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Part One




1

SINCE HIS DIVORCE, Elson has fallen into the habit of stopping by the Brunswick Hotel for a quick drink after work. He likes the Brunswick Hotel because it’s one of the newest hotels in the city and because he knows that no one he knows will ever find him here. He likes the anonymity of it, of drinking here alone in the third-floor bar area, of sitting here at the window, staring out across the street at the futuristic office buildings, at their slick glass surfaces, knowing that behind these glass surfaces men and women in finely pressed suits are probably packing up their bags and briefcases, making plans for dinner or drinks. He likes to imagine these people leaving, likes to watch them as they walk out the door and get in their cars. There’s something strangely soothing about it all, about this daily routine of watching the city empty out, of watching it grow quiet and dark.

Tonight, the barroom is empty, save for a few out-of-town businessmen, drinking alone, and outside the window, the city is quiet, a light rain coming down now, a cold winter rain, which is somewhat atypical for Houston this time of year. In an hour from now, he will be meeting Lorna Estrada, the woman he has been sleeping with for the past six months, the woman he met just after his wife left him, at a barbecue at his friend Dave Millhauser’s house. Lorna is twenty-seven years old, and many years his junior, and yet surprisingly mature for her age. He sometimes speculates that this is because of her Filipino upbringing, because of the strictness of her parents, or other times because of the fact that she came to the States so young, that she got a firsthand glimpse of how cruel the world could be to a non-English-speaking adult, especially in a city like Houston. The first and only child in her family to ever receive a degree in anything, Lorna works as a curator at the Museum of Fine Arts and shares with Elson a strange and fervent interest in minimalist architecture. That Elson is himself an architect was perhaps part of the initial allure, the fact that they could talk with ease about the work of Claudio Silvestrin or Vincent Van Duysen or Souto de Moura, but now, Elson wonders, what has that allure become? A few empty hours at the end of the day. A couple of drinks, maybe a movie. Mostly sex. And even that has become routine. In the early days of their relationship—if that is in fact what this is—they would go to the houses of Lorna’s friends. They would sit around drunkenly discussing the state of the world, or art, just as he’d done back in college, and though most of these people were younger than him, some of them young enough to be his own children, he still enjoyed it. He liked to watch the flicker of the candles, the shadows playing along the walls. He liked to listen to the conversations from a guarded distance, with a vague sense of amusement or perhaps jealousy. How long had it been, after all, since he’d shared these types of convictions himself? Later, he had even started smoking again, joining a small group of them as they went out to the yard to have a cigarette after dinner. And as he stood there beneath the lamplight of the porch, or in the shadows of the garden, he would look over at Lorna and smile, and she would always smile back.

But what has happened since then? He often wonders whether he has maybe upset her or embarrassed her in some way. Or if it is simply the fact that he, Elson, is so indicative of everything that she and her friends despise. It has been a month since they’ve done anything but meet at Elson’s apartment after work, and even when Elson has inquired about her friends, Lorna has been evasive. They are always too busy, she tells him, working on their projects or organizing some event or protesting some local politician. One night, earlier that week, he had stopped by her apartment after work to drop off a sweater she had left at his place. He had not told her he was coming, but he had expected she’d be happy to see him. He had knocked on her door several times, and when no one had answered, he had stood there for a long time and listened. Through the clear glass window, he could hear voices coming from the other side of the apartment, laughing. He stood there for a while longer, listening, and then knocked again. After a while, the voices grew quiet, and a light went off in the kitchen. He wondered what to do, whether to stand there and wait, humiliate them all when they eventually came out, or whether it would be better just to leave. Finally, he had decided to drop the sweater off in the doorway and leave. The following night, when Lorna came over to his place, she denied ever hearing him knock. She claimed that they were planning a rally about something or other and that they were probably too busy, too engrossed in their project, to hear him. Elson had shaken his head and smiled. Whatever, he’d said, borrowing an expression from Lorna herself, an expression that she often used when she wanted to dismiss him. And then he’d stood up and walked into the kitchen for a beer.

Now, sitting in the dim-lit glow of the Brunswick Hotel bar, Elson finds himself wondering whether he should have handled it differently or whether it would have even mattered. He looks over toward the bartender and motions at his glass. A moment later, the bartender walks over and fills it. He’s a young man, this bartender, and fit. He reminds him of some of the boys that his son, Richard, used to bring over to the house.

“Looks like it’s going to break,” the bartender says, nodding toward the window.

“What?”

“The storm,” he says. “Looks like it’s going to be a bad one.”

Elson stares out the window and realizes that the sky has darkened, the clouds from the east moving in over the city like a fog.

“Good,” he says.

“Huh?”

“I’m glad.”

“You looking for a storm?”

“You could say that.”

The bartender stares at him quizzically, then smiles. “I’ve seen you here before, haven’t I? Last Tuesday.”

“Maybe,” Elson says. “I come here a lot.”

The bartender nods. “You know, I actually just started here last week.” He smiles at him. “Just moved down here from Austin.”

Elson nods again. He can tell that this bartender is looking for a conversation, maybe even wanting to ask him something personal, so he quickly turns away, staring at the wall on the far end of the bar until the bartender finally leaves.

When he comes back a few minutes later, Elson pulls out his wallet. “How much do I owe you?” he asks.

• • •

Later, as he stands outside the front lobby of the Brunswick Hotel, waiting for his car, Elson lights a cigarette and watches the sky grow dark, the palm trees in the distance swaying hypnotically in the wind. He wonders why he acted the way he had at the bar and whether or not he has ruined the Brunswick Hotel forever. He looks across the street and thinks of Lorna and realizes that the promise of the night has suddenly vanished. He wants to go home and sleep it off.

The valets are putting on rain parkas with the hotel logo printed on the back, and when his car comes up the ramp, they all swarm in around him, holding out their arms, swinging an umbrella above his head. He tips them generously and takes off, realizing it might be a long time before he returns here again.

Outside the edge of downtown Houston, he stops at a light and checks his messages. He is hoping for a call from Lorna, hoping for a last-minute cancellation or maybe a change of plans, but instead what he sees is a long list of messages from his ex-wife, Cadence, each one spaced out by a couple of minutes, most of them left in the past half hour. He pulls over on the side of the road and calls her up, feeling a sense of uneasiness, a sense of dread. The last time they spoke, almost a month before, he had vowed never to call her again directly, to handle all of their future correspondences through e-mail or perhaps a third party. The last time they spoke, she had called him a monster, a term that had stung him so deeply that it had taken him several days to shake it off.

He expects that Cadence will want to pick up where she left off the last time they spoke, but when she answers the phone, her voice is surprisingly calm.

“What’s the emergency?” he says.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you called me—let’s see—seven times.”

“Oh,” she says and pauses. “No emergency.”

“You just wanted to talk?”

“No,” she says. “I wanted to tell you something.”

Outside the window, the rain is coming down hard now, obscuring his view of everything. He turns off the windshield wipers and waits for her to finish.

“I wanted to tell you that Chloe is going to be coming home tonight and that she’s going to be staying with me for a while.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean simply that.”

“Doesn’t she have classes?”

“Well, no. Not at the moment.” She pauses. “She’s been asked to take a leave.”

“A leave from school?”

“Yes.”

Elson feels his pulse quicken. “What are you talking about?”

“Just what I said. She’s been asked to take a leave for the rest of the semester.”

“She’s been expelled?”

“Well, no, not exactly. It’s more complicated than that.”

Elson looks out the window and feels his body loosening, his mind swimming with possibilities.

“What I’m saying is it hasn’t come to that yet. They’re still in deliberations.”

“Who?”

“The provost, the president, the dean of student life. Most of the Student Judiciary Council.” She pauses. “As I said, we’re hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

“Jesus,” he says. “What the hell did she do?”

“Well,” Cadence says, but doesn’t finish. “Look, Elson, this is something she wants to talk to you about herself.”

Elson sits there for a moment, silent.

“I told her I wouldn’t tell you.”

“You’re keeping secrets from me now?”

“No,” she says. “It’s not like that.”

“How long have you known?”

Cadence is quiet for a moment. “I don’t know,” she says. “A couple weeks, I guess.”

“A couple weeks?”

“Look, Elson, I’m not going to talk to you like this, okay. I’m not looking for a fight. I just wanted to tell you that she’s coming home tonight and that she’s agreed to meet with you tomorrow if you’re willing. She can explain the whole thing to you then.”

Elson considers this. “Who’s picking her up?”

“Richard.”

“I’ll get her.”

“No, Elson, that’s not part of the agreement. Look, I told her—I promised her—I wouldn’t even tell you until tomorrow.”

Elson grips the edge of the dashboard with his left hand, squeezing it until his knuckles turn white. “So, you’re telling me that I can’t even pick up my own daughter from the fucking airport? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

“Cadence.”

“I’m hanging up now, Elson.”

And before he can get out another word, the line goes dead.

He looks at the phone, then redials her number, but all he gets is Cadence’s voice mail. He considers leaving her a message but decides instead to just hang up. He drops the phone on the floor and then feels his stomach drop. He wonders where his daughter is now, whether she’s high above the earth in an airplane cabin, circling the tiny suburbs of East Texas, or whether she’s still back at the airport in Boston, waiting for her plane. He tries to picture his daughter’s face, tries to remember the last time they spoke, but the memory is vague. Instead what he sees is his daughter as a child, as a young girl, standing in the doorway of his study, asking him what he’s working on, then coming over and sitting on his lap, watching him as he works on his latest blueprint, studying his hand as he makes tiny markings on the page, measuring things out with a ruler and pen. She smells like bubble bath, her hair still wet, her skin moist, and as he lights up a cigarette and turns to her, she makes a face, scrunches her nose, as she always does. I thought you were going to quit, she says. You promised. And he assures her that he will, that once his project is over, once he’s finished, he will definitely quit, and then the memory is gone, and Elson is reaching into his pocket for a freshly opened pack.

A moment later, as he’s driving past the gay bars in Montrose, he dials up Lorna’s number, his fingers twitching so badly now that he can barely hold the phone.

When she answers, her voice is calm, guarded. She tells him that she’s talking to someone on the other line.

“I’m coming to see you,” he says.

“I’m not ready,” she says. “I haven’t even showered.”

“I need to see you right now,” he says. “Something’s happened.”

Lorna is silent. Then she says, “What’s happened?”

But he doesn’t answer. He realizes only now how upset he is, how he doesn’t even have words to explain it.

“I’ll tell you when I come,” he says finally.

“Give me twenty minutes.”

“Okay,” he says, and then he drops the phone on the seat. Outside his window, the storm is finally breaking, the heavy clouds from the east rising up over the city, combining with other clouds to form a giant mass. He pulls over on the side of the street and parks. The rain is coming down quickly now, pounding the car, and in the distance he can see brilliant displays of lightning splintering along the horizon. He looks out the window to his left and notices a small row of brown stucco houses, all old and somewhat disheveled, and realizes then, with something like panic, with something like fear, that he doesn’t actually know where he is, that he must have made a wrong turn somewhere, that somehow, in this city where he’s grown up, this city where he’s lived all his life, he is lost.
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ON THE OTHER SIDE of Montrose, less than a mile from where his father sits helplessly in his car, Richard Harding is reading the final stanza of his latest poem to a small group of regulars at Dr. Michelson’s house. The Michelsons’ house is large, the room where they’re sitting, dimly lit. An old baroque study filled with antique bookshelves and dusty books. At the far end of the table sits Dr. Michelson, a retired professor of English, a former professor emeritus at Rice University, who now spends his free time dabbling in poetry and leading a small, biweekly workshop for a group of recent Rice graduates. That Richard himself never knew Dr. Michelson at Rice doesn’t seem to matter. He was brought in by his friend Brandon O’Leary on the second week of August last summer and has been a regular ever since.

It’s no mystery to Brandon or any of the other students that Richard has quickly become Dr. Michelson’s favorite, a fact that both delights and annoys Richard. He sometimes wishes Dr. Michelson wouldn’t praise him so effusively in front of the others, that he wouldn’t make it so obvious that he likes him. Sometimes, at the bar they go to afterward, the others will make a joke about it, pinching his side or mussing his hair. So, the old queen’s got the hots for you, huh? Or Hey, I think I spotted old Michelson sporting a woody. Richard knows it’s all in fun and probably just a result of their own insecurities, their own jealousy, but still, it makes him wonder how much of Dr. Michelson’s praise is real. What are these comments, after all, but thinly masked truths?

Tonight, he reads slowly, quietly, the words of his poem overshadowed by the violence of the storm outside. The others seem distracted, more interested in the splitting thunder and the sudden streaks of lightning flashing across the lawn. But Dr. Michelson remains poised, his eyes focused on Richard, his head nodding each time that Richard looks up from his poem. When Richard finally finishes, Dr. Michelson looks at him and smiles.

“Thank you, Richard,” he says. Then he turns to the group. “Any suggestions?”

The others are quiet, unsure of what to say. Normally a very vocal and spirited group, they are typically quiet whenever Richard reads. Maybe it’s the fear of dissent, the fear of disagreeing with Dr. Michelson, or maybe it’s just the fact that they’ve grown exhausted over time with the inevitable praise that always follows.

Finally, Eric Stevenson speaks up. “I thought it was kind of long at the end. You know, like it kept going on and on, repeating itself.”

“You’d suggest condensing?” Dr. Michelson breaks in. Then he looks at the others. “What do the rest of you think?”

“I kind of agree with that,” says another boy, very timidly, looking away as soon as he says it.

Michelson looks up at the boy. “Really?”

“Well, yeah,” he says. “I guess.”

A few other people chime in quietly, agreeing with Eric. Richard stares down at the poem he has written, a poem about his mother and father’s recent divorce, a poem that he has to admit is probably a little long. After a while, the others begin to bring up other things. The clichéd imagery in the second stanza, the overly sentimental language at the end of the poem, the somewhat-oblique references to things that have happened in the parents’ marriage.

Finally, Dr. Michelson breaks in, praising the group for their thorough critique, but also explaining that while their points are all fair, what they seem to have overlooked is the utter simplicity of the writing. The simple beauty of it, that is. The emotional honesty. He goes on for a while longer, but Richard zones him out. He has grown wary of this type of praise, these types of compliments. He no longer knows whether or not to believe them. The poem was something he had worked on for days, labored over, but in the end, what did it really mean? Even he couldn’t say. He wonders sometimes whether any of this is even relevant, whether anyone but the person who has written the poem can actually say what it means. And if the person who has written the poem doesn’t know what it means, then is the poem even valid? He looks down at his hands, unable to meet Michelson’s eyes, even as he explains to the group that what they’re looking at here is real poetry.

When Dr. Michelson finally finishes, the group adjourns to the kitchen, where Mrs. Michelson is waiting with a small tray of drinks. Margaritas tonight, she says to the boys and then winks. The boys circle in around her, thanking her profusely. Then a few of them head out to the yard. Normally, after one of these biweekly workshops, they all go out to the pool to swim. They swim there until eight or nine, drinking whatever Mrs. Michelson brings them, before heading off to the bar. But tonight they just stand there cautiously beneath the small overhang in the roof, watching the rain as it comes down in violent waves, the lightning as it crackles at the edge of the lawn.

After a while, one of the boys starts off toward the pool. It’s Eric Stevenson, the one who didn’t like Richard’s poem, and as he does this, the others begin to cheer. He stands there for a moment at the edge of the pool, then pulls off his clothes and jumps in. A few of the others begin to follow, stripping down to their briefs, before Mrs. Michelson catches wind of what’s going on and comes over to the door. Better come in, boys! she yells. I don’t think it’s safe. But before she can finish, the rest of the boys jump in, and the cause is lost. Dr. Michelson, who has just returned from his study, comes up to the door and laughs, perhaps a little too loudly, then takes a drink from his wife’s hand and shepherds her away from the door.

“Let them play,” he says. “They’re young.”

“It’s dangerous,” she says. “The lightning.”

But Dr. Michelson just shakes his head and laughs. “Haven’t you ever swum in the rain before?” he says, and then pats his wife’s hand. “I know for a fact you have.”

His wife looks at him but doesn’t answer.

A moment later, Dr. Michelson turns on the pool lights, and the pool glows. A bright electric blue. The boys, all of them half naked, swim for Dr. Michelson’s pleasure.

Richard moves across the room toward a small group of boys in the corner, trying to avert his gaze from Dr. Michelson. He knows that at some point Dr. Michelson will want to corner him, will want to tell him again how brilliant his poem is or remind him again about the application deadlines for summer fellowships. Lately, he has been talking to Richard about graduate programs in creative writing, something that Richard has little interest in.

As he approaches the boys, Richard can hear them talking about how crazy this all is, swimming around in the rain—not to mention in a lightning storm—how someone is probably going to die out there. At the far end of the pool he can see his friend Brandon O’Leary splashing about, waving to him. Richard waves back, then starts toward the door, trying purposely to avoid Dr. Michelson’s gaze. He stands for a moment beneath the small overhang in the roof, waiting for Brandon, and when Brandon finally approaches, he smiles.

“Why don’t you come in?” Brandon says, his body glistening and tan.

“Can’t,” Richard says. “Gotta pick up my sister from the airport.”

“Chloe?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What’s up?” he says, smiling.

“Long story,” Richard says. “I don’t really understand it myself.”

Brandon nods. “Well, you gotta come out later, okay? To Limelight.”

Limelight. One of the newer gay clubs in the city, a poor excuse for a club, really. More of a bar than a club. A meat market. “There’s someone I want you to meet,” Brandon adds.

“A job?”

“No, not a job. A friend.”

Recently, the only people Brandon has wanted to introduce him to have been jobs, what Brandon calls johns. Overworked businessmen looking for a hand job in the back of their BMWs. Men wanting to believe that they’re only taking a little recreational vacation from their wives, a little break, relieving stress. That this has become Richard’s life is a little perplexing, even to him. The son of a prominent Houston architect hanging out with a boy who gives out hand jobs for fifty bucks a pop in the backseat of some ophthalmologist’s car. It sickened him the first time Brandon told him about it, amused him the second. But now it simply seems routine. Something Brandon does two or three times a month to supplement his income, his measly paycheck from Café Brasil.

“Who’s this friend?” Richard asks.

“A guy I met. I think you’ll like him.”

“I’m not looking for anything serious.”

“Dude, believe me, this guy isn’t serious. In fact, he’s the total opposite of serious.”

Richard nods. “I’m not looking for anything, really.”

“What do you mean?”

But Richard doesn’t answer. “What did you think of my poem?”

“I liked it.”

“That’s all?”

“Well, no. I mean, it was sad. And I agree with Eric, it was maybe a little long. But it was good. I mean, all of your stuff is good. Michelson practically creamed himself.”

Richard shrugs this off. “I don’t know,” he says. “Lately, I don’t know what any of this stuff I’ve been writing means.”

“You’re getting better,” Brandon says.

“You think?”

“Yeah,” he says. “Definitely.”

And then a moment later, there’s a shout from the pool, and a group of the boys begins to beckon Brandon to come back in and join them.

“Better go back,” he says. “Call me on my cell, okay?”

“Okay,” Richard says, and then, as Brandon is turning around to go back to the pool, he yells, “Hey! What’s his name?”

“Who?”

“Your friend.”

Brandon smiles. “Beto,” he says. Then he turns around and does a sort of sideways dive into the pool.

When Richard returns to the kitchen, Michelson is waiting, drink in hand. Richard explains that he has to leave, and Michelson says he’ll walk him to the door.

“I was talking to some friends of mine,” Michelson says as they move through the hallway. “One at Cornell, one at Michigan. I was telling them about you.”

“Oh yeah?”

“They said that if you still wanted to apply, then you should go ahead and send your application directly to them. That way you’d be sure to get a fair read.”

Richard nods again.

“Are you still thinking about applying, Richard?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Well, yeah, I don’t know.” He pauses. “I mean most of those places are pretty hard to get into, you know, and also I’m a little strapped for cash these days. It’s not really such a good time for me.”

“It’s never a good time,” Michelson says. “But you’re still young, you know. The older you get, the harder it becomes to do something like this.”

Richard nods again. Then Michelson smiles and puts his hand on Richard’s shoulder, massaging it lightly. For some time now, Richard has suspected that Michelson knows about him, about him and Brandon, and about some of the other boys in the group. At least half of them are gay, a fact that surely couldn’t have escaped Michelson himself, though he never mentions it, never even brings it up, except in reference to their poems. Perhaps this is what years of being closeted has done to him, years of going out to cocktail parties with his wife at the dean’s house. That poor, lovely woman, Richard thinks. How could she have endured it for so long? How could she have put up with this man for so many years?

At the edge of the hallway, Michelson slows down and stares at him. “I feel like I’m losing you, Richard.”

“What do you mean?”

“I feel like something’s changed.”

“Nothing’s changed,” Richard says. “I’m just really busy right now, that’s all.”

Michelson nods.

“With work and stuff.”

Michelson moves toward the doorway, and Richard suddenly feels bad, guilty for not explaining to this man what he can barely explain to himself. That ever since his parents’ divorce, he can hardly bring himself to care about anything. Not work, not poetry, not graduate school. Not even the tiny apartment he shares with a few other boys from his year.

“Well, if you’re interested,” Michelson continues, opening the door now and letting the rain into the hall. “I have a friend coming into town next week. A minor poet who’s actually pretty good. I think you’d like him.”

Richard nods.

“Just let me know if you’d like to meet him and I can arrange for the three of us to have dinner together.”

Richard nods, considers this, wonders about Michelson’s deeper motives. “I’ll check my schedule,” he says. “When did you say it was again?”

“Wednesday,” he says. “Wednesday night. There’ll be a reading, of course, and then, if you’d like, we can all have dinner.”

“Wednesday,” Richard says, pretending to ponder this, pretending he’s actually considering it. “Okay,” he nods. Then he gives Michelson his hand, which Michelson holds a beat too long, says good-bye, and takes off through the rain, jumping over the puddles on his way to his mother’s minivan.
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EARLIER THAT DAY, before the sun came up, Raja had come to her dorm room and let himself in with the key she had given him. He had lain down beside her and put his arms around her and squeezed her tightly. He had been up half the night talking with the police, then his lawyer, then his parents. Technically, he was not allowed to be on the campus anymore, but he no longer cared. What else could they possibly do to him? he often reasoned. What else could they possibly do that hadn’t already been done?

It was still unclear what would happen to him, or to her, what the charges would be, but that morning he had come into her dorm room and said that he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. It was her last day, after all, and what he wanted to do now was make love to her, then take her out for breakfast, then drive her up to the airport in Boston. It would be a month, possibly two, before they saw each other again, and he didn’t want to spend their last day together worrying about it. She had finally relented, agreeing not to talk about it, though it was hard for her to think of anything else. When he’d made love to her, she’d cried, and then afterward, she had sat there at her window and stared out at the empty quad, at the freshly fallen snow and the purple sky above it. In the corner, Raja had dressed quietly, then come over to her and sat beside her on the bed. He had squeezed her so tightly that she was sure he’d broken a rib, or maybe something else, something that would leave a permanent trace of him.

“I don’t want you to talk about this with your parents,” he’d said finally.

“I already have.”

“I know,” he said. “But I don’t want you to say anything that you haven’t already said.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t,” he’d said. “It’ll be better that way.”

“For who?”

“For both of us.”

She’d nodded, though it bothered her how surreptitious he’d become, how guarded. Earlier that week, he had come over to her dorm room and demanded that she show him all of her e-mails, even the personal ones from friends. Then he’d made her delete each and every one, even though she’d made a promise to him long before that she would never talk about this stuff with anyone. Deleting the e-mails from him had been the hardest. It was like erasing a part of her life, a part of her past. Suddenly, aside from the few tiny letters she’d kept hidden at the back of her desk, there was no evidence, no sign at all, that she’d ever actually known him.

Later, on the way to the airport, they stopped at a diner for breakfast, and then afterward they’d driven the rest of the way to Boston in silence. When he dropped her off at the airport, he’d been quiet, evasive, just like he’d been on the way up. He’d helped her with her bags; then he’d stood there and hugged her tightly, though he hadn’t cried. She had wanted him to cry. She had wanted him to show some sign of remorse, some sign of contrition for what he’d dragged her into, or, at the very least, some sign that he would miss her. But that was not his style. Instead what he’d done was patted her on the head and kissed her. Then he’d said, “It’s gonna be okay.”

“I wish I believed you.”

“It will be,” he said. “I promise.”

“Do you have enough money to get back home?” she’d said. “I mean, for gas?” He almost never had enough money for anything.

He looked at her and shrugged. “I’ll manage,” he said.

“What if I never see you again?” she said. The thought of this had never even occurred to her before that moment.

“Then that would be a miracle,” he’d said. “Or a tragedy.” Then he’d started to laugh. “Or both.”

Now, as she stands outside the empty baggage claim at Houston International, she wonders how long it will be before she sees him again. How long it will be before she hears his voice. Raja had been the first and only boy she’d ever loved. Before him, there had been Aiden Bell, and before Aiden, there had been Dustin O’Keefe, but neither of those boys had held a candle to Raja. It was only with Raja that she felt herself. It was only in his presence that she understood what women meant when they talked about love in magazines and books. There was a coolness about him, a detachment, that seemed to attract other people. He had more friends than she had ever had, and yet he never seemed to make the slightest effort to get to know them. They simply showed up at his room at all hours of the night, wanting to talk about books or politics or movies or wanting to tell him about the problems in their lives. That he’d chosen her as his girlfriend had been a miracle. He could have been with any woman he’d wanted to, practically. Any Indian woman, for sure. And yet, he’d chosen her, a suburban white girl from the South, his Indian parents’ worst nightmare. On their first date together, he had taken her to Tommy’s, the local hamburger joint off campus, and over chili fries and beer, he had told her about his life in Pakistan, then India. How they’d moved around a lot. How they’d never had enough money. How he’d shared a room with his brother and sister. He talked a lot about his father’s jobs, most of which were part-time jobs in the pharmaceutical industry, and how he’d usually get laid off or canned just as Raja was making friends. They were always moving, Raja said, but certain things remained the same, remained constant. His mother’s cooking, for example, the rich tandoori and vegetable curries she made, the flaky parathta and roti that she baked in a coal-fired oven. The way he talked about his mother’s cooking made her feel guilty for wanting to eat the chili-cheese fries at Tommy’s, for devouring them so quickly.

When he’d finally finished, she’d asked him if he thought he’d ever go back.

“To visit, sure,” he’d said. “But not to live.”

“Why not?”

He’d thought about this for a moment. Then he’d said, very earnestly, “That place is dead to me now.”

She’d asked him what he meant by that, but he hadn’t answered. Instead, he’d taken her hand and reached for the bill. “Would you like to see my room?” he’d asked.

• • •

Outside the baggage claim at Houston International, the rain is coming down thickly now, blurring her view. In the distance, she can see a long row of lights, headlights from the cars moving up along the thruway. She tries to imagine Raja’s face, his lips, tries to picture him just as he looked that night at Tommy’s, that first night they kissed, but as soon as she sees his features, as soon as she pictures his face, the image is gone, broken up by the sound of her cell phone ringing. She reaches into her purse and grabs the phone, and a moment later she hears her brother’s voice on the other end.

“I’m here,” he says.

“Where?”

“Look to your right.”

Craning her neck, she sees her mother’s minivan, and then inside it her brother Richard, sitting in the front seat, waving.

Later, when they’re on the interstate, Richard looks her up and down evenly, almost like he’s surveying her. Finally, he leans across the seat and pats her hand. “You look thinner,” he says.

“You think?”

“Uh-huh.”

She shrugs.

“You hungry?”

She shakes her head.

“Mom said I needed to feed you.”

She looks at him and smirks. “Since when am I incapable of feeding myself?”

“I don’t know,” he says, hitting the gas. “I’m just telling you what she said. I think she’s just kind of freaked out, you know.”

She nods, looks out the window, straightens her dress. In the distance, she can see the skyline of Houston, looming along the horizon.

“So I guess you’re going to be staying with us for a while now, huh?”

“Looks that way.”

“Any chance you’re going to tell me what happened up there?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Mom said it was pretty serious. Something about a political disagreement.”

“A political disagreement?” She laughs. “Really? That’s what she said?”

“Yeah. Why? It wasn’t?”

She looks at him but doesn’t answer. She can feel his curiosity, his eyes on her. There is no one in the world who knows her better than Richard, no one else who understands her like him, and for a moment she feels transparent, exposed, like he can see everything she’s thinking simply by looking at her. It has always been this way, though, their whole lives. There is Richard, and there is her, and then there is everyone else. For most of her childhood, he had been her best and only friend, her sole protector, her confidant, and even now she realizes that there is no one else in her life who she can trust with this information, no one else who she would even consider telling the story to. Still, thinking of Raja, she decides against it, decides instead to change the subject. “Where are you taking me anyway?” she says finally as they’re moving toward the exit.

“Back home. Back to Mom’s.”

She looks at him. “Can’t you take me somewhere else?”

“Like where?”

“Like anywhere. You know, anywhere but there.”

He steadies the wheel. “Well, I’m going to a club later, but I don’t think it’s really your type of club, if you know what I mean.” He looks at her and winks.

“I don’t care,” she says. “As long as they have booze, I really don’t care. And besides, I like gay clubs. Gay men are about the only type of men who are nice to me these days.”

He puts on his blinker, takes the exit.

“How are they doing anyway?” she says.

“Who?”

“Mom and Dad.”

He looks at her and shakes his head. “Last week Mom got the locks changed on the house.”

“Really? Why?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “I guess she didn’t want him sneaking into the house anymore and stealing her stuff. He still has his key, you know, and so I guess he kept coming by during his lunch break and hanging out there. I caught him once. He was just sitting around the kitchen, drinking a glass of wine, reading the paper.”

“God,” she says. “That’s depressing.”

“I know.”

She looks at him. “So, I guess they’re not talking still.”

“Nope. Not unless you count leaving hostile messages on each other’s voice mail as talking.”

She looks at her brother and sighs. In a way, she still feels guilty about it, guilty for leaving him here all alone to deal with their parents by himself, guilty for not being around when it all went down. It had been Richard who had had to deal with the brunt of it, Richard who had had to endure the fighting, the legal disagreements, the disassembling of the house. It had been Richard who had called her up that Sunday night in late October and told her the news, left that cryptic message on her voice mail: World War Three here, Chlo. I’m serious. All’s not well on the home front. Call me as soon as you can. And when she’d called, he’d been sweet, almost apologetic about it, like it had all been his fault. He’d listened to her as she’d cried for half the night, comforting her, reassuring her. And then finally, when she’d finished, when she’d finally exhausted herself, he’d started to laugh. Well, there’s one good thing about all this, you know.

What’s that?

No more family meals.

It had been a joke between them. Family meals. The one thing they both hated. The one thing they both despised. Their father sitting at the far end of the table, carving the meat, their mother sitting beside him, pretending to love him. The two of them sitting around obediently at the far end of the room, pretending to be two well-adjusted children in a well-adjusted home. It had been the greatest hypocrisy of all. These family meals. The greatest charade.

At the edge of the exit, Richard takes a left onto a side street, and suddenly the city of Houston comes into view: the neon-lit supermarkets, the taqueries, the giant palm trees swaying in the wind. This old familiar setting, the tropical paradise of her youth, coming back into view. She leans back in her seat and takes it all in.

As Richard pulls onto another street, she looks at him.

“You know, I read those poems you sent me.”

“Oh yeah? Which ones?”

“All of them,” she says, smiling at him. “They’re good.”

“You think?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, I’m not an expert or anything, but they’re definitely a lot better than that crap they publish in the literary magazine back at school.”

He looks at her and smiles. “Thanks,” he says. Then he idles the car at a stoplight. “You know, this professor of mine—this guy I’m working with—he’s been trying to get me to apply to grad school in creative writing. For poetry, you know.”

“You should.”

“Right,” he says. “Can you imagine what Dad would say?”

“Have you talked to him about it?”

“Well, no—I mean yeah, kind of. I mentioned it to him once and he was all, What? They actually have schools for that?”

Richard mimics his father’s voice, his consternation, until she finally laughs.

“It’s bad enough I’m gay. But a gay poet. I mean, I think that’s just a little too much for him.”

She laughs again and realizes then how long it’s been since she’s laughed like this. How long it’s been since she’s had a reason. She imagines Raja sitting in his motel room all alone, then his parents sitting in the room next door, spending their very last penny to get him legal counsel. She pushes this image from her mind, readjusts her seat, rolls down the window.

“I think I’m going to smoke,” she says.

“Be my guest.”

She reaches into her purse for the pack, just as a thin stream of rain comes into the car, dampening her lap. She pulls out a cigarette and lights it, then closes her eyes, letting the rain hit her face.

“You know,” Richard says after a moment, “I don’t know what happened up there at Stratham and, I mean, I don’t really need to know. You can tell me whenever you want. I just want you to know that if you ever feel like talking about it, you know, I’m here.” He looks at her. “I mean, you don’t have to worry about me saying shit to Mom and Dad.”

“I know that,” she says and smiles. Then she pats his hand. “Thanks.”

She leans back in her seat again and closes her eyes.

A moment later, Richard’s cell phone rings, and after a few brief exchanges, he pulls over on the side of the road and takes out a pen from the glove compartment and writes down something on his hand. An address? A number? When he finally hangs up, he looks at her and smiles.

“Change of plans,” he says.

“Oh yeah? What’s up?”

“Well, it looks like that club thing’s not going to be happening anymore. Something about the weather or something. Anyway, we’re going to a party instead.”

“Whose party?”

He turns up the radio and hits the gas, and for a moment she thinks she sees him smile. “Beto’s,” he says, winking. “This guy named Beto.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Port_9780307961075_epub_tp_r1.jpg
In Between Days

Andrew Porter

IR






OEBPS/images/Port_9780307961075_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
~hurkon or THE THEORY OF LIGHT
Fi

¥






OEBPS/images/Port_9780307961075_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





