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The Milton Kessler Memorial Prize for Poetry

Award: $500 and publication in the Winter issue of Harpur Palate

Opens: July 1
Postmark Deadline: October 1

Milton Kessler—poet and teacher—
was a great friend and mentor to
students in Binghamton University’s
creative writing program. In honor of
his dedication to the development of
writers, Harpur Palate is pleased to
announce the Annual Milton Kessler
Memorial Prize for Poetry.

Poems in any style, form or genre are
welcome as long as they are 1) no more
than 3 pages and 2) prcvious[y
unpublished. The entry fee is $15/5
poems. You may send as many poems

as you wish, but no more than 5 poems
per envelope. Please send checks drawn on a U.S. bank or money orders. Please
make sure your checks are made out to Harpur Palate, or we won't be able to
process them (or accept your submission).

Please include a cover letter with your name, address, phone number, e-mail
address and story title. Entrant’s name should on/y appear on the cover letter
and should not appear anywhere on the manuscript. Manuscripts cannot be
returned, so please send disposable copies.

Send entries along with a business-size self-addressed stamped envelope (#10
SASE) for contest results to:

Milton Kessler Poetry Contest
Harpur Palate
English Department
Binghamton University
P.O. Box 6000
Binghamton, NY 13902-6000
htep://harpurpalate.binghamton.edu
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WINNER

A DIFFERENT LANGUAGE
Kate Leary

A mother and daughter sit in a café in Bilbao, in the Basque
region of Spain. They're waiting for their tour guide, who is
supposed to meet them any minute now. The mother, Claudia,
is forty-six. She wears gray tailored wool slacks and expensive
black leather pumps, but they're hidden beneath the table. Her
blouse is simple, made from black silk, and a red scarf is artfully
wrapped around her neck. Her shining dark hair is pulled tightly
into a large chignon. Spanish black pearls dangle from her earlobes.
Her skin is creamy and smooth, her figure slender, her posture
erect. Her makeup is applied to make it seem as if she isn't wearing
any. The exception is her lipstick, which is a lustrous burgundy.

The daughter, Andrea—or Andy, as she prefers to be called—
is twenty. She wears a blue wool sweater that is stretched in all
directions and unraveling at the cuffs. Her right thumb sticks
through a hole in her sleeve. Her Gore-Tex raincoat is crumpled
next to her on the booth. She has long hair that is curly and dark
like her father’s. It’s looped in a ponytail holder, in a messy sort
of bun that she redoes frequently. Her pants are elastic-waist and
black, her shoes steel-toed and clunky. She is maybe ten pounds
overweight but she’s tall, so it doesn't show much. She would
have made a handsome man, but as a young woman she seems
oversized and ill at ease. Her elbow is on the table and she’s
slumped over her café con leche, shredding her empty sugar
wrapper.

Claudia lifts her cup of black espresso using only her thumb
and forefinger and takes a sip. The tiny silver spoon lies next to
her saucer, unused. The woman at the tour agency told her that
the guide is young and handsome, with wavy hair that is a little
bit too long. She shared this information with Andrea earlier, in
an attempt to create a moment to giggle over together, but Andrea

: Summer 2005 7
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simply nodded and looked bored.

Andy is playing a game. The game is that she is trying to see
herself and her mother as they might appear to the tour guide
when he enters. She’s intent on being honest. But last semester
she took a Shakespeare class, and it is undoubtedly the influence
of this class that leads her to add something figurative to the
tableau. As she, in the body of the tour guide, opens the door,
she sees, just for a moment, identical pairs of cartoonish red horns,
like those depicted on popular representations of the devil,
anchored to the heads of both mother and daughter. The horns
are the only characteristic the two share. She blinks and the horns
are gone, but she knows why they appeared. It’s a sign that they're
cuckolds; this word is something else she picked up from
Shakespeare. She’s using it incorrectly, because it’s supposed to
refer to a man whose wife has been unfaithful. She has opted to
use it anyway, because she can’t find a word that applies to a
woman who has suffered the same injury. While she is ruminating
on the horns and half congratulating herself for being sophisticated
enough to conjure them, a man who must be the tour guide
enters, reclaiming his body.

Lovely is the word that both Andy and Claudia land on to
describe him. Claudia thinks it because it’s the word she invariably
uses when something pleases her. Andy because her mother has
said it so often it’s difficult nof to think of it, though she would
like to eradicate it from her vocabulary.

Claudia likes the cut of his long brown wool coat, the way it
swings at his feet when he walks. And when he looks up from
the closed, dripping umbrella in his hand and scans the café for
them, she sees his thick black eyelashes from impossibly far away.

Andy notices that his eyes are a rich brown, and that’s when

* she tears her eyes away from him and looks at her mother.

Claudia opens her mouth, but can't settle on the right greeting,
an unfamiliar sensation. When he reaches the table, Claudia
breathes in the wet wool of his coat. He is, she guesses, in his
mid-twenties.

“You are Claudia?” he says, his voice swooping high to make a

8 HARPUR PALATE
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question mark. He smiles, and a dimple appears in his left cheek.

Claudia rises, smiling slightly. “You must be Ramén. It’s nice
to meet you.” She extends her hand, and he takes it, giving it a
soft press, just enough for her to feel that it’s wet from the rain,
but warm, too. She shivers, then wonders if either of them noticed.
“This is my daughter, Andrea,” she says. Ramén turns his gaze
on Andrea and Claudia waits to see what she will do—if she’ll be
open to him, or even nice. Andrea extracts her thumb from the
hole in the sleeve of her horrible sweater, sticks out her hand like
a boy, and smiles, but Claudia sees that she’s embarrassed, and
the smile is something she feels she has to do. Claudia looks at
the back of Ramén’s head, at his hair, which is indeed too long,
and forms into ringlets around his ears. He's slicked it back with
some gel, but it’s only partly successful at containing the curls.
His skin peeks between his collar and his hair. She watches Andrea’s
face when Ramén grasps her hand—her eyes as they open alittle
wider, her lips, which part slightly—and wonders whether they
have the same taste in men after all.

She thinks it might be nice if Andrea and Ramén showed
some interest in each other. It might be good for Andrea to receive
some positive attention from a man, especially an attractive one,
after whatever happened with the break-up. She wills her to stand
up straight.

“I apologize for the rain,” Ramén says, and Andy thinks how
funny it is that if you spend enough money, you can get people
to apologize for the weather.

But her mother accepts his apology graciously. “It’s January,”
she says. “What can we expect?”

He leads them into the street. It’s raining lightly, and the air is
raw. Andy knows her curls are coiling tighter in the moisture,
and soon her hair will be a senseless tangle. They walk on a large
pedestrian walkway of smooth gray stone that's flanked by lanes
for cars. The street is lined with stores, all of which display signs
in both Spanish and the Basque language. Andy stops to stare at
them. She doesn’t understand either language, but the Basque
words are more alien—full of Xs and Ks. Ramén stops for her

SuMMER 2005 9
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and points to a shoe store sign.

“The Basque language, Euskera, is not related to any other
language in the world,” he says. “Itis alone. Every other language
is related to at minimum one other.”

Her mother asks him if he speaks it.

“Oh yes,” he says. “They teach it in school from the time you
are small.” He hesitates. “But during Franco, you would go to
prison if they catch you speaking Euskera. It was almost lost.
But people are trying to save it.”

Andy pulls her raincoat closed. They've already spent one week
in Madrid, but now she feels as though she’s in another country
entirely. Even the people look different. They're shorter, darker,
and some of the men have jaws that jut out aggressively. She
wonders what it would be like, to live in a place where you could
be arrested for speaking your native tongue.

Andy and her mother are only staying in Bilbao for one night—
just long enough for her mother to check the new Guggenheim
off her list. She has already checked off the Prado and the Thyssen
Bornemisza, which they visited in Madrid last week. They are,
her mother said, the Met and MOMA of Spain, respectively. In
Barcelona, they’ll see the Picasso museum, and the Miré, and of
course all the Gaudi buildings. But the Guggenheim Bilbao will
be the centerpiece of the visit, the one to lord over the other
New York museum hounds, the people her mother calls friends.
Her mother volunteers one day a week at the MOMA instead of
having a real job. It’s something for a bored, wealthy woman to
look forward to, Andy supposes. Andy is sick of museums. Her
friend Tanya is studying abroad at the university in Bilbao, and as
soon as this Guggenheim thing is over, she’ll meet up with Tanya
and they'll go out. She’s planning to get drunk. She hasn't had a
chance to get drunk since she discovered Ben with the other girl.

They come to the river, and the murky, industrial look of it
surprises Claudia. The water is dark and sludgy, and debris is
lodged against the concrete banks. An old warehouse is being
demolished. Ramén points to a rickety footbridge.

“You will see our new bridge,” he says.

Publjjshed by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORB),200p,, ¢
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Across the river, tall concrete buildings stand next to old, sooty
ones. A few display banners that feature maps, with words in
Euskera. The city does not seem quite ready for tourism.

“It is to free Basque prisoners,” Ramén says, but the rawness
of the spray painted words frightens Claudia, and she’s sure he
has translated the most innocuous one. There are Basque nationalist
terrorists, she knows, who are responsible for bombings that have
been going on for years. They want to be free to govern
themselves. They want their own country. She looks for Andrea,
a safety check. Andrea is lagging behind, as usual. Claudia tries to
determine what she’s looking at, but she seems to be squinting
into the clouds, when there are so many other things to see. She
considers asking, but knows it would go wrong somehow. Andrea
would take it as an accusation.

She knows Andrea is in pain, because she broke up with her
boyfriend, or he broke up with her. She’s not clear on it, and
can’t bring herself to ask for details. She’s not sure when she missed
her chance to be the sort of mother a daughter could talk to
about important things, and she wishes there were something
she could say or do to turn it all around. She only knows that the
relationship lasted two years, which must seem like a long time
to Andrea. Andrea has been monosyllabic since the trip began.
She has not taken care in dressing, and has showered only once in
the past three days. Claudia is panicked because she doesn’t know
if this is how Andrea normally acts, or if it’s a result of the break-
up. A mother should be able to tell the difference. But first,
Andrea was in boarding school and only home for breaks, and
now she’s in college and only home for breaks. Even when she’s
at home, it’s easy to go for days without speaking to her, in that
big house that Steven hardly ever bothers to come home to.

But on this trip, Claudia and Andrea eat every meal together,
and sleep in the same hotel room. The day before Andrea returned
home for Christmas break, Claudia discovered Steven’s latest affair,
and she arranged the trip in a fit of drama, thinking to cure both
Andrea and herself.

They turn a corner and an arching white bridge with cables

https://orb.bifghamtaf®du/harpurpalate/vol5/iss1/1 1112
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comes into view.

Andy thinks they might not actually walk on it because it’s
more like a sculpture than an actual bridge, but then they do.
The bottom is frosted plexiglass, slippery in the rain.

“This one is nicer, don’t you think?” Ramén asks, gesturing
proudly at the bridge. Andy’s mother laughs at exactly the right
volume, for exactly the right amount of time.

[t is by Santiago Calatrava,” he tells them. The way Calatrava
rolls off his tongue makes Andy think of kissing him.

“It’s beautiful,” her mother says.

Andy watches his mouth and wishes he would say Calatrava
again, only to her, and that makes her blush, and then she is
angry with herself for caring about this man simply because he’s
good looking and as tall as her and vaguely eligible and his mouth
seems acrobatic when he says some architect’s name. It makes her
feel bored, or boring. She removes her ponytail holder and tries
to run her fingers through her hair to fix it, but the rain has made
it impossible. She gathers it as well as she can.

Q.

Claudia picks up her pace when she sees the Guggenheim.
They've come at it from the tower side, which is not ideal, not
the angle of any of the photographs in the Frank Gehry book she
has at home. But the sculptural tower, which she knows is the
final problem Gehry solved, is astounding. It curves outward, so
that it seems to be in front of her and above her at the same time.
Beyond it is the Puente de Salve, and heyond that, the titanium
part of the museum looks like the prow of a futuristic ship,
sailing around a bend in the Nervion River, just as the book says.
She wishes she could come up with her own way of thinking
about the building, without falling back on other peoples’ words.

But the best she can do is think that the whole thing is larger,
more dominant, than it seemed in the photographs, and when
they pass beneath the bridge she stops right under the tower and
cranes her neck up at it. Then she steps to the side, so she can see

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORB)200P a1 a1e



Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 5, Iss. 1 [2005], Art. 1

A DIFFERENT LANGUAGE

the flower-like structure at the museum’s center. The titanium
shimmers in waves and mirrors the sky’s storminess, intensifying
it somehow. The whole assemblage seems altogether impossible.
She knows, of course, exactly why it is possible. She’s seen the
computer models. But this—the way it nestles into the hills
around the city, the aliveness of the materials, its sheer
magnitude—is a revelation. She can’t unravel it, or figure out
how the structure might fit together as a whole, or imagine Gehry
holding it all in his head. She fills her lungs with the cold, wet air
and tosses her head back to look at Andrea, ready to share her
triumph, ready to share, perhaps, a transcendent moment in the
face of such an accomplishment, or at least ready to agree on
something. But Andrea is looking down, pulling on a piece of
yarn on the sleeve of her sweater, which is poking out of her
raincoat. The failure of the moment makes Claudia’s stomach
drop.

She finds Ramén, a couple of steps behind her. His eyes are
on the building, his head tilted back. His eyes are roving. She
knows this is because the structure has clean lines and an irresistible
sense of movement, what Gehry called an all pervading energy
flow, and that’s part of what makes it great. Ramén’s mouth is a
little open, like Andrea’s was, earlier, when she shook his hand.
He cant seem to stop looking at it, even though he must see it
almost every day. Some things—great things—never become
mundane. He catches her eyes and she sees in him what she wanted
from Andrea. She smiles and moves closer. She smells a waft of
wet wool again, and shares the moment with him instead. Their
appreciation seems to fill the space between them.

The rain begins to fall in earnest, and Ramén places his hand
on Claudia’s elbow and steers her around the edifice and into the
museum so naturally that she doesn’t notice his touch until he
lets go, and then she feels its absence.

But Andy, trailing behind them, sloshing through puddles
that they avoided effortlessly, noticed. She noticed and she was a
litle relieved, now that she knew where Ramén’s interest lay.
But also, her throat tightened.

IMER 2005 13
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They enter a small gallery, and it seems as though they're staring
at a blank white wall. Claudia trusts that there’s something, but
looks at Ramén for reassurance. He hung up their coats earlier,
and he’s wearing a chocolate brown suit with a navy silk tie. She
doesn’t know the Spanish designers, but it’s a good suit, without
being flashy, and it fits him well.

“Wait,” he says.

The light on part of the wall changes. The colors shift,
imitating a sunrise, and it’s clear that this light is not being
projected onto the wall, but is somehow shining from within it.
Claudia walks up to the wall and extends her hand, hesitating at
the last moment to look at Ramén. He nods and bites his lip as
if trying to contain his excitement. She reaches in further, and
her hand goes through the wall. She sticks her arm in, up to her
elbow, and smiles, caught in a moment of pure surprise. It’s not
a wall, after all, but a room with rounded edges instead of the
expected corners, an elaborate trompe 'oeil.

Andy watches Ramén smile, too. He looks like someone who
has just given a fabulous present and received exactly the reaction
he hoped for.

Andy sticks her hand through the wall and wiggles it around
in the light. She understands that they've been taught a lesson
about perception. Things aren’t always what they seem. It’s
disappointing that someone built an installation piece to say
something so obvious.

Andy found out in the dramatic way: she walked in on them.
She turned the doorknob to Ben’s room and saw him, naked,

] atop a small girl whose feet poked out on either side of his knees.

The feet were tiny, and, for whatever reason, pointed. One of
the toes had a silver ring on it. The toenails were painted pink.
The pointed little feet, the toe-ring, and Ben’s ass, clenched with
the effort of pumping away at the girl, were what Andy took in
before she closed the door. Outside, she leaned against the door

14 HARPUR PALATE
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and, for a split second, understood why her mother pretended
her father didn’t fuck other women. It would be so much easier
than starting from scratch with someone else.

But Andy didnt pretend. She confronted Ben. He told her
who she was, that it had been going on for some time, and that
he had been trying to tell Andy but was afraid of hurting her.

“A sorority girl?” she said. “We hate sorority girls.”

“She’s different.”

“No,” Andy said. “Shes not different. /i different. She’s the
same.” She said it with great certainty, though she knew it made
no sense at all. She had begun dating Ben a month into their
freshman year of college. He was the first boy she had sex with,
and she picked him partly because he seemed the opposite of her
father—not interested in money or appearances. Interested,
instead, in making the world better. She'd thought they agreed
on things, had an understanding about which people were
worthwhile (Ben and Andy), and which people weren’t (Andy’s
parents, sorority girls, and the like). When she thinks about it
now, it all seems entirely predictable. Her mother warned her
that it wasn't a good idea to jump into a relationship right after
orientation, that it might be better to make her own friends and
choose her own activities without tangling her life up with his.
But Andy has never listened to her mother. She obeys her when
necessary, but she never really listens. It has to do with her mother’s

complete lack of credibility.
&,

One of the galleries is devoted to time-lapse photographs.
The same view, taken every day for a year, or every hour for a
day, or every minute for an hour. Claudia tries to see the point.
It’s either how slowly things change, or how different the same
thing can appear depending on when you look at it. But the
differences in most of them are barely discernable, and she doesn't
care to search for them. Andrea is in another corner of the gallery,
absorbed in a photograph. Despite Claudia’s hopes, Andrea has
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said barely anything to Ramén since they entered the museum,
and seems almost to be avoiding him. He turns to Claudia and
nods at a photograph.

“I admit I find these not so interesting,” he says.

Claudia laughs, relieved. Ramén laughs, too. She touches his
forearm lightly, before she has a chance to think better of it.
Once her hand is there, though, she can’t help thinking it would
be so easy, so natural, to slide her hand into his and clasp fingers.
She knows Steven is probably off somewhere with his mistress,
taking advantage of his temporary freedom. Holding hands with
this tour guide would be nothing in comparison—a few seconds
of warm human contact, which she has been missing for years.
But she lets go.

Andy has been listening since she heard the alto laugh, a sound
she associates with the dinner parties her parents hosted when she
was little. The laugh was always warm and genuine—never
shrill—and it inspired laughter in others. She used to sneak out
of bed to see what was so spectacularly funny. She would crouch
at the bend in the staircase and watch everyone, but mostly her
mother, who always seemed to be the most important person in
the room. Her mother’s job was to host lovely parties, to look
beautiful, and to act charming for her father’s associates and clients
and their wives. She was good at it, Andy knows. She was born
for it. But it didn’t add up to anything. Her father probably
cheated from the very beginning, she thinks now. It’s the way he
is. She had always sensed something was wrong with her parents’
marriage, but she didn’t know her father cheated until she was
eleven and overheard them fighting.

She sees the way Ramén leans toward her mother, after the
touch. He’s already fallen for her laugh, and she knows that next
he will notice how long and shiny her hair is, and he will want to
touch it. Then he'll see how smooth her skin is, how straight her
nose is, how large and blue her eyes are. How her lips resemble a
small, perfect heart. Of course, her mother won't have any of it.
She prefers martyrdom and flights to Spain.

Andy sidles closer. They're making small talk.
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“I spenta year in Washington, D.C. in high school,” Ramén
says.

“Have you been back since?” her mother asks.

“Just once.” Ramén looks down at the floor. He seems
embarrassed. “After I graduated from university, I did not know
what to do. Fine arts degree,” he shrugs. “What can you do?”

Make art, Andy wants to say. But maybe he does, when he
goes home, and this job is only for money. Maybe tonight he'll
go to his studio and paint.

“So I went to Martha’s Vineyard and waited tables for the
summer.” Andy searches for a reason for his embarrassment, and
can’t decide between the fact that he waited tables, or the
probability that he worked illegally. Maybe he’s afraid her mother
will think less of him.

“Sounds fun,” her mother says, and he looks relieved.

Andy has been to Martha’s Vineyard. She knows what a
sensation Ramén must have been on an island crawling with
WASP girls who had nothing to do all summer but work on
their tans and their bodies and comb the beaches for men to
waste time with. She wonders if he chose just one of them, and
then she wonders why in the world he would have.

She strides toward them, and they move apart when Claudia
hears her heavy steps.

“I need a cup of coffee,” Andrea says. “I'll just go to the café |
saw downstairs.”

“We'll come with you,” Claudia says.

“No,” Andrea says. “No, I'll go alone,” and Claudia listens.
There is some kind of warning in Andrea’s voice, and even her
hair, which has swelled from the rain, looks angry.

“We are almost finish,” Ramén says. “We'll meet you in the
big gallery. You will know it when you see it.”

“Sure,” Andrea says. She does a nearly perfect about-face in
her big, military shoes and practically stomps out of the gallery.

Claudia feels reprieved, though she knows she should feel
concerned or some other, more maternal emotion. But when she
and Andrea are in a room together, it’s as if the air is pressurized,
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and all the unsaid things, all the questions they want to ask each
other, close in on them. Do you know? Claudia wants to scream.
Do you know about the affairs? And: What do you think of me?
But as soon as Andrea disappears around the corner, as soon as
the sound of her shoes is no longer audible, Claudia feels as if she
can breathe again.

Claudia found out in the creeping, gradual way: the evidence
simply accumulated until she could no longer ignore it. The
damning piece was a receipt for a pair of diamond earrings Claudia
never received. It was the fifth dalliance that she knew of. She
had found out about each one in basically the same way, though
the first had been the hardest blow. This time, as was her custom,
she accused him; he confessed; she threatened to leave; they both
knew she wouldn’t, but he allowed her to storm off to Spain
with Andrea anyway. It was her privilege. The first time, they
had both thought she might actually leave for good. But Andrea
was only two months old, and Claudia was in no condition to
leave. She has never caught him in flagrante delicto, as her own
mother would have put it, and she thinks something like that
might have made a difference.

&

“You will love this,” Ramén says, and cocks his elbow. Claudia
slides her arm into his and wonders whether this is unusual
behavior for him, or just Spanish courtliness. They're perfectly
in sync, and they look good, she knows, walking together. But
she also knows it’s because she’s making little adjustments for
him, a habit she can’t break.

They pass into the atrium, at the center of the titanium flower,
and look up. It’s like being in a cathedral, or in heaven, with all
the white and the light streaming in from the glass wall and the
skylight. His arm tightens, and she takes a tiny step closer to
him. He’s not afraid to make eye contact. “Can you believe this
is not the best part?” he says, without blinking. She can’t help it.
She tilts her head up to look at his face. His cheeks are beautifully
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round, and beneath one eye is a mole, a delicate beauty mark.

And then they’re moving again, into the largest gallery. The
light is dazzling on the white walls. The ceiling is high and open.
Buttresses and catwalks crisscross it in layers. Again, the eye is
drawn upward. From the outside, she knows this is the extension
that looks like the ship. She’s heard the ceiling compared to the
spine of an immense fish, which fits, though she feels more like
she’s in the belly of a whale. Gehry is obsessed with fish.

“Can you see it is like a fish?” Ramén asks.

She nods and is suddenly conscious that their arms are still
linked. “Maybe you could give me back my arm,” she says, her
tone teasing.

He raises his eyebrows, and his smile expands so he shows his
teeth. “Of course,” he says, releasing her arm. He takes an
exaggerated step back and gestures to the sculpture in the middle
of the room.

“The snake,” she says.

“Good. By?”

“Richard Serra.”

“Very good.”

It’s three enormous sheets of rusty looking steel that undulate,
creating two passages that people can walk through. They must
be at least twice as tall as she is and over a hundred feet long. She
walks through the wider of the two passages, but it tricks her and
narrows in the middle. She runs her hand along the rough steel.
Through the top, she can see the white expanse of the ceiling.

Ramén is waiting on the other side.

“We are at the end,” he says, looking genuinely sad. “You can
look around at Serra’s other sculptures.” They are scattered
about—giant industrial sculptures made of American steel.

Claudia nods. “Andrea should be here soon.”

()

Andy finds her way from the café to the gallery. Already, her
head feels better from the caffeine, less muddy. She overheard an
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old couple speaking Euskera in the café. She’s almost certain it
was Euskera, because it didn't sound like anything else she’s ever
heard. It was softer than she'd expected from the signs. Lots of
chs and lisping and gentle ks, so that it almost sounded like
whispering, as if they were telling each other secrets. She wonders
if it was always that way, or if it became that way when it was
outlawed and people have been unable to get over it. She thinks
she might ask Ramén. He’s not so bad. Even if he does think her
mother is pretty, nothing will come of it. It doesn’t matter.

She enters the gallery and it is spectacular. She looks to see if
anyone is watching, and places her cheek against the steel of an
enormous sculpture in the middle of the gallery. It’s cold and
rough and reassuring.

&,

Ramén looks down and up again, then purses his lips. He
puts his hand on one of the sculpture’s walls and leans into it. “It
is a pleasure to show the museum to someone like you, who has
a knowledge of art.”

Claudia smiles, flattered. Her ability to appreciate art and
architecture is a modest talent, but still, it’s the only one she has.
“I got a degree in fine arts too,” she says, “a long time ago. This is
all Tuse it for.” She doesn’t want to tell him that one day a week,
she takes schoolchildren through the MOMA. It might sound
amateurish.

He makes a gentle clucking sound with his tongue. His skin
looks supple and scrubbed, as if an old layer has just been peeled
off. “I don't believe it was so long ago.” He removes his hand
from the sculpture and places his hand on her arm, and his intent
is unmistakable. He’s hitting on her. She must be nearly twenty

syears his senior. He's probably younger than whomever Steven is
sleeping with, and she smiles at the thought. She wonders if Steven
would even bother to be jealous if he could see them.

“You and Andrea have plans for tonight?” he asks. She stares at
his hand. His fingers are long and thin, and he has no hangnails,
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no peeling skin.

“No,” she says, distracted. “Her friend is studying here. She’s
meeting her for dinner and theyre going out. To clubs or
something.”

His fingers tighten around her forearm. She meets his eyes,
realizing what she’s just said.

“Oh,” he says, and blinks several times. His lashes flutter
luxuriously. “You will eat dinner alone, then?” He lets go of her
hand, reaches into his pocket, and pulls out a business card and
pen. The card is from the tour agency, but on the back, he writes
“Home,” and then his phone number, in a pattern of digits and
dashes that she’s not used to. “Maybe you will call me,” he says,
and she tells herself it’s a professional courtesy, or he wants a
bigger tip, or perhaps he genuinely likes her and wishes to discuss
Frank Gehry further, but that’s all. But he presses the card into
her hand and holds on a beat too long, and trails his fingers down
her palm when he releases it. Her heartbeat quickens. She could

call him, she thinks, and blushes. She takes a step closer to him.
What if she called?

]

Andy walks through the narrower passage of the sculpture.
When she’s almost all the way through, she sees her mother and
Ramén, standing close together. She catches her breath and stops
and watches her mother step away, waving her hand and laughing
nervously, Andy would say, if she could believe her mother capable
of such a thing. Her mother sticks something small into her
pocket, and walks away to another sculpture. Ramén takes a
deep breath, releases it, and runs a hand through his hair.

Andy continues through the passage, and meets Ramon’s eyes.
His head jerks from her to her mother, and then he puts on a
fake smile. She leans against the edge of the sculpture, next to
him.

“You got your café?” he says.

She nods.
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His face relaxes. “Your mother says you are maybe going to
clubs later?”

“Maybe,” she says.

“I know one that is OK. A little silly, maybe, because it is a
disco. And a terrible name. Discoteca Rock Star.”

Andy cracks a smile, because it 7s a terrible name. The kind of
name that is supposed to invoke America, but that Americans
would laugh at.

“In the old town. I go there sometimes. Probably not tonight.”

“Thanks,” she says. He doesn’t move away, and she searches
for something to fill the silence. “I was wondering how many
people speak Euskera.”

Ramén smiles sadly. “They think maybe one million at most,
but not all those people speak it very well. Spanish is the first
language most of us learned.”

“Oh,” she says, and because it’s genuinely sad and she sees that
he cares about it, she tries to give him a sympathetic look. But
she can’t resist the chance to make him pay for whatever she just
witnessed. “Do you speak it well?” she asks.

“I am better at Spanish,” he says. He looks over her head
wistfully and says: “The old men you will see with berets. Those
are the real Basques. Born before Franco took over.” He shakes
his head and smiles, and then seems to notice his hand on the
sculpture. “This is done by Richard Serra,” he says, in full tour
guide mode. “It was designed specifically for this space.”

Andy nods, knowing he has said the same words hundreds of
times. “I'm going to look at that one,” she says, and points to the
sculpture that is the farthest away.

(4}

In the hotel lobby, as Andrea looks at the gift shop display
window, Claudia pulls the card from her pocket and rtosses it
into a wastebasket before she can change her mind. She’s never
cheated, and she’s not going to start now and lose the moral high
ground, though she would like to go to bed with a man who
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thinks she’s intelligent, a man who is genuinely beautiful. And
shed like to run her fingers through that hair just once. But that’s
how Steven thinks. That’s how he ruined their marriage.

Andy waits for her mother to turn the corner and call the
elevator, then reaches into the wastebasket to retrieve the card.
She knows it must be what Ramén gave her mother. She shoves
it into her pocket just as the elevator dings.

&

While her mother is in the bathroom, Andy looks at the card.
A lump rises in her throat when she sees the writing on the back.
She tries to swallow back her jealousy. She promised herself she
wouldn’t think about men in that way until shed figured out
how she allowed Ben to trick her. She thinks of her mother, the
eternal victim, throwing the card away. She'd like to see her mother
do something, for once, even if it’s only getting laid by a good-
looking Spanish man half her age who knows abourt art. She
thinks something like that might be enough to propel her mother
into a more radical sort of action such as leaving her father, so she
props the card up on the nightstand, right next to the TV remote
control.

Her mother emerges from the bathroom.

“I'm staying at Tanya’s tonight,” Andy says.

“I know.”

“I won't be back until late, Noon, probably.”

“OK. Our flight’s at three.” With her hair down and her face
scrubbed, her mother looks tired, imperfect. Andy is not sure
her mother understands what she’s trying to tell her, but she doesn
know what else to say.

&

At 2 A.M., Andy is drunk and dancing at Discoteca Rock Star
with Tanya and some of her friends from the program. She’s
wearing a great deal of makeup, some of it sparkly, and clothes
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she borrowed from Tanya: a tight black sleeveless top, a black
miniskirt, and boots that come up to her knees. She isn’t dressed
like herselt—she’s dressed more like the sorority girl Ben is fucking,
or maybe making love to. She’s not sure which. She’s not even
sure which he was doing to her. The balls of her feet are starting
to hurt, and she’s parched.

“I'm getting a Coke,” she yells to Tanya. “Want one?”

Tanya shakes her head. She’s dancing with a slick looking
Spanish guy. Tanya has always been the kind of friend who will
ditch you for a boy. It’s understood.

Andy struggles through the toiling crowd and squeezes into a
stool at the bar. She orders a Coke and swivels her stool so she
can look out at the dancers. The way she’s sitting, her stomach
forms into two clearly visible rolls, and she wishes she could
learn to like Diet Coke. Her hair, which she washed and blow-
dried straight at Tanya’s, is frizzy again and sticking to her neck
and she has lost her ponytail holder. Despite all this, a man
approaches her.

“No habla Ingles,” she says.

He tries Spanish.

“No habla Espanol,” she says, and laughs. Ben would have
thought that was funny, and as much as she hates him, she wishes
they could laugh about it together. She swivels back, and the
bartender hands her the Coke, which she sucks down quickly.

Someone taps her on the shoulder. She swivels around and it’s
Ramoén, dressed down now, in gray slacks and a green collared
shirt.

She wants to ask him, very casually, why he’s here when he
ought to be having sex with her mother. Or at the very least, why
he isn’t making art. But instead she says: “I thought you said you
weren't coming here.”

“I changed my mind,” he says. “My friends convince me.” He
gestures at a group of people who are scrunched at the end of the
bar. One of them waves. Ramén turns back to her and shrugs.
“Bilbao is not so big,” he says apologetically. “Not many places
open at this time.” She can tell, now, that he’s been drinking,
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too. It’s on his breath, and in his sweat.

He clears his throat. This is when she expects him to say
goodbye, tell her to have fun, and go back to his friends.

“You changed,” he says, moving his eyes down her body.

She looks down at her chest, then back at him. His eyes flicker
away.

“You look nice,” he says, and she can't tell, quite yet, if he’s
really going to try this.

“You, too.”

“Which one is your friend?”

Andy looks out at the crowd, but can't see Tanya anymore. “1
lost her.”

“That’s not good,” he says. “You like to dance? Maybe we will
find her that way.”

Maybe he’s just being kind, trying to rescue her from sitting
alone. “OK,” she says.

A

Claudia has been lying awake for hours. She tried her Yoga
breathing exercises, but when she heard herself, she sounded as if
she were gasping for air, so she stopped. After only a week of
sharing a bedroom with Andrea, she misses the sound of her
breathing. Andrea falls asleep easily, and her slow, even breaths
are reassuring, easy to follow into sleep. Usually, Claudia sleeps
alone. She hasn't shared a bedroom with Steven in years. Usually,
her Yoga breathing does not sound desperate. She worries about
Andrea wandering around this foreign city at night, with some
girl Claudia has never met. They're probably drinking too much.

If she had called Ramén, she could be having sex right now,
instead of worrying about Andrea. Steven rarely bothers with her
anymore, and she hasn’t really missed it. But she thinks sex with
Ramén would have been different. She thinks he would have
tried to make her feel special, made some kind of effort to woo

her.
Claudia turns on her bedside light and reaches for her book,
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but something flutters off the nightstand. It’s probably nothing,
but she swings her feet out of bed and plucks it from the carpet
anyway. She feels that it’s a business card, but doesn’t believe it
until she brings it to her face and sees Ramén 's handwriting. For
a moment, she thinks it's magic, or fate, or she’s lost her mind
and only #hinks she threw it away, and she is thrilled to have it
back, thrilled to have the chance to decide differently. But then
she realizes it must have been Andrea, that Andrea knows Ramén
wanted to see her tonight, knows Steven cheats. Andrea knows,
and she has never said a word. It is unbearably sad, and she feels
her throat constrict, her body preparing to cry.

Andrea wants her to call Ramén. She is giving permission or
something.

Or it could be that Andrea is simply mocking her, waving the
evidence in her face, threatening to tell Steven of her flirtation.

Maybe Andrea doesn't know at all. She looks at the phone
again. She wants to know what Andrea meant—not because she
would call Ramén, but because she wants to know Andrea better.

X,

Ramoén leads Andy to the dance floor by the hand, which
seems like an odd, old-fashioned gesture for the setting. During
the first song, they do exaggerated moves and make faces to show
they’re not being serious. During the second song, he puts his
hands on her back and pulls her closer, so she can’t even see his
face anymore. She never danced with Ben because he hated
dancing, hated clubs. She wonders how it would have felt, and it
seems strange that now she is pressed up against this stranger, and
she can smell his sweat, can feel it seeping through his shirt. Even
though she knows it shouldn't, it makes her think about sex. She
presses her head into his shoulder and thinks that she could go
home with him instead of with Tanya. Maybe if she didn’t expect
anything more than one night, he wouldn’t be able to hurt her.
She could have sex with him and it would be different than it
had been with Ben. Ramén could teach her things. They would
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both pretend her mother hadn’t been his first choice. In the
morning he would brew thick coffee on the stove and pour in
plenty of warm milk and tell her more about Basque culture and
history. He would teach her some words in Euskera. He would
give her precise directions back to the hotel, where she would
meet her mother as though nothing had happened, and they'd
fly on to Barcelona. Her father gets away with it all the time, so
why shouldn’t she?

Ramén places his hand on the back of her head and pulls her
face close to his. He turns it so her ear is at his mouth. “We
should get a drink?” he asks. His lips graze her earlobe when he
straightens up.

She meets his eyes, which are hooded now. His whole face is
languid, as if he has just finished having sex. Everything turns
hazy. She feels her eyelids lower and her mouth soften, and then
she is leaning forward, into him, or maybe being pulled. But he
puts his free hand on her face at the last moment and strokes her
cheek with his thumb. She wants to moan.

“Andrea,” he says, rolling the R, so that her name sounds
Spanish. He removes his hand from her head and grins slyly. He
wraps his arm around her waist and leads her back to the bar. She
wishes Ben could see her. Ramén asks what she wants, and when
she tells him a Coke, he takes his arm away and pays for the
drinks with her mother’s money, she realizes. Really, it’s her father’s
money. When she takes a sip, there’s rum mixed with the Coke,
and she feels a surge of anger.

“You like Bilbao?” He gestures to the crowd and laughs. He’s
being self-deprecating and she wants to tell him to stop it, because
it's a beautiful place. A place that still means something and he
knows better than to talk about it that way. She finishes the
drink quickly and puts it down on the bar. She burps, but Ramén
doesn’t notice. He puts his arm around her, and his hand brushes
her breast, and she turns to him and sees on his face that it was
not an accident. She closes her eyes and sees, against her will,
Ramén brushing her mother’s breast in the same way. But he
wouldn’t have done that to her mother, exactly. He would have

SUMMER 2005 27

https://orb.binghamton.edu/harpurpalate/vol5/iss1/1

28



KAt Leagy

.. Harpur Palate, Volume 5 Issue 1, Summer 2005

altered his game a little. Eventually, though, his hand would have
made its way to her mother’s breast. Andy opens her eyes and
really looks at his soft, damp face. He returns her gaze, but it is
so clearly an act that she wants to scream. She hates him for
seeing the same possibilities in her that he saw in her mother. She
hates what Ben did to her. The rum and Coke boil up in her
stomach, and she has to swallow a vomity burp. He pulls her
closer, but she slips away.

“My mother didn’t call you?” she shouts over the crowd, aware
that she could puke on his shoes at any moment.

His face goes slack, and then he shakes his head and smiles
slightly. “No. She did not call.”

She would like to take him by the shoulders and shake him
and tell him he’s blind if he can’t see that she and her mother are
so fucking different, they hardly belong to the same species. But
it doesnt even sound true when she says it in her head. And
anyway, she wants to leave before she’s sick. It occurs to her that
maybe in a very long time, this will be something to laugh with
her mother about, but she can't imagine herself getting the story
out.

“I have to go,” she says, and he nods, unsurprised. She reclaims
her coat and finds Tanya and tells her she’s going back to the
hotel. She stumbles outside, and on the corner, a bunch of old
men in berets are sitting on a flight of stone steps, singing a song
in Euskera with gusto. The language doesn’t sound so gentle
anymore. The words explode from their mouths. These are the
men Ramén was talking about. Some young people passing by
start singing, too. At least everyone knows the song, even if they
don't really know what it means. Andy thinks, for a moment,
that if she could throw back her head and sing along in that
ancient language, everything would make sense. But instead she
~ throws up on the sidewalk and hails a cab.

&,

28 HARPUR PALATE

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORB), 2005

29



Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 5, Iss. 1 [2005], Art. 1
A DIFFERENT LANGUAGE

When Claudia wakes to the sound of the door opening, she
thinks, at first, that it must be Steven, and then she thinks Ramén.
But instead it's Andrea, silhouetted against the light from the
hallway, incredibly tall but hunched over.

“What's wrong?” Claudia says, a reflex. She’s surprised when,
instead of ignoring her, Andrea closes the door and says: “1 don't
know.” She’s even more surprised when Andrea takes off her
boots and pads around to the other side of Claudia’s bed and
slides between the sheets and curls into a ball, still wearing her
bar clothes. The room has two beds. Andrea smells like smoke
and booze and vomit, but Claudia places her hand on Andrea’s
back and feels that she’s shuddering. She knows, then, to slide
closer to her daughter and fit herself against her back, and reach
around to smooth the hair away from her forehead. And after a
while, she feels the precise moment when Andy relaxes into sleep.
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SORTING THROUGH THE RECORDS
Jack Ridl

“I’ll toss the ones I'll never listen to,”

my mother says, “or give them to Grace

who'll sell them at the Lutheran Home.”

I can see my mother dusting each record,

setting aside the ones she doesn’t remember,
finding ones that take her to the dance floor
where she jitterbugged, fox trotted, slow

danced with my father. “I can still see us.

Dancing to ‘Polka Dots and Moonbeams.’

My dress had polka dots. I know that’s dumb.”

It was 1940. The war was waiting

for my father. He graduated, the next day

took a bus to boot camp, became the captain

of a black company and slogged through the mud
of France and Belgium, then into the jungle rot

of the Philippines. Through Basic, he ate, slept,
bathed with the white soldiers, used the whites only
toilets, drank from the fountains just for whites.
At the day’s end, he saluted his men,

then dismissed them to their sergeant. “I thought
that’s just the way it was,” he said only once,

his brow furrowed like the rows the tanks cut deep
in the camp dust. Every week, he wrote my mother
ending always with the same P.SS. “I know this war
will never end.” She waited. One New Year's Eve
he sent her violets from France. She pinned them
,on her coat, stood outside, listened to the clang
“and clamor of mldmght Tonight she’ll play
Frank Sinatra singing “I Bought You Violets

for Your Furs.” Later in the week, she'll go

to her line dance lesson with some friends.
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THE ONTOLOGY OF DOGS
Jack Ridl

Our dog cannot overcome

his happiness. The birds

around our house peck along
the gravel walks. He sits,

looks out across the back field. He
sleeps, his great head turned left
over his paws, sits up when

a rabbit or squirrel runs past

the window. He loves his walk,
loves smelling the same smells
rising from the mud, hanging
along the leaves, sticking to the stems
and trunks. When I come home,
he meets me at the door,

his tail wagging, his back side
wiggling. He pushes his head
between my legs, snorts, then
nudges me toward his basket

of biscuits. When I give him
one, he carries it to the door.

I let him out. He pees.

He lies down in the tall grass.

I imagine how his good nose
leaves us all behind.
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HONORABLE MENTION

WHEN CHARACTERS DIE
Grant Tracey

Nick Patterson is starting to think that his character isnt going
to be around next season. He plays Chris Swados, head of
UNTSO (United Nations Theatre of Special Ops), a
counterterrorist organization that protects the globe from attack.
This is the third year for the series Hard Rain, and Swados is
dying from exposure to a nuclear isotope. Special Agent Rick
Furey is searching for an antidote, but time’s running out.

“Man, I wish they'd serve French fries with gravy,” says Colin
Dewars, who plays Furey, the series star.

Nick smiles as they eat in the Fox commissary, a few blocks
down from soundstage twelve, where they film most of the series’
interiors. Colin always misses Canada.

“It’ll make you fat. You're better off.” The commissary is full
of long tables, long lines of track lights and quiet caterers dishing
up everything from low-carb yogurt smoothies to burritos as big
as your head and pepperoni calzones the size of footballs.

Colin shrugs and sips Michelob from a frosted glass. His hair,
thin and high on his forehead, looks like a wet muskrat, but his
face is chiseled and he has that low “Snake Plissken” voice that all
action heroes seem to have since Escape from New York. Nick by
contrast is heavy, his shoulders sag with forty-something anguish,
and salt and pepper stubble dots his chin. His cheeks, from an
age-old battle with teenage acne, look like overcooked lentils,
and his voice, full of Regis Toomey and James Stewart, lacks
military toughness. Nick has played small parts and second leads
for fifteen years and Swados is the role of his career. The lollipop
chomping UNTSO head is loud, passionate, and admirable. In

the first season he was administratively ambiguous—an always-
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by-the-book suit at odds with Furey, and viewers wondered if he
were really a spook for the Slobodon Milosevic-backed terrorists.
This year he is much more lovable, trying to reconcile with his
seventeen-year-old son and his ex-wife, while secretly battling
radiation poisoning. Only Furey knows Swados has it. If his
superiors knew, Swados would be removed from duty.

“T'hat scene today in the office was fucking great,” Colin says,

his bright eyes narrowing. “Your intensity gave me a lot to play
on.
“Thanks.” They shot two-eighths of a page, about four hours
of work. They're now having a late lunch. Nick enjoys hanging
with Colin. They both like hockey—Colin had gone to high
school with Wayne Gretzky in Brantford, Ontario—and they
are both fans of the Method style, carving out the inner lives of
their characters. Swados hates ties, even though he has to wear
one, and before working at UNTSO, he wiretapped for the FBI.
His favorite color is blue, he loves dogs, especially yellow labs,
and he likes women to be on top during sex. “I don’t want my
character to die,” Nick blurts, embarrassed, feeling like he were
seven again, and playing war in the backyard of his parents South
Dakota home. He had overheard the writers talking between takes
about next year and Swados was never mentioned.

“We'll find a cure. Hell, I'm Rick Furey,” Colin beams as he
sits back in his chair. “Relax, pal. Relax.”

Q.

In seventh grade, Nick Patterson watched Mrs. Wedge cry.

He can never remember all the details of how they broke down
his English teacher—images and motives disappear like chalk lines
in the rain—but he remembers the guilt in his eyes and shoulders
and across his chest as Mark Gunnerson and Danny Heritage led
the coup. Mrs. Wedge had a wide expressive face and as she cried
it somehow narrowed, the emotions caving in on her inner self.
The boys laughed after she left the room.

Mrs. Wedge was attractive, and that’'s what makes it all seem
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so weird: Youd think the boys would like her. Also a girls gym
teacher, Mrs. Wedge often wore slacks and a black Danskin top
and Nick saw the outlines of her aureoles, at least that’s what he
remembers. And twenty minutes a day, she read books to the
class, including S. E. Hinton’s 7he Outsiders, and, when a church
burned and the greasers tried to escape from a collapsing roof
and splintering wood, a sudden sadness filled her. Reading was
the only time she appeared completely at ease. Hinton’s words
transformed her.

Nick was surprised to find out years later that S. E. was a girl.
She knew boys so well, and Mrs. Wedge's voice, reading Hinton’s
prose, was unlike any voice he had heard in South Dakora. It
didn't sound Scandinavian or have that drawn-out lilt. Her cadence
was more clipped and direct. And she had a high, intellectual
forehead, window-framed glasses, and light brown hair with some
blonde underneath. And her smile—it started at the eyes and
moved outward and always made Nick smile. She liked him,
and said that he had a great sense of humor, especially when he
did forensics, and a series of impressions like Bruce Lee reading
Poe’s “The Raven” with accompanying yells, punches, and kicks,
John Wayne singing “Be-Bop-a-Lu-La,” and Jimmy Stewart
trying to explain to a four-year-old where babies come from.

It’s episode nineteen of Hard Rain, and Nick drinks iced tea
between takes. He and Furey have tracked an atomic device to a
small airport in the Arizona desert. Some of the exteriors were
photographed in Bronson Canyon, where in the 1930s Mascot
Studios filmed many B-westerns around the area’s caves and dry
sand and Universal’s Flash Gordon fought on Mars. The sky in
Bronson Canyon looks bleached like a bone and the hot sun
hangs high like a contact lens shimmering in colored cleaning
solution. Nick prefers the controlled temperature of the
soundstage, and he’s glad that the art crew can make number
twelve pass for a desert. Colin, the sleeves of his commando
sweater pushed up above the elbows, is playing with his prop
gun, slapping a clip in and out, as arc lights glint along the metal
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frames of his sunglasses. The actors get directions from Leonard
Hall, a twenty-five-year-old wunderkind. The writers, the Bukay
brothers from Modesto, in collaboration with Hall, develop the
script as they shoot, and Nick has no idea what's happening next.
“Keeps everyone on edge, fresh,” says Hall. “This series is about
expecting the unexpected, and we want that from our actors,
too.

Great way to justify chaos, Nick figures, but he’s not mad
about it—he doesnt have time to be. Instead, his mental energy
for the past two weeks has been filled with blurred images,
montages of memory: Mrs. Wedge. Somewhere between the third
and fourth time she cried in front of the class, Nick decided to
help. He wasn’t very strong—he never sat in an aisle by a window
out of fear that he'd be asked to open one and wouldn't be able
to—but he was going to speak up. Danny and Mark were
slouched carelessly in the hall by a fountain. It was lunch hour,
and they were talking about Playboy and wanting to bury it in
the “field” of a Playmate from Bakersfield. They were always
gross, but Nick walked over, his head down, hands heavy at his
sides with his binder and lunch box. “Hey, guys. Why don’t you
take it easy on Mrs. Wedge? She’s okay. She’s never—"

Mark shoved Nick hard into the lockers. Mark’s dad was a
cop, so he must have taught him if you're going to push someone
around make it matter, and Nick’s chest and the front edges of
his collarbones were suddenly sore, his courage perforated. “Why
don’t you mind your own fucking business, huh?” Mark’s eyes
carried a twist of anger and guilt and they looked like the bottom
of adirty pond. Danny, his hair tightly curled, and his upper lip
jagged with a cold sore in the corner, leaned over Mark’s shoulder
and watched Nick stagger to find his nerve.

“What did you say, faggot?” Danny asked, his words tangled
up, sparking like fallen telephone lines.

“Nothing.”

“Hey check out his lunch.” Danny grabbed Nick’s Emergency
lunch pail and held it aloft. “The fag carries a lunch box and a

thermos.”
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“A thermos,” echoed Mark, sweat dotting the upper edges of
his lip.

“Yeah. That’s total faggy. It's downright salt, man, salt.”

“Loserville,” Mark said.

Everyone in seventh grade carried sack lunches but Nick's Mom
still packed him hot chocolate or hot dogs in a thermos. Nick
didn’t want to change. While his friends spent money on .45
records and clothes—platform shoes and wide bell bottoms—
Nick still enjoyed Strat-O-Matic baseball and playing with his
Airfix army men across his green bedspread.

“Come on, give me back my thermos,” he pleaded, and then
Mark pushed harder, sending Nick sprawling. As he hit the floor,
edges of notepaper fell from his black binder and his elbows
hurt, and Danny, arms shaking like he were King Kong, jumped
up and down on Nick’s thermos. The plastic yielded and the
thermos’s fragile center cracked.

In the early morning, before Susan would drive him to Fox
studios and Nick would get the day’s call sheet—two pages, twelve
or so hours of work—he rubbed up against his wife in bed, his
insistent hard-on pleading against her left thigh.

“Nick, what are you doing?”

Susan’s face was down in a heavy pillow, her auburn hair spread
in adjacent directions, as his hand reached under her teddy fora
breast.

“I've got to get to work—and it’s been a while—and it’s the
morning—and—"

“And you're horny.”

“Well, yeah.”

She rolled over and smiled at him. She too was an actress,
once, but now worked as a publicist for Paramount. “Maybe
tonight. I don't feel like it right now. But the snuggle was nice,”
she said.

“Sure.” The headboard behind her was light brown,
contemporary with mission accents, and the small slits along the
top looked vaguely Asian. Nick was staring into the slits. He
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exhaled lightly. “But Jessica will be up late. It'll be impossible to
make love.” Jessica was their seventeen-year-old daughter. She
would be a senior in the fall and she often had friends over, boys
and girls eating Doritos and watching 1 A.M. reruns of the Outer
Limits and The Twilight Zone. He sat up.

“We'll just have to be quiet.”

Nick smiled, his erection ebbed. “I think they’re writing me
out of the show.”

“Well, who has ever come back from radiation poisoning?
Nobody that I know. This is kind of a no brainer, Nick.” Dimples
formed at the edge of his wife’s lips.

“Well quit being so practical, huh?”

Hard Rain was in the top twenty and Nick would get residuals
once the show went into syndication, so it wasn't about the money.
They had already done close to sixty episodes, so he'd make a fair
chunk. He just loved the show, and the crew, and working with
Colin even though he was a pain in the ass and found ways—
little bits of business—to steal a scene. “It’s the first thing in a
long time that I've done that makes me cool to Jessica and her
friends. They watch the show.”

“They watch the show for Rick Furey. Colin is cute, or ‘hot,’
as the kids today say. Face it.”

“Yeah.” Colin was having an affair with Midge Reynolds, who
played Lauren, a double agent. Colin had only been married seven
months.

Susan patted Nick’s wrist. “But you're cute to me.”

“Thanks.” He shrugged, drinking the water he left last night
at the side of the bed. “I keep thinking about Mrs. Wedge. It’s
weird.”

“Your seventh-grade English teacher? The one that melted
down in class and left the school after one year?” Susan was now
sitting up, her teddy scooped low around her neck. She had a
thin crease along her forehead and between her eyes that seemed
more pronounced after just waking up.

“Yeah.” He placed the glass back on the end table. “We're

filming and I see her. Between takes she’s on my mind. I—"
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“Maybe she’s your muse.”

“No.” He patted his wife’s thigh. “You are.”

She disagreed, saying how she was getting heavy in the legs
and her boobs were sagging. “Mrs. Wedge had great boobs. You
told me.”

“I like your saggy boobs.”

“I'm not sure that’s a compliment.”

He smiled. “I better get to work.”

She scooched toward him on the bed, her feet hanging over
the side. “Nick, there will be other roles—Steve Soderbergh wants
you to read for a new film he’s working on.”

“Yeah. And the script’s good, too. Damn good.”

“Hey—"

“Yeah?”

She rolled back on the bed, the pillow propped behind her
neck. “Lock the door. I've changed my mind.”

Several days after Mark Gunnerson and Danny Heritage beat
the shit out of Nick’s thermos and roughed him up in the hall,
Mrs. Wedge asked Nick to stay after class. English was the period
before lunch. She sat behind a desk piled high with red and blue
folders and a purse, with two large rings, anchored upright in
front of her. It was a large purse. It looked like you could fit a
typewriter in it. Mrs. Wedge touched her lips and then adjusted
her glasses. “I heard that Danny and Mark gave you a hard time.”

“Yeah.” Nick felt puzzled. How did she know?

“Mr. Halket told me.”

The history teacher. “I went to the library to check out the
Outsiders bur—"

“Sit down.”

“—it was gone. So I'm reading Perry Mason and /n the Heat
of the Night.”

Behind Mrs. Wedge hung faded portraits of the Presidents
and inventors like Charles Richard Drew who did something or
other with plasma and bloodbanks. Nick tried to read the fine
print under Dr. Drew’s name.
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She nodded and opened her purse. Nick tried not to look—
the purse seemed such a private thing—but he hoped he wouldn't
glimpse a deck of cigarettes. He didn’t want Mrs. Wedge to die
from cancer or anything. There were no cigarettes, but he saw
some Kleenex and wondered if she had been crying in other classes,
too. “I just wanted to thank you, and let you know I'm okay.
I'm a little emotional, and I let some of the kids get to me when
they’re misbehaving.”

“Do you like teaching?”

“Yes, [ do.”

Nick nodded. He wanted to tell her that he liked having her
as a teacher.

“You know. I just have a hard time with disappointment.
When [ was a kid if my dad said we were going to do something
and then we didn't, I cried.”

“You mean like going to an amusement park?”

“Yes. Coney Island? A promise broken like that. Rides. Tilt-a-
Whirl, Bumper Cars, Ferris wheels. That would be hard to
overcome.” She reached into her purse for her lunch, a brown
bag. She peeled back the plastic wrap on a sandwich. The crusts
were all shaved off. She offered Nick half. “Here.”

“Thanks.” He slid his chair back from the desk a little. He
didn’t want to get any crumbs on it.

She pulled out a thermos. “This is coffee, so I don’t know if |
can offer you any.”

“Tlike it.”

“Well, a little bit of coffee won't hurt.” She gave him the top
cup to the thermos to drink out of while she poured coffee into
a black mug that sported a gold treble clef. “One time, Dad
promised to take us to this posh restaurant near the waterfront.
I'm from New Jersey. Originally. Anyway, I had my menu all
planned, Zuppa Toscana soup, spinach ravioli, and even that
sparkling water from Italy, San Pellegrino, I think, and we drove
by and there was a huge line and Dad was hungry and didn't
want to wait.” She wiped specks of crumbs from the corners of
her lips. “So we went to a fish and chips place and I cried, thinking
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about what I had looked forward to.” She shrugged.

The coffee had a dark flavor. “Do you get sad when you read
books too, like when the characters do things you don’t want
them to?”

“Oh, yes. Many novels never end right or they take a wrong
turn half way through. That makes me sad. And I cry when
characters die, especially those I love.”

“Like Johnny in the Outsiders.”

“Like Johnny.”

Q.

Seven years after Mrs. Wedge left Mitchell Junior High, Nick
was in a college roots rock band, doing a blend of Johnny Cash
and rockabilly blues. Nick played rhythm guitar and sang
occasionally. One of his songs, “Pony Boy’s Blues,” was a tribute
to his seventh-grade English teacher. He mentioned her by name
to the smoke-filled hall on the campus of South Dakota State,
mumbling something about how some people were gold and
some weren't and she was, and as he sang, “Johnny killed Bob
Sheldon he was one mad soc / then he rescued kids from a burning
church / died broken back he was Gone with the Wind | “Why
should I live,” was all that he said,” he imagined Mrs. Wedge,
older, standing against a back wall. Her face was longer, the fleshy
part of her upper cheeks thinned, her mouth still a firm but
sensuous line, and she was reluctantly smiling, as if she were afraid
of upstaging the singer. The song slowed to a mild military rat-a-
tat, and Nick’s shoulders hurt and his eyes were cindered with
sadness.

“Okay, Nick, are we ready?” asks Leonard Hall. He has a full
face and small dark eyes. “You got your lollipop?”

“Got it.” Swados loves to chew on lollipops, especially the
fuzzy stick when the shards of candy grit are worn down. He
breathes deeply. Nick just read the scene, and studied the lines.
There is no antidote. He dies.
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The director goes over it again. Rick Furey knocks out some
communist pilots, the Dravec brothers by way of Yugoslavia,
commandeers their plane, and, unable to defuse the bomb, decides
to save Los Angeles by crashing the Cessna into a barren stretch
of Arizona’s desert. But Chris Swados has also stolen his way
onto the plane, and he confronts Rick, encourages him to jump
free, while he sacrifices himself. After all “radiation is a one way
ticket, a final taxi,” Swados says.

“It’s a great moment. It’s going to make you famous.” The
director rushes his words, his breath full of Polo mints. He shakes
Nick’s shoulders. His hair never looks combed.

Nick is disappointed. He’s never asked for more money, never
showed up late, and his colleagues consider him an actor’s actor—
at least that's what he read in last year’s 7V Guide. Colin Dewars
by contrast is difficult. He shows up late, drinks too heavily, and
is moody when falling in and out of love with various starlets.
Of course Colin’s the star—he was on the cover of TV Guide,
arms folded across his chest, Rolex watch glinting with privilege,
and Colin’s blue eyes, embued with menace and charm, stared
confidently into the camera. He was also buffed, having shed ten
pounds off his first-year physique. Colin Dewars: sex bomb.

Colin gently slaps Nick on the shoulder. “Hey, sorry partner.
I really thought I was going to find that antidote.”

“Yeah.” Nick shakes Colin’s hand. He’s not sure why—he just
does it.

“Come on. Let’s kick ass on this scene, now. This is going to
be your moment.” Colin points at him and then hugs him
roughly around the neck. Nick can feel the ridged edges of the
Rolex, and he tries to suppress a laugh along the inside of his
upper lip. Furey always punctuates orders with a “now.” “I need
it, now.” “Get it, now.” “I'm going in, now.” And here’s Dewars
indiscriminately throwing a Fureyesque “now” into this intimate
moment. Lets kick ass, now. Characters, actors, they meld and
mix, taking on each other’s personalities and personas. Nick does
the same thing with Swados.

Colin promises to let the point of view, the sympathy factor,
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be all Nick’s. “No Shatner moments here, pal. I'll be understated.
Thisll probably win you a fuckin’ Emmy.”

Nick smiles. He was nominated nine years ago in a supporting
role for playing Henry Morgenthau in a biographical mini-series
on Franklin Delano Roosevelt and America’s culpability during
the Holocaust. Colin is a two-time Golden-Globe winner for
best actor in a dramatic series for Hard Rain.

The director, with dust veiled over the edges of his riding
boots, leads them to their places, a mocked-up, cutaway interior
of a Cessna on soundstage twelve. Hall wants to do a lot of
hand-held with the steadicam for this sequence. Usually he uses
a telephoto lens and sits far away from the actors, like in another
county, but today he’s going to be up close. At first the distance
and Hall’s telephoto bothered Nick—it lacked intimacy—but
today, Hall seems too intimate. “It’s so intense. The scene
demands it.” He knocks back two more Polo mints. Hall is from
Chicago but he spent three years at Oxford, and has a penchant
for all things English, including reading P. G. Wodehouse, eating
scones and clotted cream on the set, and wearing jodhpurs as if
he were about to dash off to an equestrian meet.

Nick breathes deep. The soundstage lights seem extra heavy
today, sending out white bright arc glares. This is going to be
Nick’s last scene for the series. He checks the marks and knows
where to get on what line. The last scene. “Rock on, dominate,”
he says, to say something. Some of the tech people, key grips
and gaffers, nod at Nick, knowing this is it. Paul Bass, a director’s
assistant, fresh out of film school, smiles feebly from the other
side of the actor’s marks and gives Nick a thumbs up.

Q.

It’s hard leaving a character behind. That’s what Nick told
Susan a few days ago, as they sipped ice tea on their back patio
and watched the Saturday sun dip behind the Pacific. It was an
odd day to have free from work. It wasnt a religious Sabbath
thing—Dewars just insisted on surfing Big Sur and so the set
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was shut down.

“I mean, I've lived with Swados for three years now. I know
him. I like him.”

Susan adjusted her sunglasses, the red of the sky catching in
the lenses. “I like him, too.” She patted Nick’s hand and recalled
how much the character grew in sixty plus episodes from a stuffy
by-the-book suit to a compassionate man. Susan’s favorite episode
was three weeks ago, when Swados had a warm reconciliation
with his son. The son at first was standoffish, “you can’t be out
of my life for fourteen years and suddenly be back in—it just
doesnt work like that,” but Swados pleaded softly with his
eyebrows. “You do that so well. That eyebrow thing.”

Nick demonstrated, bending his head to the left, and arching
the eyebrows down like forlorn cats draped on a backyard fence,
and then he shrugged—his tea, caramel swirls in a glass.

“But I knew that you knew that Swados wasn't coming back.
That was a scene of a dying man. The emotion in the eyes, the
desperation—" She tugged at her white shorts and rubbed the
back of her legs, which were sore from sitting on a lawn chair.

“They haven't told me anything. The writers are keeping it all
hush-hush. The final four episodes. No leaks. Surprise, surprise.”
He placed quote marks around the last four words.

“Well, your character knows the truth, if you don.”

“Yeah. Swados has kind of suspected it.” Nick chuckled over
how often Chris Swados enters his consciousness. “You know
how he likes lollipops? I dont even eat lollipops, but twice now,
at Safeway, I've bought lollipops and eaten them on the way
home. Me, Nick Patterson. And I even use some of Swados’s
expressions like ‘rock on, dominate.” I just throw it into
conversations, mindlessly.”

“At least you haven’t become a Republican like he is.”

“No. That’s true. But there’s all these little things that were a
part of Swados that are now a part of me. They both like their
ties loose around their necks with one shirt button undone.”
Swados is also a Lakers fan and Nick has become one, too. He
listed the team’s field-goal percentage from last night and the
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scoring averages of the starting five. And Swados hates bottled
water. He won't pay for water. He drinks strictly from the fountain
or tap. “You notice I haven’t been buying Evian lately?”

“No wonder you're dying from radiation poisoning,” Susan
said.

X,

It wasn’t a smart decision, but Nick felt he had no choice.
After Mrs. Wedge cried twice more in front of Gunnerson and
company, and Principal Leland had to come in and give them all
a talking to, and Danny snickered into the dingy shoulder of his
football jersey, Nick took action.

He stole Mrs. Wedge's purse.

She had left it on the desk after English class to run some
ditto copies and Nick cut back from lunch and took it. He dashed
down the halls, and then hid it in his locker and told Abigail
Smith, the best girl in English who wrote the longest
compositions, and she told somebody or other, and Nick was
called out from math class and asked by the principal to open his
locker. They found the purse. His locker smelled of chewing
gum and wet gym towels.

His parents were called in and he was suspended for three
days.

When he came back to school he was called the “purse perv.”
Mark started it, and it lasted for several weeks. “Hey, purse perv,
you got any tampons on you?” They also called him “Tampon
Boy.”

Truth was, Nick didnt intend to look in the purse, but he
wanted to make sure there weren't any cigarettes in it, and as he
peered between the rings, he thought of Mrs. Wedge's face, the
wide, expansive eyes, and the breasts behind the Danksin, and he
kind of got excited by it all. He found a box of assorted Chiclets,
Kleenex, lipstick, keys, French perfume, a pocketbook, a check
book, two tens (which he didnt take), and two tampons. He

. confessed to all that in the principal’s office. He didn’t confess to
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grifting two of the Chiclets, a red and a white one.

“What possessed you to do this?” Principal Leland asked,
dumbfounded, his hands folded in front of him. He was bald
with two half bowls of black hair on either side of his head.

Nick shrugged and Mrs. Wedge sat far to the side of him. She
wore black slacks, and a Danksin top, covered with a thin-
crocheted jacket. Nick’s parents looked at their shoes. Nick didn't
tell them, but he wanted to divert attention from Mrs. Wedge to
himself—if he looked weird, maybe they'd just quit picking on
her. The plan worked and for six weeks, Nick took a lot of
ridicule—shovings in gym lockers, two more broken thermoses,
a black eye, a split lip—and then during the last week of seventh
grade, after gym, in the showers, Danny Heritage popped an
excruciating boner and all that negative energy and anger was
displaced to him and Danny would be marked as strange
throughout the rest of his public-school life.

“Well what have you got to say for yourself? Are you sorry?”

Nick nodded.

“I believe he doesn't know why he did it,” Mrs. Wedge said.
She looked over at Nick and he wanted to tell her why, but it
wouldn’t be the total truth. He also stole the purse because he
had wanted to, and why he wanted to was a little unknown. But
he could see forgiveness in her eyes, a murky understanding. “He,
we, like 7he Outsiders, and students develop crushes on their
teachers.”

“But a purse,” Nick’s father said, his voice angry and
exasperated.

“A purse is a very feminine thing,” Mrs. Wedge said.

Nick felt his face flush and ears tingling. He looked at his
hands. He really did like Mrs. Wedge, more than just a teacher,
and he loved her even years later, and he never could tell Susan
about the purse and the Chiclets.

“It’s perfectly natural.”

Principal Leland didn't agree. He pointed to the filing cabinets
behind him. They were full of the records of the misbehaved.
Now Nick would join those ranks. The Principal hoped Nick’s
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escapades weren't going to continue. “Three days. Suspension.”
He gestured back at the black cabinets behind him.

“Nothing was taken from my purse,” Mrs. Wedge said in
Nick’s defense. “And I'm not angry, Nick. Do you believe me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I'm angry,” said Nick’s father, who worked for the DOT
and studied road formations and gradations, and made sure that
the minimum amount of illumens was being emitted by various
highway lights. His life was ordered, rational, and he didn’t have
time for anything abnormal, and a boy stealing a woman’s purse
to get a charge, that was chaotic. “I didn't raise no son to go
looking in women’s purses.”

“It’s just a healthy curiosity,” Mrs. Wedge said. “Seventh grade
boys are curious.”

“Curious,” Nick’s father smacked Nick on the back of the
head. “That’s what curious will get you. You understand me?”

Nick said nothing,

“Do you understand me?”

“Will you please, please, please just stop,” Mrs. Wedge said in
a sad, quiet voice “Just stop.”

Q.

Nicks final scene took twelve hours and twenty-seven minutes.
[t was two pages long and Hall ran it once with a point of view
on Swados, and then did a turn around with a point of view on
Furey. The series often used multiple split screens for dramatic
impact, and Hall insisted on tons of coverage shots and a whole
lot of hot-head steadicam work. But twelve hours felt like only
two hours. Damn, it was fast. And Nick felt alive the whole
time.

He now sips Evian and the director and the rest are giving
him a moment by himself, by his chair. The special effects fellas
will make the background look like a nuclear dawn and the crash
will be spectacular. The final scene was quick—hell, three years
on Hard Rain felt quick, and Jessica’s going to be thinking about
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colleges in the fall, USC-Davis probably, and he'll be watching
her films some day. She doesn’t want to act, she wants to write,
and the SF material she’s shown him is really good. It relies less
on pyrotechnics and action and more on relationships and the
border crossings between human beings and machines. A question
of souls.

The bottle’s finished and he slinks back in his chair. His eyes
are heavy and he wants to cry, but he doesn’t want anyone to see
him. Twenty minutes pass, and some of the crew, having observed
his privacy, now approach Nick, including Paul asking for an
autograph. Nick obliges, smiling. “So it looked pretty good?”

“Awesome.” Paul’s hair is parted in a central wave, and the
upper parts of his cheeks are hard and bright, and then he tells
Nick the highlight for him.

“Rick Furey, sweat splotching his forehead and hands, heads
the Cessna to the desert sands, and then you confront him, and
you're right in his face, bam!, and the dialogue is so Chris Swados.
Something like, ‘You've had a hard-on to die since your wife was
killed. Well, this doesn't make you a hero. Living for your daughter
does. Think of her.” Great beat change there. Rick’s face registers
what you're saying and then you give the best line of the show,
‘Now get out of that damn chair.” I love that line. ‘Get out of
that damn chair.” Awesome.”

The rest of crew around Nick agrees, nodding. Swados is the
ultimate hero, putting Furey’s family first. “What about the
lollipop?” Nick asks.

“Oh, classic. Totally,” says Paul.

After reluctantly sliding out of the chair, and strapping on a
parachute, Rick punched Swados twice in the right shoulder and
then, in a grand gesture of friendship, took the lollipop from
Chris’s mouth, wiped it on his own shirt and placed it in his
pocket, a memento, his eyes brimming over. “That wasn't too
much?” It wasn’t in the script. It was purely Colin Dewar’s
invention.

“No. It was touching. I mean, it humanized you even more,”
Paul says.
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Nick isn’t so sure. Colin probably just won himself the
goddamn Emmy. It was a brilliant moment, but it seemed to
pull focus, making a Chris Swados scene into a Rick Furey one.

“Well thanks everyone.” He opens another Evian. “I think I
just want to be alone for awhile.”

“Sure.” Paul nods, his gray eyes dim with emotion, and a few
pat Nick’s shoulders and then move off the set. The grips shut
down the lights and unplug cables and cords. The crew will be
back on the soundstage tomorrow. Maybe Nick will drop in and
say hello. He sits there for awhile. Mrs. Wedge left the school at
the end of the year. For a long time, Nick feared the purse incident
pushed her away, and he carried heavy guilt through eighth and
ninth grade, but in his twenties he knew or felt that she really
knew why he did it—a combination of sexual curiosity and
genuine compassion for a woman that he really cared about.
Maybe she eventually got a gig teaching nerdy gifted kids, the
kind that could really appreciate her. Aw, hell, one can hope.

In forty-five minutes, Susan and Jessica arrive by the studio
parking lot in their family Cressida. Nick doesn’t say much as he
approaches the car, but he can tell that Susan can tell by his
shoulders and slow amble that Chris Swados has died. Jessica
climbs out of the front seat. “Dad, you can sit in front,” she says.
She knows too.

“No sweetheart. That’s okay.” He sits in back and smiles
awkwardly. The way his face feels—the jaw hanging loose, jutted,
the lips slightly parted—makes him think he looks like an
embarrassed Henry Fonda in the Lady Eve or The Male Animal.

“So—" Susan’s hands clutch the top of the steering wheel.
“It’s eight and we haven't eaten supper. Where would you like to
go?” She smells of strawberries.

Nick shrugs. He momentarily thinks about Zuppa Toscana
soup, but opts for hamburgers.

“That’s not good for your ticker, Daddy.”

“Okay. How about low-carb pizza? Half the fat, half the
cheese?”

“Pesto pizza, your favorite,” Susan says. “We can afford the fat
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and the cheese.”

“Pesto pizza, then.” Nick smiles feebly and looks out the
window, envisioning soundstage twelve and a row of klieg lights
shut down, traces of boom-tire tracks silted in the makeshift
sand, and the remnants of a heavy airplane interior being carted
away.
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DreaM WALKER
John Smelcer

Silas Carries-a-Dream was spinning

the hoop of his young dreams with a stick
along a crumbling edge of highway—
heatwaves melting the uncertain road ahead.
It was a good dream as dreams go.

He was rolling his dreams

rolling his dreams

toward a dark and crumbling horizon.
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NikiTA KHRUSHCHEV BUYs SHEETS
Nancy Thompson

Though one were to live a hundred years without
seeing the rise and passing of things, the life of a single
day is better if one sees the rise and passing of things.

Dhammapada (113)

Still unable to bear the thought
of king or queen,
he chooses full,

dreams of bigger;

contemplates Egyptian
cotton, finally lifts
a lock-step knit.

He checks the label—

Made in China—
snubs the red,
selects an inexplicable check.

Just for a moment, he wishes
he could have it all back—
Sputnik, the Berlin Wall,

all the glorious subterfuge . . .

Maybe, he thinks,

he should buy

a comforter, too.

He fingers the fabric.

Too soft, he reckons,

sliding pillowcases

toward the register. Too soft.
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JOHN GARDNER MEMORIAL PRIZE
HONORABLE MENTION

THE PAYING GUEST
Shivani Manghnani

The first room you rented was on Marine Drive, in a flat that
belonged to a new divorcée. She spent her days in a marble-floored
bedroom, shouting at her ex-husband on the telephone. Her
children looked at you like an intruder when you first occupied
the front room, which was their old playroom. But you left
your door open and asked their names. You let the boy sift through
his old toys that were stored in boxes in your closet. The girl was
heavy, with dark circles like half moons under her metal-colored
eyes. The mother was always forcing her on a diet, scolding her
when she reached for the extra chapati or spoonful of sugar in her
cold coffee. One afternoon you came home in a tight dress and
the mother was pinching the daughter’s cheeks. —Don't you
want to look like her? The mother had demanded hysterically,
pointing at you, throwing the biscuit tin on the ground. —Don’
you? Don't you?

The children cried when you left after only two months. They
hugged your knees when you finished packing up suitcases that
did not include your perfume, your most expensive, creamiest
lipsticks, your laciest bras. An opal necklace given to you by your
father when you turned 16. You didn’t tell them their mother
had stolen these things from you, that you had to leave quickly
because you'd been in her bedroom while the cook was sleeping
to steal everything back. You stole some things of hers too—
French body lotion, rose scented bath cubes, a lavender camisole
with pearl buttons, and wrapped everything together in a shoebox
that you handed to the girl before you left.

—Keep this under your bed, you said, like you were giving
her treasures, the answers to her questions. —Make sure no one
ever takes anything from you.
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Q.

The next room you rented was on Altamount Road, and the
day you came to see it Mrs. Dutta studied you like a circus animal
or a parcel from a mysterious sender. You made it a point to dress
flamboyantly, in printed pants that skimmed your knees and a
wide necked, tight fitting blouse. You wore long, shiny earrings
and propped sunglasses on your head. You told her you were
from Texas, the most American of all states, and that you were
an English tutor. Your students were spread all over Bombay.
—I will be gone a lot, you declared.

Mrs. Dutta said her son also lived in America, said “San Jose”
like it was Paris. But he would be living here for a few months,
through July. —I wish he would stay longer, Mrs. Dutta
confessed. He worked in the room at the back of the house,
where he was making a documentary, she said.

—On what? You were determined to seem friendly.

—Me.

You smiled. You said you loved her movies though you hadn’t
seen any of them. You asked your aunt the night before about
Mrs. Dutta, found out she was an industry favorite in the 60’s.
She married a director who swindled away crores of her rupees
and slept with countless leading ladies before dying. You ractled
off a few movie titles your aunt had mentioned. —Jewel in the
Crown was my absolute favorite, you said. She led you to the
mantle, held up each litde picture frame capturing her on the
arms of politicians, actors you faintly recognized from your
parents’ old videotapes. —Here’s Roshan, she said, my son,
pointing to a light-skinned teenager in a hooded sweatshirt. It
was the only photograph in color. —He’s much older now, she
said, almost forty. She lowered her voice like it was a secret. In the
photograph Roshan's eyes darted sideways, deep set and half open.
You liked his face, his overconfident smile.

After Mrs. Dutta went over the rent—200 dollars, and the

" rules—no boys, pay for your own laundry soap, tip the sweeper—
she asked if you had relatives in the city. You didn’t want to tell
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her about your trusty doctor aunt, your old uncles in the suburbs,
your newly married cousins. Instead, you shook your head as the
servant set down a tarnished silver tray with two teacups. Without
asking, Mrs. Dutta dropped one sugar cube into your cup of
milky tea. You couldn’t tell her why you were spending so much
to be alone,

K,

You didn’t come here to teach children to read, to vaccinate
villages, help women leave their husbands or conduct
archeological digs. You like train rides through the countryside,
rivers the color of pea soup. Mostly you hope the men here will
like you—you couldn’t meet any in your Aunt’s house, where
you were expected to be home by 8 and in bed by 11. The divorced
woman on Marine Drive wouldn’t even give you your own key.
She asked the watchmen what time you came and went, if any
boys came to see you. You want to find someone to drive you
through the parts of the city you're still afraid of, to make you
eat things that normally, you wouldn't touch.

X,

You move into Mrs. Dutta’s house on Holi. You've watched
the celebration before, played in college, at home, with your
cousins on past trips when you were small and scared of India.
Growing up in El Paso, your parents gave your nanny instructions
on how to handle holidays when they were not present, which
was often. For your first Holi, your nanny invited the
neighborhood kids, freckled and loud, and brought her own
daughter with her on a dusty bus from their colonza in Judrez to
teach you and everyone else rich Hindu tradition. Your father
had sent for color packets from India, and as you all threw handfuls
of powder into the air, you heard someone say, I had no idea
Navajos were so much fun!

This Holi, you decide, should feel like the first time. You step
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into the living room where Roshan and his mother sit reading
the paper. He lowers it, brings it back to his nose. The white hair
swept behind his ears reminds you of waves. You ask why there’s
a tent set up outside the building, why boys are filling balloons
with colored water. You do your best to look amazed, as if you
are really learning, as Mrs. Dutta details the arrival of spring, the
death of a demoness.

—You should wear white, Roshan instructs, with no emotion.
You are glad to change into something transparent. Undressing,
you think of Roshan’s reddish lips, his wolfish, gray stubble.

Walking to the courtyard you stay a few steps ahead of Roshan
so he can admire the soft slope of your hips. He warns you—the
color will stay on your skin, stain your scalp for days, no matter
how many showers. —Don’t let it get in your eyes, he says, very
serious. You bite your lip as a young boy thrusts packets of color
in your hands.

The courtyard extends from the lobby all the way to the street,
and under an orange tent women shuttle trays of food down a
long table. Roshan keeps a safe distance from a group of boys
attacking some girls in white kurtas with water balloons, watching
bright pink explode across their bodies like juice from crushed
pomegranates. You decide you don't need caring for and leave his
side. A boy aims his water gun at you and you don’t move away.
Soaked, you wait under the tent with old men who sit on lawn
chairs, their clothes clean and dry. The drums start and you expect
Roshan to suddenly run to you, smear you with fistfuls of color.
Instead he gently sprinkles your hair with orange. It trickles down
your face like dust and stings your eyes. He dips into the purple
and like a painter deciding his final stroke, brushes your cheeks.
You can see around his mouth those deep lines your mother has,
pulling her face down. You open your first packet and hold out a
palm of royal blue. Roshan shakes you by the shoulders, and it
spills on the grass, now so wet the powder forms a small, frothy
pool at his feet.

—This stuff is pretty dangerous, Roshan says, this time more
playful. He wiggles his toes in the grass. Turquoise seeps between
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them. —There’s mercury in it. He tugs at the bottom of your
shirt. He can see your nipples, the dark dip of your belly button.
Streams of water cascade from a young boy’s hose. When Rohsan
leads you up the stairs you think he’s taking you back to the
apartment, but you climb past the fifth floor until youre on the
roof. You squint, bend under a drooping clothesline, shoo away
mynahs. You gaze down onto other people’s terraces. Some of
them have swings, herb gardens. Roshan presses on your
shoulders, signaling you to sit on a bench. The chunks of color
embedded in the backs of your knees, your fingernails, the inside
of your ears feel suddenly hot.

—1I have someone else, he says flatly.

—A wife? You ask. He nods. You wonder why there are no
signs that she exists.

—She’s not here, he says. He wants you to know that he’s left
her in America, like a winter coat he has no use for.

—It’s okay, you say, because no one has ever looked at you
like this. Like they needed you.

Peeling off your heavy clothes, Roshan tells you how lost you
looked that afternoon, holding bags of powdered color, afraid to
throw it, as if you could hurt someone. You look over his shoulder,
at the buildings streaked with black stains. Pots clang, a bicycle
bell rings, someone must watch through the windows.

—1 like how you felt when I smothered you, he says, lifting
you by the hips so your skin doesn’t touch the bench. You are
shocked by your lightness.

(]

"The first days are the hardest. You wonder about his wife—
you picture her as someone who wotks with clay, who wears
ponytails and chunky turquoise. The type that likes boys from
third world countries. You ask her name.

—Marian, Roshan whispers, like she’s right around the corner.
The way he says it makes her sound Persian, which you hope she
is not. They are the most beautiful women on earth. In bed is
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not the best time to imagine her. You pull the covers up to your
nose so your voice muffles.

—Is she white?

He nods. —Do you have to say white? It sounds so bad when
you say it like that. She’s Irish.

You apologize, your body loosening. You would feel worse
stealing an Indian woman’s husband. Maybe you wouldn't even
try, you tell yourself, you're better than that.

In the morning you make sure to leave the house with a wide
shoulder bag and a serious, rushed look on your face. You have
students to see, you lie, overdressing in crisp cottons that will
melt and soil the moment you step outside. You hurry down the
road until you can't see the building or the curious watchmen,
and hail an air-conditioned cab. You hop from one expensive
hotel to the next, drinking cappuccino and writing interesting
observations in a leather diary.

You aren’t beautiful, just different. Your hair is cut shorter
than most girls on the street, your aunt says you walk with large
steps and swinging arms; that you always look angry. You get
whistles from cart owners and shopkeepers, occasionally a college
boy who you tower over in platform sandals. Though it is
difficult, you step daintily over corncobs and cow dung. You
wander through districts you've read are historic and especially
vibrant without pretending to have a purpose, buying chocolate
bars to hide in your new drawers.

In other ways, the first days are the easiest. It is fun to dart
Mrs. Dutta, to wait for her to take naps or leave the house to
play bridge. Roshan bursts into your room where you appear to
be reading or writing postcards but really, you're just waiting for
him to invite you to his side. You've reapplied your gloss at least
three times and are wearing a fresh blouse and floss-like panties.
You have to come across as though you've been pretty all day.

He leads you into his room, which is twice the size of yours
with slanted ceilings. It’s in the back of his mother’s so he puts
his hands over your mouth. You make your body mummy-like,
and the bed and floors squeak softly. Afterwards you are entwined,
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curved like letters. He stares at you incredulously.

—What are you doing here? You're a college graduate, you
explain, you have an excuse to be aimless.

—Marian wants a baby, Roshan says and covers his face with
his hands, like he wants to hide. You don’t even have pets.

In San José, Roshan makes wedding videos. He whips out a
peach toned business card, this proof of his other life, and tucks
it back into a drawer because he doesn’t want you to see his phone
number.

—That’s funny you say, reassuring yourself that you are not
the type to call ex-lovers. He looks hurt. —No, I mean, I just
never met anyone who actually does that. You squeeze his arm.
—I think it’s wonderful.

Roshan wanted to be a filmmaker but his mom wouldn’t let
him. Still, he dreams of directing a love story between a maid
and a high roller set in a Las Vegas hotel built like the Taj Mahal.
—That’s a great idea, you say, though you hate Vegas. You kiss
him sweetly and make sure he is breathing deeply before sneaking
back down the hall. Under your carefully rumpled sheets, your
hands linger between your thighs, your face burns from his cheeks.

Though you don’t shower before breakfast, at the table you
coo thanks yous and pleases to Mrs. Dutta and refuse the offer of
asecond fried egg. One is really enough, you lie. You don't ask for
a second cup of tea and carry your dishes to the sink. You make
your bed and offer to help with dusting when the maid comes.
They both laugh, Of course not! Silly!

You want to appear independent, a hard worker. Every now
and then, Mrs. Dutta checks on you. She brings coffee to your
room in the afternoon when you pretend to plan lessons. Narayan,
the servant, usually brings the coffee, but maybe Mrs. Dutta wants
to show you that she is a hard worker too.

~ &

One night Roshan insists you sleep together in his king sized
bed. —Are you sure? You ask, several times. —I mean, are you
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sure sure? He rolls his eyes and tugs at your bra strap.

—NMovie stars are used to this kind of thing. You assume he
means adultery. You have never met a family like this. Yours has
neatly arranged marriages, consults astrological charts before
naming children.

You squirm when his mother blasts Pachebel’s Canon in D,
just as he casually ties your arms to the bedposts with his
undershirts. You wiggle your pelvis side to side, open your mouth
to protest. Roshan keeps a finger to his lips.

When you run into Mrs. Dutta in the hall, you're wearing her
son’s t-shirt and white drawstring pajama pants. You avert your
eyes while she gives you a quick once over. —Morning! She
shouts, patting your back like you've just won a race. She starts
humming, maybe a song from one of her movies where she played
the heroine. She’s still singing when you hurry to your room to
shower. You keep your face under the hot, trickling water. Putting
one hand on the wall, you wish there was a window to open, to
breathe.

You and Roshan eat breakfast alone. The two of you wake up
late, boldly lazy. When you hear Mrs. Dutta’s keys jingling as she
shuffles to the bathroom, the clatter of dishes being washed—
you walk hand in hand to the dining room.

The house is quiet. The servants are tucked safely in the kitchen,
frying eggs and boiling milk for their own morning meals. You
remove clean plates from the cabinets and wipe down place mats.
Roshan toasts slices of fresh bread. You're still a little nervous,
reaching into the fridge for the orange marmalade. Atany moment
you expect someone to barge in and call you kut#i! You can see
the servants eyeing you like a thief. When you mention this to
Roshan he calls you paranoid, a nukrawalli.

When the table is set you eat the leftover halves of the omelets
Mrs. Dutta keeps covered with an upside downed plate. You
poke at the soggy cantaloupes, the brown edged bananas she didn't
finish. Mrs. Dutta likes you. —She thinks Indians are better,
Roshan says. You had hoped it would be more complex. You
hoped she would think of you as a daughter, that eventually, you
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wouldn’t have to pay for your laundry soap, or tip the boy who
sweeps your room.

You drink lukewarm tea and feel sorry that Mrs. Dutta has to
eat alone. Maybe you have a sad look on your face, thinking of
his mother, because Roshan narrows his eyes. —You want to
steal me, don’t you? He says. You sip water loudly, swishing it
back and forth in your mouth. You imagine him older, and you
becoming the kind of woman he would want to massage and
feed. You shake your head, roll your eyes.

(]

You're sitting up in bed, watching two crows balance on the
peeling paint of the outside sill.

—Aren't you curious? Roshan asks, sliding a palm under your
hips

—About what?

—How different you are.

You face him, hair in your eyes. More than anything, you
need to know what she looks like. You make yourself yawn.
—I mean, your bodies. Roshan smirks. He wants to upset you.
—How different they feel.

You could tell the first time on the roof, the way he kept
kissing your knees and your ankles, that you were very new. Still,
itis hard not to imagine Marian’s red hair, clover eyes. You wonder
how she wraps herself around him.

Roshan clears his throat, as if on the verge of divulging
something very important. You throw an empty water bottle at
the window and the crows flap away. The bottle bounces off the
ledge and rolls noisily under the bed. That’s the closest you'll
ever come to throwing a tantrum. You don't want to seem worried
about what Roshan might say, but you don’t want to disappoint
him either, so you try your best to look concerned, like a doctor
listening to a patient rattle off symproms.

—Her breasts are much bigger, he says. —I mean, I like yours.
His eyes search your face for reaction. You pat his hand
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encouragingly. —But I like hers a lot.

—I understand, I really do, you insist, because women
with C and D cups look so very burdened to you. You grab your
breasts with your hands, squeeze them together.

Roshan places an index finger under the left one. He draws a
circle, slow and careful, like a child learning shapes. —Don’t get
me wrong,. | like yours too. They're like little apples. If you were
honest, you would tell him that two other men have told you
this. But you want him to believe that he is the first to do
everything right.

—What does she do anyway? You ask. Roshan won't tell you.
He thinks you'll harass her. You laugh. —She must be rich if all
you do is tape weddings, you say. —She must have a really
important job if she couldn’t come with you. Roshan pinches
hard on your breast until you howl, slapping him lightly on the
arm.

—Don't ever do that, he says, releasing his hold, pushing you
down until you are flat on your back. Finally. You have hurt
him.

—TI've been stalked once, you lie, suddenly wanting him to
think others have wanted you.

Roshan rolls away, gets up from bed. He touches his toes,
bends back. His body is loose around the middle, he’s covered
with wiry, whitening hair. Porcupine shades. You get up to smoke,
which his mother hates, especially if you leave the butt on the
sill. He warns you about throwing things out the window, as if
you might toss the pillows, the barbells he only lifts when you're
watching. On the floor, you fold your legs under you, suck deeply
on the cigarette. All of a sudden Roshan laughs, which is more
like a snort, and quiets himself. This is your cue to ask what’s so
funny? But you don'. You're trying not to indulge him too much.
You are sorry it has to be like this. You give in.

Roshan once dated a Muslim girl in college, but this was no
scandal in the movie star family. Her name was Taslim. —She
had a body like yours, he says, long and stretched out. Meaty.
You flinch at this description, but only inside. —Tas-lim, Roshan
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says her name slowly, drawing out the last syllable. She could
really go for hours, in the stairwell, the elevator, in the sleeper of
a deluxe coach they took to Goa. You try not to wonder if you
have this kind of stamina.

Roshan raises his arms over his head, then leans to one side.
You pick up his barbells, they’re not heavy. Slowly, you do bicep
curls. —Tell me something, he says. You don’t have any stories
about prowess or conquest.

—Once, I had an affair with a Russian who liked to pin me
against his oriental rug. I was his reading tutor at the local
community college. If you wanted to tell the truth you would
have stopped there. —I loved him, you offer. —Even though he
turned red in the summer. He said he couldn’t live without me.

—Are you serious? Roshan asks.

When he gets in the shower, you wonder why he didn't ask
you to join him. Standing in front of his mirror you pinch the
skin around your waist, pull back the flesh of each thigh until
you see a space between them. You go through his drawers, his
closet, looking for photographs, a love letter, a journal. 39-year-
olds don’t write in journals, you remind yourself. You are frantic,
pulling at his socks, his stack of white t-shirts, like someone
throwing open the kitchen cupboards, digging into fridge drawers
for food. You feel like you have been told not to eat.

When you hear the shower stop you perch on the edge of his
bed, staring at the computer. You are afraid. It’s hooked up to a
video camera, a big metal drive. You settle, remind yourself of all
your accomplishments—you were valedictorian. You've interned
with Vogue. You can speak three languages.

Sdll, you rifle through the thin stack of papers on his desk—
receipts, spreadsheets with phone numbers, scribbles: interview
mom at the Bombay Club before rainy season. Otherwise TOO

« HOT. You can’t picture Marian in this heat. Maybe she is more
the temple and tomb type. She wants to see marble palaces built
for dead lovers. She dreams of belly dancing for men with long,
curled mustaches, pink palaces with pagodas and fountains.

You wonder what she loves about Roshan. It must have been
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the way he said her name.
\}

Roshan’s bed is covered with magazine cutouts, tapes of uncut
footage, digitally remastered classic collections where his mother
is the star. He gives you the task of sifting through the sepia
toned photographs, of finding the most flattering. You pinch the
edges delicately with your fingernails, afraid to touch.

You don't think it’s so impressive that Mrs. Dutta can cry on
demand, which, Roshan informs you, is her specialty. Together
you watch hours of scenes capturing this wonder—Mrs. Dutta
sobbing at the foot of bellbottomed co-stars, tearing up
dramatically during a careful waltz down a staircase in the clouds.
When you come to a clip of Mrs. Dutta in a nurse’s uniform,
crying over the comatose body of the film’s hero, you ask,

—Didn’t your dad make this? Roshan clears his throat. He
pours himselfa whiskey. You stand behind him, put your palms
gently on his shoulders. He swallows quickly, pours another.

—What was he like?

—Let’s get out of here, he says, pushing the chair back.

Roshan knows you're afraid of the roads here and races down
the hill, nearly crashing into a juice stand, a young girl selling
mogra, a couple on a motorcycle.

—I'm hungry, you say, because he made you leave before
dinner.

The car makes a quick left and you are in what looks like a
maze of small huts, no lights. He jerks over bumps in the road,
shifts gears to slow.

—Lock your doors, he says, a slight smile spreading. You think
you may be buying drugs. Then you see the women—dark, small,
standing in doorways, bellies drooping over their saris. There
aren’t red lights in the windows as you've heard. One steps to
your side of the car, barely a teenager. She slaps the glass by your
head, leaving a smudge. You bend down and cover your face.

—Look, he says, just LOOK. That’s all I'm asking you to do.
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Later you will forgive him. Roshan’s father used to bring home
other ladies. Sometimes he made his wife cook for them. You
remember that from your Aunt’s stories, just as you will always
remember these women—their nose rings like fishhooks, the
way the girl who came up to the car glowed, full of hope.

Afterwards Roshan is proud that you didn’t cry. He takes you
to the coffee shop at the Taj Hotel—the only place where you
would eat and use the bathroom when you were little. —Order
anything you want! He says, tossing the menu to you the way
rich people throw down bills. You want to vomit but devour a
club sandwich and slurp through a chocolate milkshake. He holds
your pinky under the table and reminds you of the rules.

—Be nice to me, he says.

Q.

You sit next to Roshan on his green couch, watching cricket.
You have no idea who's winning or playing—you just follow the
running bodies in white uniforms back and forth across the huge
field. Mrs. Dutta walks in front of the T.V. dressed in a yellow
robe with mirrored embroidery around the collar, carrying a tray
with two cups and a jug of limejuice. She asks why you arent
touching the plate of potato wafers. They lie on the plate like a
pile of petals, glistening with oil. She’s sprinkled red chili powder
on them, but not much, she says, she knows you can't take too
much spice.

The phone rings and the servant brings Roshan the cordless.
—Aap ki bibi, he says, grinning at you. You know the word that
means wife. Even before saying “hello” Roshan rises from the
couch.

You do your best to keep your expression blank. Mrs. Dutta
emerges from the kitchen with a papaya and a cutting knife. She
lifts up her robe and sits next to you. You picture Roshan in his
room, unbuttoning his jeans, putting his hands just below his
navel. This is how he relaxes.

Mrs. Dutta places the papaya on a plate and draws her knife
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quickly through the middle. When you hear Roshan laugh you
shift like you have to use the bathroom. You could barge in on
him, yank away the phone, shout Hes mine hes mine! into the
receiver. Mrs. Dutta would probably let you. She scrapes away at
the orange insides, spilling a few black seeds. She holds out a
spoon of sun colored fruit. —This will be good for you, she
says.

You lean forward and think you hear him making kissing
noises. Be strong, you think, swallowing, looking for the seeds
on the ground, bending your head between your legs like
someone about to faint.

When Roshan finally returns he pats his tummy like he’s
stuffed. You hate how happy you are to see him again. His mother
shakes her head as he pulls you off the couch, your knees shaking,
—I want to go for a drive, he says, voice calm. —Let’s get you
changed. He holds your hand and takes you to your room, where
he sifts through the clothes in your closet. Greedily, he fingers a
salmon colored, silk shift with straps even you think are too thin
to wear here. He watches you put it on while rolling a joint of
hash and tobacco. You shake your head because you don’t want
any, but he places it between your lips, coaxing you.

Outside Roshan hails a cab and tells the driver, —Gateway.
You have always wanted to go there. Pulling up to the brick
archway on the border of the Arabian Sea, the cab scatters a flock
of pigeons. Roshan straps his camera bag across his shoulders,
then hugs it against his stomach like a shield as he pulls you up
from the car. You are drowsy, watching lovers stroll under
umbrellas and children tossing popcorn to the birds.

You move to the coastline where droves of men crowd along
awall, hanging on each other like clothes on a drying line. Some
hold hands. —We call them the lookers, Roshan says, pulling
you closer. —They come to watch foreign ladies in shorts. He
laughs.

—Stand over there, he says, nudging you away. You pull up
the straps of your dress. He gestures to a spot on the wall where
you can sit. You hear men chuckle. In the heat, a thick line of
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sweat collects above your lip. You hunch your shoulders as if to
fold. —Go on, he says, pushing you towards the wall.

The men make clicking sounds with their lips when you sit.
Roshan holds up the camera.

—Ok, but hurry, you say. The sun is in your face. A boy
carrying postcards stops to watch as Roshan brings the camera to
his eyes.

—Move to the left, just a little.

—Hurry, you say.

—Ok, stop right there.

—Hurry, you say again, and then he clicks. You are angry
with Roshan for making you wear this dress. You jog over to
him. You press his palm into your side.

—Let’s go.

—One more thing, Roshan whispers. He pats your hair, runs
his finger softly over your cheek. He looks at the row of men on
the wall. They are clapping.

—Kiss me, he orders, parting his lips.

X,

When you're together you look for people you think the other
might like. It’s a game. You sit at Hotel Sea Rock, on red plastic
chairs, looking out over gray water. A large bottle of Kingfisher
between you. Roshan picks the bones from his fish when a broad
shouldered man walks past your table.

—That’s your type, isn't it?

—You're wrong, you say, watching the man take out a slim
cell phone. He speaks loudly, as all men with new electronic
gadgets do. —You're wrong, you say again, because the man looks
a little flushed, like Roshan, with bristly cheeks. A pointed nose
that you call “regal” when he complains about its length.

You don’t think any of the women here are Roshan’s type. He
dangles a prawn in front of you like bait. He bites off the tip and
rolls his eyes.

66 HARPUR PALATE
Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORB), 2005



' Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 5, Iss. 1 [2005], ArtsdPavinG GUEST

&,

—I wish you would talk more, he says. —You never say
anything, Even Mom thinks so.

You wonder if Mrs. Dutta complains about you. Lately, you've
been trying hard to appear rustic when you are at home. It’s July,
and you don'’t even need the air conditioner to sleep. You wake
up sticky and dress in Roshan’s pajama pants and worn undershirts.
Like the servants, you walk without house ¢happals until your
feet blacken.

You find Mrs. Dutta in her room, dyeing her hair, and suggest
the two of you throw a surprise birthday party for Roshan. She
beams. You nod enthusiastically to her menu choices of boti kabob
and gol guppa and volunteer to pluck chickens. She laughs.

—1I'm so happy you're here, she says. You already know that
the chickens come cleaned. Even if you go down to the coop to
pick them out, someone else, a poor person, a man, does the
plucking,

Mrs. Dutta has made a guest list and you have selected the

invitations—they are white with red balloons, with Fantastic
Forty! written in black cursive across the middle. You wonder if
Roshan is nervous about his age. He seems obsessed with yours.
Every time you refuse to bring him water, or argue about where
to eat dinner and what movie to see, he says, that’s because you're
Jjust twenty-two. He says your age with annoyance and a bit of
pride. You imagine him at home, examining his body, running
his hands over the places where he is sagging, or spotting. Where
the hairs turn silver. Against him you must be radiant.

(4}

When he picks up the phone and his voice turns babyish,
youre already on the other side of the bed—but not before
hearing her voice crackle through the line. Roshan’s hand slides
under the covers and you curl like a fist. If she hadn’t called in the
middle of the night, you may have slammed the door, stomped
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down the hall. But you rise lightly from the bed, pad softly back
to your room where your heart pounds like someone about to
fight. Roshan comes minutes later, kisses your neck. He makes
you stand facing the open window—your palms gripping the
bars. You wonder what he said to her as you inhale the scent of
mustard oil and petroleum. It’s dark out. You can see right into a
living room where a young woman sits with her feet in a bucket
of water. She clutches her belly and her husband stands behind
her. The husband presses into his wife’s shoulders with both hands,
his fingers kneed the sleeves of her blouse. You wonder if she’s
pregnant while Roshan takes his hand and slides it between your
knees. He wraps an arm around your middle, clutching your
thickening sides. You've become swollen since arriving at this
house. He thrusts into you, harder than before, and you feel you
could fall. He puts his mouth over your ear.

—I want them to see us. Under bright lights you would have
cringed. You've done a good job of displaying confidence with
Roshan, like the thirty-somethings you see at the gym, moving
easily about the locker room in candy-colored thongs. Often
you strut around his room in high heels, bending forward and
back, avoiding the mirror.

In your bed, you don’t put your hand over his chest. As the
sun rises you think, 7 can’t remember the last time I woke in my
own room.

—The best birthday I ever had was my ninth, Roshan says,
squinting at the ceiling. —I had a pool party. I spent the whole
evening trying to lift my aunt’s sari. He chuckles. Finally, Roshan
tells you, his aunt took him to her bedroom. She pulled him so
roughly by the arm the other children thought she was going to
beat him. It was July, when the heat makes everything crooked.
The aunt closed the door. Slowly, she unraveled the layers of

i bluesilk. He still remembers lying down on the pile of soft, cool
fabric she left on the bed. His aunt lifted up the petticoat, she
pulled down her thick, white underpants. Roshan was glad she
showed him.

—Now, he cups your chin with cold hands, tell me something
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that happened to you when you were small.

You ralk quickly, a little desperate. As if this is your last chance.
You grew up in a desert. An old couple who lived down the
block became your parents’ first American friends when the
neighborhood objected to your father’s accent and the clothes
your mother wore, the smell of cumin that always seemed to
drift from your doors. The old man kept an eye on the house
when the family took winter trips to India, to see grandparents
you couldn’t speak to or understand on your own. You saw them
so rarely, your mom told you to call these new friends “grandpa”
and “grandma.” Grandpa held you in his lap and gave you silver
dollars, and grandma brought over fruitcakes and taught your
mom to make hot dogs and chicken potpie. As a vegetarian
determined to raise you right, to make sure you never felt different,
your mom bought a turkey and cried as she shoved it deep in the
oven. Your new American grandparents came over to celebrate. It
was a real Thanksgiving, and you were the real Indians. You wore
your Halloween costume—a pilgrim’s outfit your mother had
sewn because you had just read about the Mayflower and were
fascinated with the Puritans: their bonnets, their buggies. The
grandfather called you adorable. He winked at you and told your
parents that they better watch out—you were getting quite a
figure. You were ten. While your father poured wine, while your
mother showed grandma the new upstairs wing, the old man
pulled down your skirt. Ha ha! he said, like it was a joke. You
remember his glassy eyes, the quickness of his breath as he slapped
your bare behind and said good girl, good girl, when you remained
still.

This story doesn’t make Roshan want to be with you. You
sound so rehearsed, like you want the part too badly.

&

The night of the birthday party, you circle through the house
like the help. The servants hiss when you enter the kitchen and
shout at them to make more ice. They are not used to taking
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orders from you. You made sure to dress simply—in a cotton
salwaar and jeans. You only go the living room to offer drinks
and refill trays of pakoras. You feel full, watching everyone eat
and dance. No one asks what your name is or who you are. You
make sangria and nachos and arrange the flowers guests hand
you. In the center of the living room you created a surprise
centerpiece using Mrs. Dutta’s favorite picture. In it she and
Roshan stand in front of a swimming pool lined with tiki torches.
When Mrs. Dutta first saw it the tears were quick, just like in the
movies.

Roshan winks at you throughout the evening, especially when
he is talking to other women. Most are much older than you but
wear sequined shirts and tight fitting pants. A dimpled one with
hair like a triangle talks to him the longest. You smile back at
Roshan and clear empty plates as he leans in closer to hear her.
She keeps a polished hand on his shoulder. Tossing lipstick stained
cups in the trash, you wish they were glass, so they could shatter.

After Mrs. Dutra leads everyone in singing and cutting the
black forest cake you made but were disappointed with—the
humidity made the frosting sweat and the middle droop—Roshan
slinks away from the table and waves you into his room. He
pushes you against the closed door.

—Close your eyes, he says. —Open your mouth. You feel
him shove a piece of cake between your lips, taste the slightly
burnt flour, the over-sugared cherry sauce. He smears your nose
with frosting and you cringe.

—It’s cold, you say.

—It’s a sign of love, you know, it's what couples do to each
other on their wedding night. He says the word “wedding” with
asneer.

You're a good sport. You wipe the stickiness away, make him
lick your fingers. Roshan pecks your cheek when you hand him
the card and the thin package. —You were great out there, he
says. Like this is a play.

He opens the present first, which is a framed picture of you
outside the Gateway. You are blurred, your hands pasted to your
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sides. A half smile. —God I love that dress! He says. —Oh baby,
I'm sorry. I can’t bring this home. Even though I want to, to
remember you. Your arms tighten around his waist as he opens
the card. Silently he mouths the lines of the poem you've copied
on the inside.

—Wow. He nods his head up and down. —This is good.
You're really good. He sounds shocked.

—You like it? You don’t tell him someone else wrote it.

—1I can’t believe you did all this. Why did