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Foreword





This anthology is the product of the Love on the Road writing contest, which we ran between May and July of 2014. In our call for submissions, we asked writers around the world to send us their tales of love and travel, true or imagined.


This is the second time we’ve run the contest. The first iteration, in 2013, resulted in the anthology Love on the Road 2013: Twelve Tales of Love and Travel. We enjoyed it so much that we decided to do it again.


This time around, writers sent stories to us from Australia, Belgium, Canada, Italy, India, Ireland, Malawi, New Zealand, the Philippines, the UAE, the UK and the US. We selected our favourite twelve stories, which are published in this anthology. Nod Ghosh’s ‘Janus: A Path to the Future’ is true; the rest are fiction.


We then sent these twelve stories to our panel of judges, who selected the contest winners. First prize went to Shirley Fergenson for ‘Not a Finger More’. Second prize went to Tendayi Bloom for ‘Manila Envelope’. And third prize went to Marlene Olin for ‘Sunrise Over Sausalito’.


We would like to thank the judges: Alexander Cochran, an agent with London’s Conville & Walsh; Amanda Festa, managing editor of Boston’s Literary Traveler; Lucas Hunt, director of New York’s Orchard Literary; Jessu John, a Bangalore-based journalist and writer; and Vanessa O’Loughlin, founder of Irish publishing consultancy The Inkwell Group.


Thanks also to all those who were kind enough to share their writing with us.


—Sam Tranum and Lois Kapila


Dublin, January 2015



















1.


The Queue


Tendai Huchu





Tinotenda arrived just after ten in the morning and took his place in line. He knew right away that going on a bender the previous night had been a big mistake. The month end used to be fun. Back in the day, when he did his training, they used to look forward to their monthly cheques. There were fewer zeroes then – hell, he wasn’t even a millionaire – but you got more bang for your buck. His head throbbed and he promised God he would never drink that evil Eagle beer again. All God had to do in return was resume supplies of Castle, or even Lion. Was that too much to ask for? The Israelites got manna, Zimbabweans only wanted beer.


‘Is this the one for the post office?’ he asked the fat man in the Hawaiian shirt in front of him. The blue waves, tropical palms and surfboards were rather curious in a landlocked country.


‘I stood in that one for thirty minutes before I realised it was for bread!’ the fat man replied. A whiff of bad breath hit Tinotenda.


‘So this one is for the post office?’


‘What do you think?’


‘If I knew I wouldn’t be asking you.’


Tinotenda massaged his temples. The fat man turned away in a huff. What was that about? Tinotenda wondered. He studied the cool, hypnotic waves of the shirt and considered whether it was prudent to ask the next man in the queue. It would take some manoeuvring to get around the heap of Hawaiian flesh. A hand tapped his shoulder.


‘Bhudi, is this the queue for the post office?’ a small woman in a georgette dress asked him.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied honestly. ‘It should be. I certainly hope it is.’


The woman raised her eyebrows but she did not say anything. It was not uncommon for people to jump into a queue first and ask questions later. The mid-morning sun pulsed down on them. The tar shimmered under the sun’s oppressive brilliance, creating a mirage like cool water flowing down a stream. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. A prison lorry ambled along slowly on its way to the magistrates’ court. The prisoners were all dressed in white. Their shaved heads glistened and they became a throng of brown mirrors, dazzling and brilliant. The guards stood at the front, FN rifles resting casually at their sides. The lorry jolted as it hit a pothole and rolled on.


‘Hold my place. I will go up front and ask someone,’ the woman said.


He watched her walk past the fat man, studying her bony frame, swaying hips, elegant gait. The fat man was watching too, nodding his head appreciatively. A man dressed in blue overalls joined the queue and Tinotenda told him there was a woman before him. The man wanted to know if this was the queue for the post office. He would have to wait for the woman. The boutique to their left was almost bare. Still, it was open, selling pirated cassettes. Sungura music blared out, distorted by damaged speakers. It was shrill, with a hiss behind the wailing, depressed electric guitar. The song was a popular one:








Oweoo oweoo oweoo


My brother died


My wife left me


My son is a cripple


I have no other children


My father and mother are dead


Now I am dying.


Who will bury me?


Oweoo oweoo oweoo











And so it goes. Tinotenda fought the pangs from his empty stomach, the feeling of bile rising. The woman returned and took her place in the queue.


‘You’re a teacher aren’t you?’ she asked with a smile.


‘Are we in the right queue?’


‘I noticed the chalk dust on your trousers.’


The man in the overalls was craning forward to hear. She held vital information and was keeping everyone waiting. There was an air of suspense. Others, who’d since joined the queue, also waited on her verdict – right queue or nay. Tinotenda reasoned that she wouldn’t have been in this position of power if the fat man hadn’t been a jackass. This was the Information Age, after all.


‘Yes, I am a teacher. Now please answer my question: a) yes, b) no.’


‘Which school?’ she asked.


‘Oh, for the love of Jesus who died for all our sins!’ the man in overalls cried out.


‘Okay, I’m just joking, this is the right queue,’ she said, a smirk on her face.


There was a collective sigh of relief from the crowd that was growing behind them. They moved three steps forward and stopped again. A small victory against crushing inertia was won in that movement. It was progress. Tinotenda recalled a slogan he taught his pupils: forward ever, backward never.


He thought of changing banks. The Post Office and Savings Bank had been his bank since childhood, but it seemed the service only became slower and worse with the years. He’d stuck with them through the ’90s when the government had floated a bizarre proposal to raid savers’ deposits to fund war veterans’ annuities. They’d decided against that in the end. It was easier just to print the money. Tinotenda felt he would be better off with Standard Chartered, Barclays or even CABS. There were queues in those other banks, yes, but they seemed to move faster. The folks who stood in those queues, as a rule, were better dressed, to the extent of even wearing purposeful looks.


The man in overalls verbally calculated whether he could make the bread queue next. A woman behind him said he would have been better off bringing someone else with him so they could have got places in both queues. She went on to explain that that’s what she’d done, and that she also had a child in the bottle-deposits queue at TM. There was a hint of pride in her voice, as if holding places in three queues simultaneously was a triumph in itself.


I wish I’d got a post in Harare, Tinotenda thought. He hated Bindura, its smallness, the old colonial buildings, the slow pace of life, how everyone knew one another. The street-lights seldom worked. ZESA hammered the town with load-shedding but mysteriously maintained power to the mines. That was all there was to the town: a huge gold mine and an even bigger nickel mine. The men in overalls and khakis strutted about the place like they owned it and thumbed their noses at people like him. To them, it seemed being unemployed was a lot more respectable than being a pen-pusher. The little town had one main road that you could walk down, from end to end, in less than a quarter of an hour. Tinotenda wondered how he’d ended up in such a backwater dump.


‘I’m a student you know,’ the woman in the georgette said.


He bowed his head slowly. Even the slightest movement made his brain feel like it was banging against his skull. He was assaulted by Hawaiian blue in front of him, and her dazzling orangey autumn colours from behind.


‘Have you got any Cafemol?’ he asked.


She rummaged through her denim handbag and handed him a pack of Anadin.


‘Thanks,’ he said, taking two and handing the pack back.


The queue inched forward, one more small victory – two, if he counted the tablets. That was the only way to take things these days. It was easy to get caught up in a spiral of despair. The woman was looking at him intently, as if waiting for him to say something else.


‘What are you studying?’ he asked.


‘I’ll give you two guesses.’


‘Look, I’m grateful for the pills, but I’m not really in the mood.’


‘Your eyes are very red.’


She turned away from him and looked down the road to the GG Café, door wide open, shelves empty. Why did they bother opening up? Why did they keep coming to work? Why didn’t everyone just curl up and die quietly? Tinotenda wondered what it was that kept the entire nation going. He saw news reports of starving folk in the rural areas. They reminded him of pictures from Somalia in the early 90s, when he was still at college. In the face of this never-ending misery, there was something, hidden – an elementary particle, fundamental, unknown to science – that said life was still worth clinging on to. The worse things became, the more precious it seemed.


‘We must be mad,’ he said to no one in particular.


‘Depends on how you define madness,’ the woman said to him.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Sithabile – Star, to you.’


‘How can you be so cheerful in this?’ He gestured, his hand making a wide sweep across the bleak street. Oweoo oweoo oweoo.


‘How can I not be, Mr Teacher? What people don’t understand is the true meaning of queues. They think queues are an inconvenience. A waste of time. But are they? Think of where we would be right now if there was no queue. We’d all be in the post office, scrambling, punching, scratching – survival of the fittest. No, queues are the height of civilisation. The last line of defence against chaos.’


‘It’s this passivity that got us into this situation in the first place.’ Tinotenda watched the fat man let a friend cut in front of him, forcing everyone to take a step back. ‘You see what I’m talking about?’


‘The alternative is so much worse. You forget that at the end of the queue lies hope. That’s what is in your heart right now. The faith that your fellow men will keep their places, despite all provocation, and that at the end of it we will all attain our goal. The queue forces us to put trust in our fellow man.’


‘What are you studying?’


‘Marketing, at the Bindura University.’


‘One day you will be selling positions in queues at the rate you’re going.’


‘I’ll be selling hope,’ she said with a smile, as if she were the teacher, full of infinite patience, speaking to a pupil who just didn’t get it.


An old woman walked by with a reed basket on her head. Tinotenda stopped her and bought two freezits for a few grand. He gave one to Star. She looked surprised and thanked him. He sucked the cold juice and downed his Anadin. Litter tumbled down the road, blown by a gentle wind which mercifully cooled them. Maize cobs, plastic bottles, paper bags, leaves and debris floated by, dancing in the wind as they went.


Cars were lining up on the lane opposite. They were aimed at the Total garage at the T-junction ahead. A tanker had just arrived and was pumping fuel into the tank. The drivers waited patiently, their engines switched off to save precious fuel. A few were on their cell phones, no doubt telling friends there’d been a petrol delivery. A pickup going in the opposite direction spotted this queue, made an abrupt U-turn and joined in. Tinotenda listened to the hum of the tanker. He watched the garage attendants in the shade, chatting with the tanker driver as they watched their new queue grow longer and longer.


The post office was coming into view now. It was a small, cream-coloured colonial building with a red-tiled roof. Standing in the middle of the town, it flew a multi-coloured Zimbabwean flag alongside a blue one for the postal service. The flags fluttered in the wind. To Tinotenda’s dismay, a guard in green overalls and a green hard hat stepped out.


‘It’s lunch hour,’ the guard announced.


He used his baton to separate those who were inside from those at the entrance and shut the doors.


‘Unbelievable,’ said Tinotenda.


‘Well, they have to eat something too, don’t they?’ Star said.


‘I’m not saying they shouldn’t have a break. But wouldn’t it make more sense for them to stagger their breaks so service isn’t disrupted?’


‘Isn’t it better for them to eat together, like a family?’ Star was unconcerned. It was as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Tinotenda decided she was young and she hadn’t seen a world before this one. This abnormality was her version of normal, and so she accepted it.


‘What are we going to do with our lunch hour?’ He couldn’t mask the sarcasm in his voice.


Tinotenda sat down on the pavement. He leant his back against the wrought-iron burglar bars of Sales House. He turned and saw a few outfits inside, and staff looking forlornly outside. He used to shop in there, back in the day. He had an account at Edgars too. When did he last buy new clothes? Thank goodness for the flea market, with its bales of used American clothes, donated, now on sale.


Across the road, he watched the queue of vehicles move forward – making progress. He’d long since stopped dreaming of ever owning a car. He was pushing thirty, around that age one begins to make peace with the world, worn down by years of compromise and dreams that have turned to nought. It was now clear to him that a roof over his head and at least one square meal a day was all he could ever ask for. A pickup with a Trojan Horse, the mine’s logo, was bumper to bumper with a blue Toyota Cressida. The driver of the pickup was his age, square-jawed and confident.


The Anadins were kicking in. The headache eased off. The sun had drifted overhead, so they were now in the shade of the shop verandas. Flakes of peeling paint rained down like snow from the asbestos roofing sheets. Oweoo oweoo oweoo. An old Peugeot 405 coughed up acrid black smoke as it inched forward. Beads of sweat formed on Tinotenda’s face. He took slow breaths and waited. It reminded him of the last election. He’d queued all day to vote. Within a week he had learnt that his vote had not counted. It had changed nothing. Every time he was in a queue, he could not help thinking that the whole country was waiting, waiting for something. But each queue only led to the next and the next and the next – an infinity of queues stretching out through space and time.


They heard the old doors of the post office creak open. Slowly, they stood and faced forward once more. The feeling that he was making progress returned as they shuffled a few steps forward. Tinotenda tried to gauge the distance to the doors against the speed they’d been moving at and calculated that he was going to make it. A woman walked by carrying a bundle of firewood on her head. With one hand, she cradled a baby, who suckled on her left breast, which was poking out through her torn blouse. With the other, she carried a gallon of cooking oil. People walked to and fro. The town was always packed at the end of the month.


‘What do you want to do when you finish uni?’ he asked Star.


‘Anything, the world is my oyster.’


‘You’re kidding right?’


‘Why should I be? There are opportunities here. Most people just don’t see them because they’re locked up in their self-pity. I mean look at us right now. All these people in a queue to get money. If I stood in front of the post office with the right product, I’d take all their money away in a heartbeat.’


‘You could sell a fridge to an Eskimo.’


‘Or maybe to a Shona,’ she laughed.


He noticed her pearly white teeth and the flawless caramel skin that glistened with a sprinkling of sweat on her brow. Her eyes were hazel and twinkled when she smiled.


Tinotenda was lost, hypnotised in them, until he realised he was being rude, staring. He abruptly turned away, feeling embarrassed. He could feel his heartbeat. One, two, one, two. They inched forward, making progress. Time slowed down in the queue as the burning sun arced through the sky. His thoughts drifted from his landlord to Star and back to his landlord. The rent was going up again; his salary was not. Star, Star, Star, twinkling behind him. Teachers and students – oil and water, he thought.


There were so many voices in the queue, talking at once. People who had been strangers just hours earlier now discovered some bond. Some spoke about the rains, which had failed to fall again. A voice, right at the back, was loudly revealing how it had noticed a pattern and come up with a foolproof strategy for winning the lotto. Someone asked for the method, but the voice refused, choosing instead to talk about how it was going to spend the money.


‘Jesus has done miracles for me this year. He can do miracles for you too,’ a woman at the front with a shrill voice was saying.


‘No, no, no … it’s not a pyramid scheme, it’s called multi-level marketing. You pay five million, then you can go for meetings in Harare. When you get ten people to join, and they get another ten to join, you are given fifty million. My cousin who made me join has just harvested his fifty,’ the fat man said to his queue-jumping comrade.


Tinotenda listened to the voices, his mind tripping, returning to Star, oscillating between her and the world around them. We are the fish and the people are the sea. The queue kept moving forward. Tinotenda smiled to himself as if there were no one else about. He now stood at the threshold.


The guard emerged and held his baton to Tinotenda’s chest. It was a short, stout phallus with a rope that was tied around the guard’s wrist.


‘Right, there is no more money. It is finished,’ he said.


‘We’ve been here all day!’ the overalls man shouted.


‘We don’t print money here. Come back tomorrow. There’s nothing I can do. Don’t shoot the messenger.’


The guard bolted the door, locking them out.


Tinotenda saw how close he was. Had the fat man’s friend not jumped the queue, he’d have made it. The people in the queue hung about for a while, as though they expected the guard to come out and say it was a prank. A few voices of dissent grumbled for form’s sake and then fizzled out. Tinotenda felt a hand on his shoulder.


‘I guess we’ll meet here tomorrow, same time?’ Star said.


‘A little earlier may be better.’


He watched her walk away until she was swallowed up by the crowd. She was autumn orange, appearing and disappearing, twinkling, twinkling as she went. Tinotenda walked away a happy man; he had a date tomorrow with the queue.



















2.


Sunrise over Sausalito


Marlene Olin





Monroe Rosenberg figured that a nursing home was like a hotel. He had checked himself into the South Beach Senior Center. By God he could check himself out.


His downward slide began the day he hit eighty. He ate lunch at the Van Dyke, bought himself a New York Times, and was taking his usual three-mile stroll up and down the Lincoln Road Mall. Suddenly, a crack in the pavement appeared out of nowhere. He lurched forward and landed like a tumbled bag of groceries. His eyeglasses flew in one direction, his cane another. A tropical breeze blew his newspapers like tumbleweeds along the street.


Monroe had prided himself on both his independence and his good health. When his wife Goldie died ten years earlier, he didn’t cry in his soup like other widowers. He learned which buttons to push on the microwave and how to wash his clothes. Monroe had served four years in the Navy unscathed. Now a simple flaw in the cement redirected his life. His hip cracked like an egg.


The visions started the first week in the rehab centre. Monroe was wide awake. He tackled Sudoku puzzles and kept track of his investments. There was nothing wrong with his mind. And keeping your thoughts intact was no easy task in an institution. Half of the patients spoke Spanish while the other half spoke to Elvis. So when the visions flashed on his TV screen, right there in Technicolor like a commercial, he didn’t flinch.


One minute he was watching CNN and the next minute he was watching his funeral. A rabbi he didn’t recognise stood at a podium. As old and stooped as Monroe, his liver-spotted hands grew shakier from one vision to the next. For the next seventeen minutes, the rabbi would tell a story so distorted and distanced from the truth that it was only at the end that Monroe realised it was about him.


‘And now will you please bow your heads and say a prayer for our friend and neighbour, not to mention beloved uncle, Monroe Rosenberg.’


Then the crowd – the men straight from the golf course in their pastel-coloured shirts, a handful of Goldie’s friends in pearls and going-to-synagogue suits – chanted Kaddish. In the front row sat Goldie’s nephew Carter. Curling his fingers into a fist and thwacking his chest, he out-cried them all.


For years, Carter had been like a son. He had been directionless, bouncing from one job to the next. Then one night Goldie sat Monroe down at their kitchen table. She had baked mandlebreit and made him tea. Monroe dunked the cookie into the cup, counted the seconds, extracted the cookie and, just as he was taking that first satisfying bite, Goldie launched a surprise attack.


‘My nephew Carter, I know he’s been a schlimazel, a constant source of worry to my poor sister, but he tries hard. What he needs is a break. An opportunity. I was thinking maybe at the Woodmere store, you could show him the ropes.’


Monroe had a gift for business. First one clothing store than another had sprung up like mushrooms, all over Long Island. Monroe admitted he could use the help. Soon, he and Carter were visiting the factories in China, hefting bolts of fabric, checking dye lots, inspecting samples for defects and pulls. Then, a year before Goldie’s death, just when they figured out the chemo wasn’t working, Carter stole Monroe’s list of contacts. By the time they called in the hospice people, Carter had opened his own chain.


Monroe had never known such betrayal. And now Carter sat in the first row like the heir apparent, commandeering the high-profile seats with his third or fourth wife – who could keep track? – and blowing his nose like a bugle.


‘Did you see that?’ Monroe pointed to the TV. It wasn’t one of those fancy models that hung on the wall. This one was a behemoth, an antique, a box thirty-six inches wide, plopped on a black plastic cart.


‘Wardell, I’m talking to you. Are you deaf?’


The black orderly looked around, hoping there was someone else in the room. He stared at his reflection in the mirror. Green scrubs, latex gloves, his bald head in need of a fresh shave.


‘You want me to change the channel?’


Monroe felt like a prisoner in his own body, caged by bed rails one minute, tethered to his wheelchair the next.


‘Look. Look at that for Christ’s sake! The man with the hat is the rabbi. That idiot in the first row is my nephew Carter. Don’t you see them? Don’t you see them?’


The orderly walked over to Monroe’s hospital bed, plumped the pillows, sighed.


‘Mr R, you seem a bit agitated.’


‘A washing machine gets agitated. This is not agitated.’ His cheeks blotched purplish red, Monroe began to shout. ‘Do I look agitated?’


Up and down the rows, Monroe searched for faces from his past. He had been an only child. His father had been a haberdasher in Brooklyn, his mother a seamstress. They worked with their hands while the radio blared, their lives in rhythm with their machines.


They called him a change-of-life baby – a baby that comes after you’ve converted the empty nursery into a sewing room. They were going to move out West, they always told Monroe, but his birth changed everything. His mother, a blond, blue-eyed beauty, had dreamt of travelling the world. She framed magazine pictures of California and hung them up on walls of their home. The Golden Gate Bridge. Yosemite. Lake Tahoe. Whenever she’d walk by them, she’d touch them with her fingertips as if each were a mezuzah containing a hidden prayer. ‘Life,’ she would tell her son, ‘sends you detours.’


Wardell shook his head. ‘You should consider some of them pills, Mr R.’


‘You can take my pills and shove them up your ass, Wardell. I hate pills! And they can’t force me to take them either!’


There are a lot of crazy white people in here, but not this old man, thought Wardell. This old man has all his pistons firing. He smiled, unzipping his mouth slowly from one side to the other so that the old man could count his teeth.


‘I imagine it’s a gift, Mr R. Being a guest at your own funeral. It’s a gift.’


Monroe raised his eyebrows. ‘A gift?’ The old man pointed a gnarled and crooked finger at the TV. ‘This isn’t a dream. It’s more like a nightmare. And it’s real, I tell you. As real as you are, standing in this room.’


Monroe lay back in his bed and rested his head. The orderly gently placed two fingers on his wrist and checked his pulse.


‘I used to dream about my college graduation,’ said the orderly. ‘The dream seemed so real I could touch it. Like it was in fucking 3D. I was wearing that hat with the tassels, the long black gown, walking down the aisle. And there was my mama in the first row, crying and yelling my name. “Wardell! Wardell!” Sometimes the mind gets night and day confused. Hope and reality can get confused, too.’


The orderly had an accent, a Caribbean lilt to his voice. Up and down like ocean waves, the sounds began to lull Monroe to sleep. His eyelids fluttered. A shiver jolted his hand.


‘Did you graduate?’


‘Had to drop out the first semester. My father died. Never had a chance to go back.’


Whenever Monroe tried to remember his father, he couldn’t visualise his face or hear his voice. Only a heavy brown coat came to mind. Monroe would be in his pyjamas, listening with his mother to Molly Goldberg, when his father would open the front door and let the wind rush in. Then he’d throw his tan fedora on their hall tree, take off his coat, and hang it in the closet. Monroe remembered a cuff, a sleeve. His father would be dead by the time he was five. Cancer. The chemicals in the hat factory, his mother would say. To this day, whenever a draft chilled the room, Monroe would picture that sleeve.


His uncle Hymie filled the gaps. If his mother was short with a mortgage payment, her brother would send a cheque. When Monroe got a girl in trouble, Uncle Hymie made those arrangements, too. All those years he and Goldie tried to get pregnant and nothing happened. But when he had been only sixteen, his chest still as hairless as a child’s, he had knocked someone up. His uncle’s receptionist no less.


For a short six months, he had been in love. Monroe was always a sturdy kid, built like a tree stump. Short, wide, grounded. When his uncle offered him a job at his furniture store, he couldn’t turn down the extra cash. Bureaus, beds, tables. There was nothing Monroe couldn’t lift. Soon he developed muscles he never knew existed. Bulges grew under his shirts.


Gretchen noticed. She was in her twenties. Her face and neck were talcum-powdered, her nails and her lips painted a bright fire-engine red. No girl, let alone a full-bodied woman, had ever taken an interest in Monroe before. Soon she was lurking in the supply closet and bumping into him in the halls. For a few short seconds the world spun.


When she told him she was pregnant, he couldn’t believe a momentary blip – her hand on his zipper, his hand on her breast – was all it took. Monroe was sure he’d lose his job. He dreamt at night about the Bowery, living in a one-room tenement with Gretchen, the baby screaming all day and all night. But his uncle surprised him. Another detour, thought Monroe. Another path in a whole new direction.


‘You know you’re not the only fella in this woman’s purview,’ said Hymie. ‘By God she has a black book! A black book with names!’


Monroe had been wondering why his uncle had hired a receptionist who couldn’t type. Gretchen had a voice that squeaked like a rusty hinge. Customers hung up the phone when she answered.


‘And every other month she threatens to show the goddamned book to your Aunt Myra!’


Maybe Hymie didn’t want competition in the bedroom. Weeks later, he farmed Monroe out to another businessman. Carl ‘Fits Like a Glove’ Yankowitz. He sold women’s shoes and accessories, whatever overstocks he could find. Monroe learned the retail-clothing business, and Hymie and Myra stayed happily married for almost fifty years. Friday nights, Monroe’s mother would cook them dinner, her small way of saying thanks. Hymie, his breath soured from cigarettes, his big belly tugging at the buttons on his shirt, would sidle up to Monroe at the kitchen table.


‘My friend Yankowitz, is he treating you right?’


Monroe knew Carl was cooking the books. He underpaid his help and schtupped the secretaries. ‘He’s treating me okay.’


‘He’s a goniff. A thief and a scoundrel. You couldn’t pay for a better education!’


Hymie saw Monroe off when he boarded his first ship out to sea and stood alongside his mother at his wedding. Hymie lived long enough to meet Goldie. He liked Goldie. He always wanted them to have children right off the bat.


Carter wasn’t the only fixture in his dreams. There was Abe Bernstein, who cheated at golf, moving the ball when he thought no one was looking. The stockbroker, he forgot his name, who always advised him to buy high and sell low. And Goldie’s friends. Yetta or Etta. Marlene or Eileen. He wasn’t sure. There they sat with their dyed black hair, dabbing their orange cheeks with their tissues, looking in their compacts every five minutes to make sure their mascara hadn’t run. God, how he hated those women. They surrounded Goldie like a tidal pool, circling her, feeding off of her good nature – My, my we’d love an invitation to your country club! – then abandoned her when she got sick. A get-well card, a potted plant, the detritus of friendship. Of all the villains who inhabited his visions, they were the worst.


Two months later, they moved Monroe from rehab into the nursing-home wing. Wardell got himself transferred, too. The two of them found a connection, a symbiotic relationship. They read the New York Times together, ogled Baywatch reruns on TV, and figured out ways to undermine the system. Monroe would fake symptoms and Wardell would pocket the drugs.


‘Symbiotic. Write that down, Wardell.’ Monroe had lifted another writing pad (‘Lipitor: Don’t Kid Yourself’) from the nurses’ station.


It was clear to him that the orderly was one of the more intelligent employees of the nursing home. Wardell was kind to the alter kockers reduced to bibs and diapers. He followed sports. He was reasonably well-informed about current events. Yet he had the vocabulary of an eight-year-old.


‘We have a remunerative kinship, my friend. Write that down. Remunerative. I keep my head clear of medication and you keep yourself stocked in crack or meth or whatever else strikes your fancy.’


‘I’m not an addict, Mr R. I told you. I ain’t making money off your pills. They’re more like barter. I’m using them to barter for things I need.’


But the orderly couldn’t be by Monroe’s side every minute of the day. And one night all the forces in the universe colluded against Monroe.


He had dreamt again of his funeral. A green tarp. Four poles. Carter was shovelling dirt on his casket while his cell phone rang.


‘Here,’ he said to the rabbi. ‘I’ve got to take this.’


Then he handed the shovel to the rabbi like a baton in a relay race. Turning his back, he flipped open his phone. Goldie’s friends cocked their ears in Carter’s direction. What else could they do? He was speaking so loud. He always spoke so goddamned loud, making wide swooping gestures with his arms. And such a suit! Silver pinstripes on black worsted wool, double-breasted with a nice narrow lapel. Monroe felt upstaged at his own funeral.


He woke up with a start. His heart was beating so violently that he looked down at his chest to see if the sheets were moving. And in those few moments while his head wasn’t clear, when he wasn’t quite sure if he was asleep or awake, he decided to take a leak. He forgot he was eighty years old. He forgot he was in the nursing home. Like he had done for decades, he swung his legs to the side of the bed, somehow vaulted over the side rails, and started walking to the bathroom. Five steps later, his hip gave out.


The call button around his neck landed between his shoulder blades. His arm was sandwiched between his bad hip and the floor. No matter how much he turned and twisted, Monroe couldn’t find the leverage to get up. For eight hours he lay on the floor. Wardell found him the next morning.


‘Anything feel broke? What were you thinking, man? What were you thinking?’


‘I’m thinking we should get the hell out of here,’ said Monroe. ‘You and me. Skedaddle. Head for the highlands.’


It didn’t take much for the orderly to lift him. Monroe must have weighed a hundred pounds.


‘How ’bout I make a run to McDonalds? Bring us both back Quarter Pounders?’


‘How ’bout if you shove that happy meal up your ass?’ answered Monroe. Every bone in his body ached. He ran his hand up his legs and ribs, doing a quick inventory. ‘I’m not kidding. I’m checking myself of out this dump. I checked myself in. I can check myself out.’


‘How you know that?’


‘The social worker – Maisy or Daisy, the one with the big tits – told me. There’s a patient bill of rights, you know.’


His chin up in the air, Monroe tapped his fingers. He watched as Wardell tucked in the sheets extra tight. The old man could barely move, let alone contemplate another stroll. He grabbed the orderly’s wrist.


‘I mean it.’ Monroe clung to that wrist like a life preserver and wouldn’t let go. ‘I’m leaving. Gonna get myself to the state of Washington and die on my own terms. Kaput! State-sanctioned and approved.’


He stared at the orderly and squeezed the wrist harder.


‘You wanna come?’


Over the next several weeks, Monroe planned his journey. Maps were sprawled across his bed. Whether he was in the cafeteria or the hallway, the PT room or the lounge, he had a pen tucked behind one ear and a guidebook in his lap.


‘There’s no one you need to talk to about this?’ asked Wardell. ‘Your nephew? Your friends?’


‘You see them lining up by my door?’ asked Monroe. ‘Paying me social calls? I’ve spoken to my attorney, Bob Finkle. He’s arranging the video. He’s getting a few shrinks to testify that I’m of sound mind and shitty body. Then we head to Seattle.’


He opened a joint bank account with Wardell and dumped a hundred grand into it. They bought an SUV with a V8 engine, top-of-the-line everything. Monroe took care of the paperwork and itinerary. The orderly took care of the rest.


Wardell knew his job was a dead end. Giving the nursing home notice was easy. Telling his mother goodbye was a lot harder. He sat her down by the kitchen table. His mother had cooked him his favourite foods. Roast chicken, scalloped potatoes. But everything tasted like metal lately. He made a mental note.


‘It’ll be for a year, tops. Me and Mr R. are going to see the country. The Grand Canyon. The Rocky Mountains. Then we’re making our way through California and up the West Coast.’


His mother faced the sink, crying as she washed the dishes, her shoulders jerking, her voice gargling the words.


‘And that old white man is paying you? This is one crazy idea, Wardell. This whole scheme is coated in crazy. You ever think of that?’


‘Then at least he’s seen Big Sur, Momma. And Monterey. And the sunrise over Sausalito.’


There was a lot more he wanted to tell her but couldn’t. Two years earlier, he’d been diagnosed with the low blood. Pre-leukaemia they called it. Hell, it was supposed to stay like that for years. He only had to make it to Seattle.


‘I’ll try to call every week, Momma,’ knowing it for a lie. She was too poor to afford a computer or a fancy phone. Wardell looked at his mother one last time. Her apron had a lifetime of stains. Her lined face was a road map of heartache. There was a story behind each and every gray hair. And before he lost it, before the whole meal rose up in his throat, Wardell got out of his chair and left.


The trip took two months. They stopped in motel chains from one coast of the country to the other. The days flew by in a blur. They ate homemade rice pudding in twenty different diners and saw the world’s largest ball of twine. Wardell pushed Monroe’s wheelchair up the Continental Divide and wheeled it through the grand Mormon temple in Salt Lake City.


Some days they did nothing. At night, they each lay in their twin beds, the TV always blaring in the background. But the dreams not only persisted for Monroe, they became more detailed and intense. He followed the funeral procession from the cemetery to Carter’s home just as if he were sitting in the limo beside him. He watched Abe Bernstein rinse his hands with a pitcher of water. Each of Goldie’s friends daintily wrapped pastries in paper napkins before dropping them inside their purses.


‘Maybe they’re visions,’ said Wardell. ‘Like the Indians have. Or like that kid in the movie with the sixth sense.’


‘He saw dead people. In this dream, only I’m dead. Everyone else is having a party! A fucking party! Counting my money on the way to the bank!’


It seemed no matter how hard he tried to escape the dreams, they followed him. He looked at Lake Mead and saw a mirror framed in black crêpe. When he gazed at the Montana horizon, all he saw was an endless tablecloth, rows of half-eaten bagels and lipsticked plastic forks. The flotsam and jetsam of life, thought Monroe, washing up on the shore.


San Francisco, they both decided, was their favourite city. They drove to Chinatown every night, sampling the dim sum from one small restaurant to the next. They never ate with the tourists. They’d peer inside storefronts and look for the places crowded with Asian faces, bustling with foreign tongues. They drove down Lombard Street, gassing the engine on the curves. And when they sat underneath the great redwood trees of Muir Woods, all they could think of was God.


‘Do you think he exists?’ asked Wardell.


He had brought them lunch. A dozen white takeout containers sat on a picnic table, the chopsticks still in them. They had feasted on leftover dumplings and eggrolls, gorging themselves on grease, the grease making its way down their chins and onto their shirts. While Monroe sat in his wheelchair, Wardell sprawled on the grass. He looked up at the tallest trees in the world and blew a long slow whistle between his teeth.


‘If he exists, he’s not paying attention most of the time,’ Monroe said. ‘Probably sitting up in heaven with a six-pack in one hand, a remote in the other, looking down during commercials.’


‘And not all the commercials,’ said Wardell. They were finishing each other’s sentences now. ‘Just the ones for women’s products. Some of the others can be mighty entertaining.’


‘Better than the TV shows,’ added Monroe.


They gazed up at the treetops, looking upwards.


‘Finkle said the papers are final. You’re officially adopted. Your mom okay with that?’


Wardell nodded. He hadn’t spoken to his mother since they’d left Miami. He imagined her sitting at the kitchen table, opening the legal notice, her mouth wide.


‘Maybe we should re-evaluate our options.’ Wardell stood up and busied his hands, collecting the leftovers. ‘Look how well you’ve been doing. Life’s been good.’


He dumped the cartons into the bear-proof metal garbage can and folded the tablecloth neatly, following the creases as if it were a flag.


‘I drove us here,’ said Wardell. He wiped a tear before the old man could see it. ‘I can drive us home.’


There was a hitch in the orderly’s voice. A little hiccup of pain. Monroe glanced at Wardell. When a breeze brushed their faces, they both trembled. Then Monroe stared one more time at the sky.


‘We still haven’t tried the Ghirardelli ice cream place,’ said Monroe. ‘I think I may have one unclogged artery left.’


In Seattle, they checked into one of those all-suite motels that throw in a breakfast, a happy hour and a little kitchenette. They bought groceries and magazines. Water and batteries. They even got new haircuts.


‘We need to get ready!’ Monroe bellowed. ‘It’ll be a long siege.’


Bandages and first-aid supplies. Cans and cans of tuna. Jars and jars of peanut butter.


‘It’s our final bunker,’ said Monroe. ‘Our Alamo. We need reinforcements.’


Finkel found them local counsel. There were legal papers, perhaps more videos, a consultation with a prescribing physician. In two months, tops, they would be ready. Monroe’s will would be finalised and Wardell would be rich. Rich enough to buy his mother a house, rich enough to get a college degree. In two months’ time they would be ready. They had a plan.


And then the nosebleeds started. One morning, Wardell had an infected hangnail. That night, there was a red line up his arm.


‘I think I need to go to the hospital.’ He rolled up his shirtsleeves. ‘My blood problem. I think it’s kicked into high gear.’


The old man stared at the arm. Wardell’s hand was so swollen it looked like the skin would burst. Monroe reached over to touch it. All five fingers were hot.


A week later, Monroe had set up a new bunker at the Hutchinson Cancer Center. He appropriated a corner of the visitor’s lounge, where he parked his wheelchair, a grocery bag of snacks, a pile of sweaters. They had stabilised Wardell and were searching the blood-marrow registries for a match. Monroe was frantic. All his life he had wanted a son and now he was slipping away. The doctors saw the old man in the halls and ran the other way. Each time he confronted them, the same conversation played out.


‘My marrow’s not good enough? Take all you want. Carve me open with Ginsu knives! Blast me with a bazooka!’


Whether it was a nurse or a doctor, the same response would follow. Loudly, because they thought the elderly were deaf. Slowly, because they thought the elderly were stupid.


‘First of all, you’re too old. Second, you’re not a relative. Third, you’d have to match. The blood. It has to be a match.’


Monroe would yank his wispy hair in disbelief. Tufts stood straight out. Wasn’t it obvious to everyone that he was the boy’s father? The old man looked at the orderly and saw Goldie’s smile, his father’s hands, his mother’s hopes. They had embarked – where was that writing pad? – on a journey and now life had sent them another detour.









OEBPS/01_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781910742013_cover_epub.jpg





