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Far from Home

 

Vincent Traughber Meis


Man in a Shalwar Kameez

It’s a coffee-colored afternoon: thick, murky, unsweetened, bitter, poured in a long stream from a dallah, hot but cooling rapidly. The air is the color of cardamom seeds, their skin, their eyes. This time of day the same dull brown coats the inside of his head after a rising time of 4:30 a.m., fumbling in darkness to strangle the alarm. He sees the days, weeks, months stretched out in front of him, a path paved in riyals, leading him through the wan desert and, he hopes, toward an oasis. Or is it only a mirage? How much longer does he have to be in the Kingdom? He glances at his watch, calculating the amount of money he has made in the last hour, a pittance compared to the CEO of the international company he works for, though for him and his pre-Saudi life, a fortune.

A thunderstorm that morning flashed out of the murky sky, pummeling this flat wide expanse of beach with a long rain. Rainstorms in the desert are a new phenomenon for him. For days a ceiling has pressed down lower and lower, alternately dropping and holding back its holy water, instantly sullied by its touching of the land. A chain of dirty puddles formed upon a resistant ground, hurrying to stagnation, calling mosquitoes to come perform their pagan rituals of breeding. Garbage, carried by the wind, strewn across the sand, has summoned flies and maggot producers of all types. He steps gingerly toward the sea, avoiding broken bottles and rusting cans, happily less vulnerable in his sneakers than the Saudis in their sandals.

His eyes squint against the gritty air, and pluck from this soiled landscape a man of fine features, an apparition, his white shalwar kameez fluttering in the breeze, bushy dark hair uncovered, not Saudi, Urdu speaker most likely by his attire. But he is real. His beckoning smile cleans the air and calms the American’s rancor, transforming it to the far more dangerous trap of desire. What had he been angry about? He doesn’t remember. No doubt a minor annoyance due to an inexplicable part of his host country’s culture.

“Hello,” the man says, tugging lightly on his thick mustache. “Where you from?”

“American, and you?”

“Pakistani. I am Adil.”

They shake hands. “I’m Mark.”

Adil releases his hand and touches his heart. “Nice to meet you,” he says in a beguiling accent. The sun attempts to burn its way through the cloud cover, but the Pakistani’s black eyes are already shining, providing light. “What you do?”

“Just walking.”

“Me, too. Watch out.” He points out a piece of glass. He’s wearing dressy black boots. “My day off I come here to visit friends.”

“From where?”

“Jubail. I work there. And you?”

“I’m at the Navy base. I teach English.”

“Oh, maybe you help me with my English.” Eyebrows rise high above his smile, white teeth, suggesting an exchange of some sort. “We go have coffee?”

“Yes, but please, no Arabic coffee.”

“Ha ha. Maybe you like it sweet.”

They walk back to the corniche and cross to the shopping center on the other side. Just inside the entrance to the bustling center with a lofty roof of skylights is a café, tables between planters filled with lush plastic plants. They order cappuccinos and sit in the male section separated from the smaller family section where several women sit, black shadows of human form you can see through the latticework dividers if you are so inclined.

Adil glances toward the family section. “Are you married?”

It is always one of the first questions. Trick question. Mark wonders what the correct answer is. He can say he was, but he’s divorced now. Or never married. He decides on a simple no. “And you?”

“Not yet. I work here to finish my contract, then I go back and get married.” He shows his pearly white teeth again. He’s old enough to have crow’s feet, a few strands of gray in his hair. He wears the kameez open halfway down, his hairy chest peeking above his tank top.

A man in Western clothes, Mediterranean looks, passes by, looks up, and shouts an angry threat. The pigeon takes flight as do several others who have been cooing on the rafters. The man goes to the counter and asks for a napkin, brushes his shoulder. Adil laughs. “Maybe is good luck for him,” Adil says. “Let’s go for a drive. Prayer call is coming.”

“You have a car?”

“Yes. You surprised?”

“No. That’s cool.” Mark, despite being much higher in the hierarchy of foreign workers, relies on public transportation. As they exit, Adil puts his hand lightly on Mark’s lower back, entreating him to go first out of the cool into heat. The sun has made a brief appearance but is dropping behind the layer of haze, perpetually lounging on the horizon. They walk side by side. High in the minaret a speaker crackles and a voice begins. It is the Asr prayer call.

“You don’t go to the mosque?”

Adil turns to Mark with a smirk. “Not today.”

“Why not today?”

“Because I meet a new friend.”

Movement surrounds them as shops close. Screeching metal doors slide down tight tracks cutting through the damp air, sounding like screams until they are drowned by the sudden shot-like explosion of the fully extended doors striking the pavement. From across the street comes the clang of gates brought together and the eerie rattle of a chain joining them in a clumsy embrace. The sounds echo up and down the block as a car speeds by on the corniche, honking at each intersection sending shadowy figures scurrying, gripping more tightly the plastic shopping bags dangling from their wrists. Men duck into cars and alleys as the scarves on their heads flap with the sudden haste.

“Come on,” says Adil as he picks up the pace, and a short time later stops at a car. “Ta da!” It is not pretty. The white Nissan is several years old and suffering from the sea air. “This is my baby. Don’t laugh.”

They get on the road out into the desert. Mark has no idea where they’re going or if he’ll ever make it back, something he tries not to think about as he sits in the death seat with a mad Pakistani at the wheel. Adil reaches over and opens the glove compartment. “Look in there. Poems I wrote. Go ahead. Look.”

Mark takes the rumpled papers out and looks at them, and then at the road that Adil is not watching. Adil’s eyes return to the road, and he pulls into the passing lane. He floors the Nissan.

“I can’t read the poems. Is this Arabic?”

“Similar. It is my language, Urdu. I can translate for you.” He leans over and focuses on the lines, says something about the stars of heaven and tasting bliss and hearts bursting, but Mark can’t concentrate because he is petrified at Adil’s lack of attention to the road. Mark yelps as they rapidly come up on the car in front of them at the same moment he realizes the car has no seatbelts. Adil stomps on the brake, and Mark grabs the dashboard. “Okay, I tell you later.”

Soon all the buildings are behind them, and they plunge into vast open space, the car rattling along at speeds that feel impossible for the small car. Adil thrusts his hand into a haphazard pile of homemade cassettes between the seats and jams one into the player. Pakistani disco music with pounding percussion, synthesizers, and wiggly notes blasts Mark’s chest.

Mark wonders why he is always attracted to extreme people even though they scare the shit out of him. Is it the thrill of being close to the edge like that time he tried amyl nitrate, the heart-pumping feeling of being alive?

Adil’s torso rocks side to side with the music, and he sings along. Mark sticks his sweaty palm out the window to cool it and feels the heat rising up from the asphalt. A gritty wind seems as if it could sandblast the hair off his arm. Adil shouts over the din and points at dervishes of sand dancing along the ridge. A devilish smile crosses his face as he stomps on the pedal, sending the car in a flying leap over the crest of the hill. Their bodies bounce off the seat, hang a moment in the air before slamming back against the upholstery as the tires rejoin the pavement.

They descend the steep grade on the other side, but a sudden letting up on the gas jerks them forward. Adil reaches over, squeezes Mark’s leg, and points with his chin at the view opening up before them. The dusty sky is a constantly changing palette of red-spectrum hues over an endless sea of sand dunes. And there, at the bottom of the hill, is a gas station, a blemish on the flesh-colored sands.

Mark still feels the ghost of Adil’s hand on his leg though it is back on the wheel. Men in the Middle East touch other men freely. He doesn’t know what it means, though he’s used to it now after several months in the country. The first time it happened shook him. A few students wanted a picture with their new teacher. One of them threw his arm over Mark’s shoulders and leaned in close so that their heads were almost touching, allowing him to detect the scented soap the boy had used mixed with the musty smell of his uniform due for a cleaning. Before the boy loosened his grip, he gave Mark a brief squeeze. If an officer had walked in the classroom at that moment, Mark would have been reprimanded for the photo, the familiarity, an activity that was not on the program though it lasted only a moment.

They reach the station, a cinder block structure with unfinished outer walls and two old pumps on a dusty lot like a last-chance Texaco you might see on a bend in the road in west Texas. But here the pitiable filling station sits atop vast wealth, deep in the earth, a vast honeycomb of spongy limestone unique to Ash Sharqiyah, the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia where black crude gushes through the rock. The wealth brings a host of workers like Mark and Adil to the Kingdom.

“Why you laugh?” Adil says.

“Nothing. Are we going to stop?”

He jerks the wheel of the Nissan to the right, cutting in front of a Mercedes so loaded with passengers that its chassis nearly touches the ground. They roar along the narrow side road and pass a line of late-model European and oversized American cars waiting to buy gas. The car skids to a halt in the gravel next to the grit-splattered phone booth at the edge of the lot. As the cloud of dust settles, Adil breaks into laughter. A Michael Jackson tape is now in the player and “Billie Jean” blares from the speakers, causing everyone on the lot to gawk at the intruders and their Western music

After a brief stare, the Saudis return to their families, the men sitting in the front seats, alternately gesticulating and resting their hands and arms on the shoulders of their fellows as they talk. The women sit in back like covered statues with their black veils hiding every part of them except their hennaed hands. They speak in a high-pitched cackle while bright-eyed, happy children in the latest Oshkosh and Gap fashions crawl over their laps.

Some of the men begin to shout at the slow-moving gas attendant, but the small leathery-skinned man ignores their jeers as he shuffles back and forth from one side of the pumps to the other. He wipes his hands on the front of his grease-stained thobe, a shirt-like garment hanging down to his ankles, and stares at his two companions who sit nearby. They smoke cigarettes and drink Pepsis while watching a TV resting on a crate, the long extension cord snaking into the cinder block hut. The attendant gazes at the screen and tilts his head as if he senses something, a far-off murmur just beginning.

Adil pulls out a coin purse. “Why you don’t get us some Pepsis?”

Mark jumps from the truck and shakes out his legs. “I got it,” he says, ignoring the coins Adil rattles in his hand as if he’s about to throw dice.

“Okay, my friend.” He smiles and his head jerks back, showing the laugh lines on his tan face. Mark has a feeling they are about the same age, but the Pakistani has lived a lot more. He took the contract to teach in Saudi to feed a hunger for more adventure in his life. And now he feels it all around him. He is about as far from his small Midwestern hometown as he can get, and Adil’s face is taking him even farther.

He finds the soft drink machine inside the station. Through the dirty window he watches Adil sit back in the car, pulling on the dark, thick hair of his moustache. Then he runs his fingers through his bushy hair, finishing the swept-back style the wind has started.

The outside lights sputter on as Mark comes out of the station, and he hears, “Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar, God is great,” the opening of the Maghreb prayer call. The closest mosque must be miles away. The unnatural brilliance of the TV catches his eye, and he watches images of Saudis in long robes move across the screen, forming into lines on a plush oriental carpet in a marble hall. “Ashhadu an la illallah. I bear witness that there is no god but Allah.”

The two men watching TV get up, snub out their cigarettes, and walk over to a stainless steel water container that stands on the side of the rough building. The man who has been pumping gas abandons his customers and joins his friends. The three kick off their sandals and wash their feet, splash water on their faces, before proceeding to a small area, sectioned off by a low wall of cinder blocks on the west side of the structure. They stand in a row on a worn rug, raise their hands to their ears, and fall to their knees.

Several of the cars at the pumps pull out of line and get back on the road, unwilling to wait the twenty-five minutes before they can get gas again. Some of the men get out and join their fellow Moslems praying toward Mecca. Not Adil. Mark looks at him and he shakes his head. The voice calls out from the TV and the wail fans out over the dusty remote gas station and then across the desert, connecting with the other callers, forming a blanket of security over the nation.

They don’t want to sit in the car and drink the soda while people are praying a few feet away. Adil, with a slight hunch of his shoulders, turns down the music out of respect. “Come on. We go. I must get back to Jubail.”

“Is there something special about the Pepsis from this station?”

“What you mean?”

“It was a long drive, I mean, for this.” He holds up his nearly empty bottle.

Adil laughs and steps on the gas. “It’s the journey, my friend. The journey.”

The worn tires kick up tiny stones, creating another cloud of dust. The music blasts as Adil pushes the car into the darkness. No moon or stars. He pulls into the left lane and passes one, two, three cars before the lights of an oncoming truck bear down on them. Mark looks over at the vehicle beside them and sees what he thinks will be his last sight on earth—a camel riding in the back of a Toyota pick-up truck, its thin legs curled under its heavy body and its nose in the air enjoying the night wind. Adil squeezes the car back in line, avoiding a head-on collision by mere seconds. Mark leans back and tries to look unimpressed.

Adil drops him at the front gate of the base. They shake hands, but Adil holds on while he talks, a warm relaxed grip, even rubbing his thumb gently along Mark’s thumb. “Next Friday we meet at the coffee place 11:30.”

“But… “

“What? You have something else to do?”

“No, but…”

“Okay, see you then.” He lets go of his hand. “Goodbye, my friend.”

★

Mark leaves his quarters at a bad time. He has a room in a boxy three-story building that looks like a college dormitory on the part of the base where single instructors are housed. Across the way are bungalows with lawns for married men and their wives and children. His ears perk up to the rumble of a small truck and the motor that spews out a cloud of DDT, which wafts over sand-colored boxes with curtained windows, settling on an alien grass that fights the good fight with the sand, brushing like a furtive kiss the petals of flowering oleanders. Normally he would turn around, go back inside, and close the windows until it passes. But he doesn’t have time. Adil is supposed to pick him up in a few minutes at the gate.

They’ve had a weekly rendezvous for a month now, but this time Adil is taking him to Jubail to see where he lives. He passes through the gate and waves to the guard in the gatehouse who knows more about him than he would like, how many times he’s been picked up by a non-Saudi in a white Nissan, and perhaps has recorded the license number.

It’s sunny and there is no shade. Another man-made cloud smelling of ammonia sails over from the fertilizer plant, burns his nostrils, but neither the odor nor the mosquito control poison hinder the flies that buzz around him. He should have known Adil would be late. He always is.

Only a half hour after the agreed upon time, Adil screeches to a halt outside the gate, waking up the guard who has dozed off. The guard stares at Mark with sleepy eyes, and with his arms crossed on his belly, he nods his chin toward the car as if Mark might not notice his ride has shown up, as if there is no cloud of dust dancing on the air. Mark slows his approach to the car, acting as casual as he can, projecting indifference, beating down the excitement he feels at their weekend away.

In the car Adil shakes his hand and touches his heart. “I pick up two friends from my village. They go with us.” In silence they drive the short distance to Dammam and stop at a compound in the industrial area. His friends work at a pipe factory.

They enter a building about the size of Mark’s, but where four men live in a room smaller than his. The hall is lined with worn shoes and sandals, some haphazardly kicked off, others neatly matched. Mark has a moment of panic that someone might steal his if he leaves them outside the room. He realizes he’s being ridiculous.

A thin, bespectacled man sitting on a single bed with his back against the wall puts the Qur’an aside, stands up to greet them, smiles warmly. Adil’s two friends sit shoulder to shoulder on the opposite bed, both small and dark-skinned, identical haircuts, one in a rose-colored shalwar kameez and the other in a brown one. They jump up and kiss Adil on both cheeks. They speak almost no English and Mark can’t get their names right. “Just call them Ash and Az,” says Adil. Ash looks at Mark with dark questioning eyes and makes a hand gesture for eating. Mark shakes his head, but Ash rushes out of the room and slaps down the hall in his sandals. Adil tells him it is custom that guests can’t leave a house without having something to eat. In a few minutes he comes back with apples and under-ripe bananas. After the brief repast, they say goodbye to the man who has returned to reading the Qur’an and get on the road.

After a few minutes on the road, they hear the call to pray, and Ash and Az insist they must pray, though Adil tries to talk them out of it. They stop at a mosque made of large white pipes pointing to the sky and cut on an angle at the top like organ pipes. The dome is constructed of shiny green panels, creating an overall effect of hi-tech simplicity. Adil and Mark sit in the car by a large murky puddle and listen to a Bette Midler tape Mark gave him. When Ash and Az crawl into the back seat after their holy experience, they are blasted by the Divine Miss M. at full volume. All the way to Jubail, it is high volume and high speed, zipping past the massive desalination plant.

They come up over a rise and Jubail spreads out in front of them, an endless patchwork of factories and living quarters. The sky has turned so dark with angry clouds the lights have come on, yellow, green, and tiny flashing red ones on the tops of towers scraping the sky. Adil points out Camp 4 where he lives, a large plot of identical prefab boxes arranged without trees or vegetation on streets named Avenue A, B, C, etc. Lightning flashes across the sky, brewing up a new storm.

Adil’s three-bedroom, two-bath unit is filthy, the carpet littered with the debris of young single men living together. Empty soda cans are everywhere, and the coffee table is thick with crud. Adil takes Mark’s arm. “Okay. We go to play some games at center.”

After a couple rounds of pool, the patter of rain starts to beat on the roof. They leave the recreation center and scurry to the car in a raging storm. On the drive back to Camp 4, Mother Nature performs—thunder, lightning and a fierce wind blowing a ready-mix of sand and rain across the road. As Bette wails, Adil drives through a giant puddle spraying water like a fountain, and then turns around to drive through it again, howling with laughter.

★

They lie in bed on their backs.

“Are you sleepy?” Mark says.

“No, are you?”

“Not really.” Silence. “Are you going to sleep?”

“I think you don’t want to sleep.”

“No, just thinking.”

“About what?”

“Nothing really. You?” Mark is sure Adil doesn’t want to be in bed with a man. Mark’s hand brushes Adil’s crotch. He’s not hard. A hundred times Adil has used the word friend. Can two so different people be friends, in this artificial world, this two-dimensional plane?

“Lock the door,” Adil says. Why doesn’t he lock the door? It’s his room. Putting responsibility on the guest. It’s dark. Mark wonders how the lock works. Everything’s unfamiliar. Both far from home. If they do it, will they still be friends? Were they ever friends? Do they become something else, something the Pakistani has no word for, or no word he wants to use. And yet weeks of buildup, each one assumes the other wants this. They are men, not boys, but with the uncertainty of boys on another planet without mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters to remind them who they are, or society or the religion they were both brought up with but abandoned.

“Did you lock the door?”

“Yes, I think. I heard a click.”

A faint glow from the high window highlights Adil’s fear, something Mark has not seen a hint of in the last few weeks. Adil, gregarious. Adil, bold.

Mark knows he will have to go down on him to get things rolling and resents it. His fantasy (seldom realized) is for sex to be two rivers flowing into each other, not a plunge over a waterfall unknowing how the other will react. They are neither drunks nor children to be protected by God. They are men with mustaches, with sweaty bodies in tank tops and underwear, giving off smells of soap harsh and sweet, breath from a pungent dinner not quite suppressed by toothpaste, the angst coming out of pores, the remnants of Pepsi in a glass by the bed, a potpourri of industrial chemicals drifting in the window on sea air. Adil asks again about locking the door.

“Yes. Don’t you remember?”

He puts his hand behind Mark’s head, directing it toward his pleasure, even though Mark wants to play with the hair on his chest, to lick his hairy tummy first. No time for that.

It is clumsy getting out of their clothes, fitting the condom, the semi-hard penetration and it’s over hastily. Adil has a silent orgasm, says he feels the satisfaction and wants to sleep. Mark stares at the shadows on the ceiling.

Morning brings awkwardness. Mark awakes to the groan of a motorbike and rises out of bed. He wanders around the apartment, which looks drearier in the daylight, nothing on the walls except stains. Ash and Az are in the kitchen. They don’t seem as friendly, but they serve him tea, terribly sweet Saudi pastries, and spicy party mix left over from the night before. Mark is crazy to leave and go back to his compound, but he doesn’t know where to catch a bus and he can’t ask the two Pakistanis.

After an hour of Ash and Az trying out their four words of English followed by giggling, Adil stumbles into the kitchen as if he has a hangover, which, of course is impossible in the Kingdom without alcohol. Officially. Mark has wine aging in his closet that he made from grape juice, yeast, and sugar he got at Safeway. The last time he tasted it he nearly barfed. They tell him it gets better after a few months. A little better.

“Good morning,” says Adil. “I make some food, and then we go. Okay, my friend?” He lays a hand on Mark’s shoulder.

Adil whips up a chicken kahari with tomatoes and onions. They eat it with rice and naan. It’s surprisingly good. They leave the dirty dishes and jump in the car. “Sorry the hurry. I must be back here to receive a call from my mother this afternoon.”

After a few miles, the car sputters and dies. They can’t restart it. They walk in the brutal heat for twenty minutes to the closest gas station. At the bus stop across the road, Adil tells the bus driver his friends are going to Dammam and the American is going to Al Khobar. He tells Mark he’ll call him later.

★

Mark wakes up when someone knocks on his door, announcing he has a call on the hall phone. It’s afternoon nap time, when nothing happens except the heat. He flip flops down the dim and empty corridor to the phone. After a quick greeting, Adil says he has something important he wants to talk to Mark about. They agree to meet at the coffee shop in Al Khobar in an hour.

At the entrance to the shopping center, Adil greets Mark with his usual bluster, but something is off, his eyes darting, and his shoulders pulled in taut a fraction of an inch. He waits until several shoppers pass. “My friend, my friend, so happy to see you. I think you miss me after last weekend.” His eyebrows make a brief crack at innuendo. Mark remains wooden, causing Adil to pull at his chest hair. Mark continues staring at him, waiting.

“Is everything okay?” Mark says after the next group of shoppers whisk past them and enter the center.

“Oh yeah, of course. Except my car is died. Mechanic fix for temporary, but no good. I have news though. My friend is selling his car, a good one. Only one problem.” Mark knows what’s coming. Adil changes to pulling on his mustache. Eyes bouncing around like pinballs. “I need help, but only until next paycheck. Two weeks.”

Mark smiles. What else can he do when things play out without surprises? “How much help do you need?”

“Let’s go in. I buy you a coffee.”

Mark waits at the table while Adil gets the drinks. He’s steeling himself to say no, thinking of excuses, but does he need an excuse? Loans are bad ideas. Mark has always believed that, especially with someone you’ve recently had sex with, especially if that person doesn’t appear to be a person who normally has sex with men, especially if, as it now seems, that person had a motive, especially if that person is from a completely different culture and might not be bound by the same rules of lending money. All he has to say is one little word. No.

Adil sits down. “Why such a face, my friend? You know you can trust me. I need only five hundred dollars. Is like you think I’m going to ask for thousands. Ha ha ha. No, of course not. This small loan is not so much for you, right?”

Not fair, Mark thinks, for him to play the rich man/poor man card though he does have a point. It’s a small fraction of the money he has already saved. If Adil takes time to pay it back, it’s no big deal. With each sip of coffee his resolve slips further. “When do you need it?”

“Sorry, can it be tomorrow? Or even if you can go to the bank today. My friend with the car can’t wait.” He points to a bank on the other side of the foyer from the coffee shop. “Is your bank, no?” Adil knows it is since Mark stopped in one day to make a withdrawal when they were together.

From where he’s sitting Mark can see the bank, the teller at the window in a white thobe and red and white ghutrah on his head. No line. He hates the waves inside him, the feeling of being used crashing against the rocks of his privilege as a Westerner.

Adil is playing with his spoon, turning it over and over. His eyes deliberately follow a young Western woman wearing a long skirt and a scarf covering her head. She glances at him and then briskly away. His stare does not stop, focused, his head rotating as naturally as the earth on its axis while she makes her way around the café and down one of the aisles.

Mark stands up with such haste his plastic chair falls over backward, causing a clack that echoes through the center. Adil’s stare is broken, his face changes to confusion, and then a smile. Mark picks up the chair. “I’ll be right back.” He walks toward the bank.

Adil gives Mark a ride back to the base. The car sounds like it will barely make it. Mark gazes at the five hundred dollars showing a slight bulge in the pocket of Adil’s tunic. He relaxes about helping his friend. At the gate, Adil offers to drive onto the base, which is allowed if he leaves his ID with the guard. “I can come to your room and thank you properly,” he says with his hand on his crotch. Mark emits a phony laugh, lays a hand on Adil’s leg. “You should take the money to your friend. Maybe you can come back tomorrow with your new car.”

Adil calls the next day to say he won’t be able to come by. The following weekend, same story except no call of explanation. Mark goes through the various stages of realization: imagining excuses, wondering if he has offended Adil in some way, applying logic to an otherwise illogical situation, and finally allowing the encroaching voice in his head to tell him he’s been had. He keeps backtracking on the final conclusion, unwilling to accept it, not wanting that feeling of being small, weak, a part of him holding out for another explanation.

Mark leans against the cool tiled wall and dials the number. Adil’s roommate who speaks a little English answers.

“Can I speak to Adil? This is Mark.”

“Yes, Mark. I remember. American friend. Sorry. Adil not here no more.”

“What do you mean?”

“He go to Pakistan. He get married.”

“Oh. Is he coming back to Saudi Arabia?”

“No way, man.”

“But what about the new car he bought?”

“No new car. You want to leave message. Maybe he call here.”

“Yeah. Tell him thanks for screwing me over.”

“Sorry. I no understand.”

“Forget it. No. No message.”

“Maybe I come to visit you someday.”

“What? Hah. No, I don’t think so. Goodbye.”

Mark hangs up the hall phone and begins to laugh. A loud hollow laugh. He can’t control it as he stumbles down the hall. He gasps and laughs more. A door opens and one of his neighbors looks at him oddly. He gets to his room, pushes the door open, and falls on his bed, still shaking with laughter.


Shelter in Place

The narrow alleys of the Gothic Quarter pressed in, filling Calvin with the same sense of mystery that would overtake him when he used to venture into the deep woods behind his family house in Indiana. As a boy he imagined wild animals and forest gremlins emerging from the wall of tall trees on either side of the path, though the most dangerous thing that had happened was getting stung by a bee or drenched by a sudden storm. The dark forest of Barcelona’s ancient buildings proved a bit more foreboding. A couple months after his arrival in the city on a one-year contract to teach English, he had been dragged into a doorway by a pair of good-looking thugs and relieved of his watch, phone, and wallet. He only blamed himself. He had been warned. It didn’t take this small-town boy long to get his street smarts, shake off his corn-fed vulnerability, and once again penetrate the shadowy streets of his newfound city that continually teased him with its secrets.

Years after his innocent days of finding his footing in the city, the old quarter still held a fascination for him despite the quick-time march toward gentrification and resulting loss of its edge. Even El Born, the neighborhood of his robbery, had been tamed from an area of drugs and crime to one of the trendiest parts of the city. What remained unchanged were the stones and bricks of the weathered buildings, which still bled an age-old mist, an essence of bygone days in the air of narrow streets never kissed by the sun, making them bone chilling in the winter and pleasingly cool in the summer.

Calvin passed the cathedral and came to one of the remaining sections of the Roman wall. He chuckled at how differently he saw it now in comparison with those early days when it was simply an ugly patchwork of old stones of varying sizes and colors, particularly the places red brick had been used to repair the crumbling sections. Nigel had educated him about the wall, as he had about so many things, making him see it not as a sloppy patch job, but a multi-textured fabric on which the history of Barcelona was told, the medieval on top of Roman, forming foundations for palaces, churches, and buildings of all styles.

“Go ahead. Touch one of those large gray stones near the base,” Nigel had said with a playful smile. “Imagine you are touching a block put in place by workers nearly two thousand years ago, hands that participated in who knows what kind of unmentionable things at night in the work camps.”

Calvin swiftly withdrew his hand and gave Nigel a sideways glance. “Really, Nigel.”

Nigel laughed, and then launched into a smoker’s cough. He took out a pack of Ducados and lit one.

His memory was from the day Nigel had taken him on a tour of the remaining sections of the fourth century wall, filling Calvin’s head with dates and details he would never remember. But he couldn’t forget the way Nigel had enriched his point of view. Now, lamentably, they no longer spoke. It had been over a year. And yet, each time he passed a part of the wall since their falling out, he imagined going to Nigel’s and apologizing. Today was no different, except it was. It was the anniversary of his father’s death. That other falling out, which had begun when he was a teenager, was never resolved, not even with his mother working hard to make it so. He didn’t arrive back in his hometown in time to say goodbye. He had to live with the failing for the rest of his life. In the case of Nigel, all he had to do was cross Via Laietana into the Sant Pere neighborhood and walk a few blocks to Nigel’s house. In these ten years outside the United States, he had learned at least a few of the lessons put before him. It was time to reconnect with Nigel.
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