night.
If you called ahead to see how busy it was (because hope springs, I guess), the barber would answer the
phone and say, “Twenty minutes.” Never has a bigger lie been perpetrated on the American public.
Twenty minutes was how long the haircut took. The wait to get to the haircut was the length of Little
Dorrit. Every time the phone rang while I was in the shop, and the barber gave his standard “Twenty
minutes” answer, I’d want to scream–
“It’s a trap! Once they get you here, you won’t see daylight for years! Just go to Supercuts! Yes, it’s a
chain, but the prices are reasonable and all you want is a buzzcut anyway! It’s too late for me, but save
yourself!”

The barber made conversation with anyone over the age of 12 by asking about girls and whether they
had a girlfriend and, “What’s a handsome guy like you doing without a girlfriend?” and if they did have
a girlfriend (or a wife) he’d ask about the girlfriend or wife, and no matter what the response was, he’d
say–
“Women.”
And you know what?
It always sounded like the right thing to say.
Reader, I have been an actor since I was 8 years old, and I have never managed to put as much meaning
with as far a scope into anything as that barber put into the word “Women.”
If you were under 12, he’d ask you about school.
“How’s school?”
“Good.”
“School’s important.”
The middle of that exchange might vary, but his part of it never did.
“How’s school?”
“They lock me in a closet the second I get there and I spend all day learning Russian from parrots.”
“School’s important.”
After my first few visits, I would just sit there stoically, hoping he would get me in and out of the chair
as fast as possible since I’d already wasted valuable time in a dingy holding cell when I could have been
home doing important things like practicing holding the end note in “We Both Reached for the Gun” like
Tony Award winner James Naughton did in the revival of Chicago.
I began to wonder if complaining about any of the disorganization would somehow be considered a
breach of straight male protocol. No woman or respectable queer would ever put up with such disarray.
Even though my mother insisted on sending me there, she never brought me herself. In fact, I began to
suspect that my stepdad and me being out of the house for hours at a time every few weeks was sort of
the point. The only time we ever did manage to catch the place empty on a Saturday morning (there
must have been a gas leak, but if it meant less time listening to whatever the hell goes on at the PGA, I
was willing to take that risk), we were home again in under an hour and I could just sense my mother’s
disappointment as we had probably interrupted her seven-hour Lifetime movie marathon.
The minute I was old enough to drive myself to a haircut, my mother knew immediately there was no
chance I was going back to that place. I still got buzzed all the way down to appease her, but she swore
it wasn’t as short as the barber could go. I suppose she thought he took a pair of tweezers and plucked
each strand out by the root, and considering how long I was away, that wouldn’t be an unreasonable
assumption.

If you need something to do on a Saturday afternoon in Providence, you have plenty of options. On a
nice day, you can take a stroll around the East Side, grab something to eat on Federal Hill, or sit
outside downtown with a drink and enjoy the limited amount of free time we all get in this life.
But if none of that sounds appealing to you, may I suggest a trip to a barbershop on the outskirts of the
city? The last time I was there, the parking was bad, the ceiling was caving in and every other customer
looked like an extra from a Florida Georgia Line music video, but I’m sure some of them were happy to
be there, so why not give it a try?
After all, you’ll only be there for 20 minutes.

