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The Page Turners

The hypnotic sound of the train wheels against the iron rails has lulled you into a half-slumber.  The half of you that isn’t asleep is having trouble remembering that the soft thumping sound comes from the wheels hitting the rail joints isn’t really a heartbeat.  The other half is dreaming of someone calling your name, trying to wake you up.  

The velvet seat underneath you is polished smooth in places; the air smells of carpet-dust and distant rain from an open window.  You can’t get comfortable. Voices murmur. Your head sinks—then jerks upright. Sinks again.

You’re going to see your dying mother in Chinatown.  Your mother has a tumor growing on her left ovary, one that is so large that she struggles to breathe.  In his letters, your father tells you that your mother is in good spirits and confident that the tumor is shrinking.  She wants you to know, you father says, that it would ease her mind considerably to know that you’re getting married.  Your mother has been having prophetic dreams about it.

You have been sick to your stomach this entire journey.  You have ridden on three different trains so far; it’s midnight in the middle of nowhere past Omaha.  You’re not in a sleeping car; you don’t have that kind of money, although you did put on your new traveling suit, a black jacket and a smart black skirt, with a cloche hat tilted over one eye.  You’re wedged against the back of the seat, your feet against the feet of the seat in front of you.  The train sways gently as it passes around a bend in the rails. You’d been trying to read a book earlier in the day but the letters seemed to blur and reverse themselves, as if trying to turn into hànzì characters but not quite succeeding.  Your mother would have said it was a message from the spirits.

An older gentleman, white, in a gray traveling suit with a blue wool jacket over his shoulders, is crossing from one end of the carriage to the other.  

Trip him.

Your foot slips off the bronze bench leg and catches against his shoe.  It was an accident. He’s carrying a stack of old, leather-bound books.  He stumbles and the books slide into your seat.  

He apologizes as you sit up straight, rub your eyes, and beg his forgiveness.  You hand him the books, one by one. He takes them and continues down the car.  His coat is crooked on his thin old shoulders and you have to repress the urge to straighten it for him.  He had a look in his eye as the two of you were apologizing to each other that was pure mockery.  Treating you as human was a game to him.  Some whites are like that, especially in the South.  Act without humility and subservience—in any way at all—and the teeth come out.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
]

L u
-
i
e
..u

Jp
=
-






