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  Advance praise for Miah Arnold’s

  Sweet Land of Bigamy



  “If I could have conjured a wild, wry, delicious story of bigamy, reversing the roles—the woman choosing one groom too many and a few other sweet sins, it would be Miah Arnold’s Sweet Land of Bigamy. Gasping with laughter and and admiration, I wonder not if this book will be a hit, but . . . you’ll pardon me . . . just how big!


  Miah Arnold’s Helen is not only a Utah cowgirl who just can’t say no, but her poet groom number two is a Hindu, no less. Predictable mayhem ensues, but it’s anything but predictable, and the secondary characters, including Helen’s approving and unconventional mountain mama, spring off the page. Miah Arnold skewers every convention, from religious convention to social sedition, with a post-modern Austenian assurance.”


  —Jacquelyn Mitchard, author of

  The Deep End of the Ocean and Second Nature


  “Sweet Land of Bigamy is as weird as America, as absurd as our times, and as beautiful as our contradictions. Smart, funny, and utterly engaging. Miah Arnold makes a notable debut with a voice that seems to be just warming up.”


  —Mat Johnson, author of Pym: A Novel


  “Reading Sweet Land of Bigamy is like listening to Tom Waits. Miah Arnold’s book sings an American melody: the high and the low, the tough and the tender, the beautiful and the grotesque meet and marry. An arresting, inventive novel, so fresh, so full of images, of questions and answers.”


  —Adam Zagajewski, Nobel Prize nominee

  and author of Unseen Hands: Poems


  “The characters in Miah Arnold’s delightfully different first novel will grab you from the first and refuse to let go. Quirky, hilarious, sometimes dangerous, often shocking, always human, they make Sweet Land of Bigamy into a vibrant reading experience.”


  —Chitra Divakaruni, author of One Amazing Thing


  “Some years ago, we elected a mixed-race man president, and yet the fiction of this country can barely imagine the complexities and subtle mysteries of life in-between. Miah Arnold takes us there with panache, smarts and, above all, great warmth for characters facing the sublime bewilderment of a post-post America. Along the way, she crafts a quirky lyricism that wanders across several points of view and vernaculars, often arriving at sudden, breathtaking turns of phrase in a language all her own. With Sweet Land of Bigamy, American fiction finally joins the world most of the world lives in.”


  —Rubén Martínez, author of Desert America


  “Sweet Land of Bigamy is truly a story for our time. The vision it provides does not flinch at contemporary hardships but, rather, embraces those and suggests how real people might accommodate, forgive, endure, and re-invent the weird, wild world we’ve found ourselves in. And all this with a sly sense of humor and a very large heart.”


  —Antonya Nelson, author of Bound


  “Sweet Land of Bigamy is funny and full-hearted and filled with the wonderfully flawed. Arnold writes with wit, grace, and an amused compassion that mark her as an exceptional talent, an author whose wisdom and sensitivity benefits us all. Helen Motes is unforgettable and in her romantic tribulations, reminds us of how we can most profoundly injure those whom we most love. All the more reason to feel braced by the compassion that Arnold exhibits in this fine novel.”


  —Alexander Parsons, author of Leaving Disneyland

  and In the Shadows of the Sun
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  For Jeri Ann


  Part

  One


  Chapter One


  June 26, 2004


  With her husband Larry away at war, Helen Motes meant to make long-due amends with her alcoholic mother, but instead she fell in love with a young poet, and then agreed to marry him. Within the month, what began as the-accidental-acceptance-to-a-proposal-she-must-certainly-back-out-of transformed into this: Helen Motes, shivering inside her scarlet wedding dress on a cliff in Utah’s Black Elk Mountains, scouring the rocky path below her for the first signs of her tiny wedding party. For her fiancé, Chakor Desai, and his two elderly neighbors.


  Helen and the Hindu pundit who would perform the ceremony had climbed to Nuchu’s Landing in the early morning so he could prepare and she could rest before the groom arrived. The landing was a ledge jutting out of the otherwise flat face of a cliff, and the cliff itself seemed to elbow its way from the earth after endless miles of burnt plains. Twenty miles to the north of the scorched brush was Smoot’s Pass, Utah, where Helen had been raised; directly behind the wedding party’s cliff, the Black Elk Mountains fanned out in piney-blue splendor.


  It had taken the bride and the priest forty-five minutes to make the morning climb because it was a steep ascent and both were dressed in long ribbons of fabric—hers a shiny red sari embellished with silver trim, his a white cotton dhoti, like Gandhi wore. Though he sweated profusely on the way up and required a number of breaks, the priest had seemed unhindered by his attire. Helen was used to the hike, but worried that her sari would unravel and strand her inside an embarrassing puddle of silk. She knew there were seventeen safety pins holding it all together, but no expert had dressed her: the groom and the priest were men and had never learned to drape a sari. It had all been up to Chakor’s New Age–hippie neighbor, Ida, and half a dozen different diagrams her grandkids had found on the Internet.


  When the priest and bride arrived at Nuchu’s Landing without mishap it seemed to Helen a bout of undeserved good luck. What she deserved was for something to go wrong, she thought. She deserved something to prevent her from marrying a second husband, aside from her confessing her current marital state to Chakor, which she could not do. She had tried and it was impossible.


  Behind Helen, in the cliff’s shadow, the pundit was now engaged in a small war with the elements: the noon-hour wind was dead set against his lighting the sacramental fire inside his golden kettle. He hadn’t spoken since their arrival, though on the way up he had confessed to being overwhelmed.


  “Because I have never performed a puja in such an exquisite location,” he had smiled, as he swept his hands toward the washed-out sky: blue and barren except for a few wisps of a jet’s trail. “I haven’t smelled air this clean since I was a boy visiting Mount Abu,” he said. “You probably don’t even notice.”


  “Oh, no, I smell it,” Helen had countered. It was June after all, and the air was saturated with the competing odors of sage, cedar, and the sickly sweet Russian Olive trees that grew across eastern Utah like weeds.


  “I am a priest as giddy as a bride today,” he shrugged. “Strange.”


  “What’s really strange,” she wanted to tell him, “is that I’m already married.”


  * * *


  Amos Monks had grown up among the scrub at the base of the Black Elks, a land he associated less with grandeur than the drudgery of home. As he was checking the traps he’d set to catch the bastard coyotes that had gnawed off maybe a dozen lambs from his family’s herd since spring, he heard a disconcerting music. After taking a few steps closer toward its source he could tell it was drums. Drumming. Coming right at him, from the sky.


  A few seconds later and he nearly fell over himself at what was playing out, plain as day, right in the middle of Chipeta County: an Arab prince or warrior or something was riding a great white stallion up toward Nuchu’s Landing. His horse was covered head to foot in strands of orange marigolds. No shitting.


  Amos blinked to give the possibility of heatstroke a chance, but it was no vision. Now Chipeta County was filled with both Utes and illegals, and either kind was as likely as the other to dress up his horse and head out on a spirit quest. But those types wouldn’t be wearing glistening silvery white suits. They wouldn’t know where to find a turban big enough to hold a bomb inside it.


  “Shit,” he whispered, and shrugged, and then he did a little dance of worry and excitement all at once. Here was this man, this, as incredible as it seemed, this Arab out in the middle of nowhere. Out where he clearly did not belong.


  Da-ca-da-ca-da-ca-dhoon, the man’s drums said. Were there drummers? Amos couldn’t see. When he strained to hear the chanting beneath the percussion, though, his stomach turned at the realization it wasn’t even English.


  “Shit,” he said again. He sighed. He missed his cool-headed older brother Frankie, away at war.


  The man in the saddle looked happy swaying up there on his horse. He was holding his shoulders and arms out into the sky and dancing the best he could in stirrups. It looked ridiculous. Not like, Amos tried to tell himself, a person trying to take down America from the inside. Maybe he was getting worked up over nothing.


  “Bullshit,” he said back to himself. Because maybe it would be a bitter kind of shit to swallow if Amos let the world whimper into oblivion without a fight.


  He shook his head for clarity and held tight to the Marlin his dad had just bought him for his seventeenth birthday. The man and his drums would have to round a corner soon, and then Amos would sprint over to where he’d have a full view of Nuchu’s Landing—there was no place else for them to be heading.


  And the more he thought, the harder it was to deny that there was no place in America less prepared for the launching of a small nuke than Chipeta County.


  * * *


  Nobody would believe she’d danced the whole way up to Nuchu’s Landing, Ida Meek knew, but she had. It was her one role in the wedding, and sixty-three years old or not, she’d made it. Since she had avoided keeling over in the process she felt invigorated—though just as soon as she and her partner Herman had been introduced to Davendra Dave, the priest, they’d both collapsed directly onto her emerald-green quilt. Now they were sipping cheap Merlot from foldout plastic wine glasses on this gorgeous Saturday morning, and she felt serenaded by the priest’s lovely chanting. Even his name was luxurious and she kept repeating it to herself so she wouldn’t forget it: Dah-ven-drah Dah-vey, Dah-ven-drah Dah-vey.


  The priest believed Ida and Herman were the aunt and uncle who had raised Helen after her mother’s death, a white lie Chakor had begged them to perpetuate. No parents, the priest had said, no wedding.


  “I can’t understand a word coming out of that dude’s mouth,” Herman complained when he’d caught his breath enough to begin paying attention.


  “I told you, it’s in Sanskrit,” Ida said. “Nobody understands it but holy men.”


  “Not even Chakor?” he asked.


  Ida sighed. Despite living with a woman who had studied up on all the world’s religions her whole life, Herman remained willfully ignorant. She had told him earlier that very morning that Hindu ceremonies are still conducted in the ancient language because its very syllables are considered too holy and full of meaning to translate into any other language.


  “Catholics gave up Latin and took over the world,” he said, a long minute after she was through re-explaining. “I know that.”


  Before she could scold him, though, he was already chuckling at her beneath his great, gray beard: just out to get her goat. She sighed again, and turned her attention to the young couple sitting on a pair of small stools, side by side. Dressed like royalty. Chakor was tall, dark, and handsome—and he was young. Just twenty-four. Though he was lanky, even feminine, he moved his limbs with athletic grace. His face was long and he had great black, expressive eyes with stretching lashes that reminded her of a mime’s. His full, generous lips and large mouth took up most of his face, and he tipped his whole body backwards whenever he laughed. To top it all off, he had a slow, southern drawl, a relic of having been raised, the son of doctors, in Port Arthur, Texas. In the year he had lived in Chipeta County he had become Ida’s darling. Helen was a lucky woman.


  She was also the wrong woman for Chakor, but that was neither here nor there. Not because of the nationality thing, or the color of their skins, or because Helen was nowhere near as striking as Chakor in looks. The problem was one of misaligned intensities. Helen was a different sort of girl than Chakor. You could think she was haughty and she was a brooder. To Ida it made sense because Helen’s mother, Carmen, had been the town drunk in Smoot’s Pass since before Helen was born. The girl hadn’t had an easy life, and had found her own way to survival by taking up a serious, cautious nature. She’d done this the hard way, after a teenaged bout of carrying on like her mother, but of course Ida didn’t fault her for that. Helen was a survivor. But still: Chakor was made for grand ideals and adventures, and Ida feared Helen might hold him back.


  Of course, there was always divorce. Or better, Ida reprimanded herself, the chance that she was wrong. “How long is this ceremony going to last again?” Herman asked.


  “I already told you it’s not a ceremony. It’s a puja,” she whispered at her more grizzled half. “They call it a poo-jah. Poojah.”


  He sighed and poured them both another glass of wine. Ida took hers and decided not be annoyed by Herman’s impatience. She did not want to taint the marital vibrations on this cliff.


  Finally the pundit stopped his singing to speak in English, and Ida was as grateful as she knew Herman was. Davendra Dave instructed the couple to adorn each other with marigold necklaces as a sign of their mutual acceptance, and then to put their toes atop a nut. His voice was exceptionally beautiful, she thought, as he took up chanting again.


  Although Chakor was East Indian, Ida couldn’t help thinking that the last time this cliff had beheld such beautiful language, it must have been Ute.


  “Or Anasazi, before they vanished,” Herman nodded. It gave Ida the chills.


  “Just think,” she said, “the Anasazi’s language must have been this exquisite. This exquisite and every day it was spoken in this land, and we’ll never know how it sounded. It’s just lost.”


  “Might have been the same language he’s speaking now,” her husband said, clasping his wife’s giant, weathered hand in his own. “Who the hell knows?”


  The old people sighed and toasted their fourth glasses of wine as Davendra instructed Chakor to tie a corner of his outfit to Helen’s scarf so they could begin walking slowly around the matrimonial fire.


  * * *


  Davendra Dave said nothing to Helen’s family about the wine. Chakor should have told them it was not auspicious to drink it, but already they had started. Both the aunt and the uncle wore long gray hair, frizzy and wild. They were old, but thin and crackling. A type he associated with India more than America. Best not to cross this sort is what he thought. And best always to be pragmatic: the damage was already done, why not let them continue drinking? This wedding was unusual enough in the first place.


  Helen, for example, was white. She was visibly older than the groom. Her owl’s face seemed too pensive for a bride’s. Only her uncle and auntie were in attendance, and none of Chakor’s family was. Nor were the hundreds of revelers usually adding gaiety to such an event. An intricately crafted, centuries-in-the-making ceremony requiring at least three, four days to perform properly was supposed to have been truncated, at the request of the groom, to an even sixty minutes. Davendra had secretly decided they would not notice if he made it a luckier seventy-one minutes long, but still: he had known Unitarians with longer weddings.


  It was American, though, to the core to want everything done lickety-spickety. Like everybody else, he reminded himself, Chakor and Helen could not wait. Like everybody else, they had an impeccable reason not to wait. In this case the groom’s widowed mother was on her deathbed in Ahmadabad and Helen could not accompany the young man there because this wine-drinking, mountain-climbing auntie was also gravely ill. Her vigor in the face of death impressed Davendra.


  After the ceremony, of course, Chakor would return to India to take care of his own sick mother. A good boy. Maybe it would take a month, maybe a year: you never knew with this kind of trip. The elderly could linger, especially old mothers anxious to spend their last living breaths gazing at their doting sons. Chakor knew this, and he wanted to be certain the woman he loved believed he was coming back. That he loved her even in his absence. Chakor had promised Davendra they would have a longer, more proper wedding when life settled down.


  It was good enough for the priest, whose own experiences with love had taught him the importance of securing a young woman’s hand before making any long treks across the ocean—the girl he was supposed to have married twenty years before had eloped with a tiffin factory owner’s son from Mumbai three months after the pundit had emigrated to the States. She believed her youth was too short to waste on waiting for him to make good and send for her. Good for her, the priest reflected. He’d always thought her nose looked like a child made it out of putty. Good for Chakor, he thought, for considering the flightiness of young women and securing a love that mattered to him.


  Good for me, too. Who would ever have imagined him, fourth son of a lowly palm reader, presiding over this scene? Uniting this young couple in a landscape the Bollywood directors would gouge their own eyes out to film? Had he stayed in Mumbai he never would have found himself in such an unexpected place, marrying two children from opposite sides of the earth.


  * * *


  In the days before the wedding, Helen imagined herself as the fool who should have changed her name when she married the first time. The twenty-seven-year-old matron who ought to have worn her wedding ring on her left hand and not on a long silver chain around her neck. The desperate, childless woman making a fool of herself in a last-ditch grasp at happiness. But she had never imagined this.


  Helen could not have predicted Chakor’s rushed exit from the country, or his brazen insistence that they marry. She hadn’t expected that since she and Larry had married in Hawaii, Utah wouldn’t know she was already married. Or that she’d grown so distant from the people in Smoot’s Pass that Ida and Herman, acquaintances of her mother’s, hadn’t an inkling about what had happened to her in the years since she’d run away from the region as a teenager.


  What she had expected, what she was certain of still, was that the rules of the world would step into the picture and assert her unavailability. Somehow they would. And then they hadn’t. And she ought to have spoken up, even now she could do it, but this morning was so spectacular.


  Chakor had arrived on a horse! It was a detail about the Hindu wedding he’d kept from her until she saw him swaying on top of it, glistening and laughing down at her dropped jaw. Helen had been twelve when she’d chosen Nuchu’s Landing as the perfect spot for a wedding. She’d told Chakor about the fantasy on a hike through the Black Elks. Marrying atop this ledge had been part of his proposal.


  Not even her wildest childhood imaginings conjured a groom more exciting than Billy Cooper in a sequined cowboy shirt and jeans; than a bride wearing a sleeveless cotton dress that would billow up in the wind beneath a Stetson hat. Hers had been a simple fantasy, the kind a girl raised in Smoot’s Pass might come up with and then give up on with hardly a pang in her heart.


  What Chakor had produced was infinitely more romantic. That white stallion! The rosy incense from the priest’s pot and the thin, ruby-red, silk sari teasing its way around her body: all details torn from the pages meant for a storybook princess. It was hard not to think of it all as fate, hard not to believe that at last her magical chariot had arrived.


  Now, sitting next to Chakor on a tiny golden chair, she felt grateful, and then horrified, and then anxious, and then happy. She cursed Larry Janx and smiled into the eyes of her fiancé. Larry was the one who had given up on her, she reminded herself, but now here she was committing the abomination. It wasn’t fair.


  Because she wanted what she was not supposed to have, she wanted it more than anything she’d ever wanted. Larry was not her ex-husband, or common-law husband, or fiancé she left at the altar, but her honest-to-goodness husband of nine years. He’d left her alone to hold the fort, as he put it, while he used the Arabic skills he’d developed as a Mormon missionary in Egypt to translate for a contracting company in Iraq. And—this was the part that made Helen angriest—he had been a good husband. A wonderful one, a man she’d always believed would be a perfect father. However, they had spent six years trying for a baby and one miscarriage, early on, had been the only result. And now he was off at war: he had as good as given up.


  Helen hadn’t. When Chakor turned up in the middle of nowhere, out of nowhere, she had felt like dust. A layer of life Larry had left behind to settle into the furniture. Chakor offered her something better.


  What a fool she’d be not to take it. Couldn’t she cut things off with Larry after Chakor left to see his mother? She could.


  “Helen,” Chakor interrupted, pinching her playfully on the earlobe. She blinked to. The inquisitive pundit’s face was waiting for her do something. Strands of oiled gray hair were flapping around his mostly bald head.


  “Put the herbs in the pot,” Chakor whispered, smiling indulgently at her because she was the center of his universe. She was and it was an enchanting place to be; Helen would not be ashamed of taking that universe. Even if every time Larry’s name erupted into her thoughts it felt like she might be crushed into the earth she stood on, there was Chakor’s ebullient face to steady her. The love in his eyes was muscular in its form. Any moment his whole body would explode into blossoms and drift off into the breeze before her. And if it did, she’d follow suit.


  She was following suit, she had chosen to. So she banished Larry, again and again, in her best attempts to let this day be what Chakor deserved.


  “Helen,” Davendraji said, “Repeat after me: ‘Sakyam the’ Ghame’yam Sakyaath the’ Maayosham Sakyan me.’”


  “Suck-yum tuh gaaaaah may um,” Helen tried, but couldn’t remember the rest of the sentence. Davendraji repeated it for her, phrase by phrase, and she traced his words with her own the best she could. Then it was Chakor’s turn, again, and after the two had spoken their parts, they took a step forward together: the first of the seven steps, of the seven vows, almost the last of the marriage rituals. Helen would not feel guilty, but she was grateful she didn’t understand the meaning of the promises she was making, even if she did the portent: promise, step, promise, step, promise.


  * * *


  When at last Davendraji asked him to fasten the gold-and-black Mangal Sutra around his new bride’s neck, it seemed to Chakor that only a few minutes had passed since the ceremony had begun. So many pujas just like this had seemed never-ending before. At his cousin Sunil’s wedding he’d fallen asleep atop his mother’s silk yellow sari before the bride had even arrived at the four-pillared altar. He hadn’t woken until his mother rose to whisper secrets for a prosperous marriage into the bride’s ear.


  “That’s what love’s been for me, all along,” Sunil had laughed, as Chakor’s father chastised him in front of the groom. “Snoozing in my Ma’s lap one day, waking up in the mandap with Mital’s sari tied to me, and all you people making fun of my Sanskrit pronunciations the next. Don’t you sweat it, little guy. Just look out for where you wake up!”


  “Ba-ha-hah!” his father laughed, and Chakor had blushed, unable to imagine a day filled with such a surprise. But here it was. His mandap was the two spindles of giant aspen trees that punditji stood between. The hundreds of approving pairs of eyes usually adorning a marriage in human form were provided by the brown speckles on the milky bark of the aspens. If it wasn’t traditional, this was at least a wedding over which the dreadlocked Lord Shiva, Chakor’s favorite deity, would approve of from his home atop Mount Kailāsa in the Himalayas. Even the lie to the priest about Helen’s parents being dead was just a shade off from the truth: Helen’s mother was so sick and infirm that Helen hadn’t even let Chakor meet her. Shiva would understand.


  Now his bride focused on him as he faced her with the necklace, and she was trembling. He wished his father were with him, but he had died a few years before, and his Ma was sick. Too sick for him to even begin explaining his love for this girl who was neither Brahmin nor Gujarati, but a mongrel American white.


  If he couldn’t share its source, he vowed, he would at least spread the happiness of his life into the corners and receding shadows of his mother’s last days. Maybe he’d even tell her about what he’d done, about his mountain woman buried so deep inside the United States that it was a wonder he’d found her. Helen’s face was, now, unusually, ghostly pale, steadfastly refusing to flush in the day’s gathering heat. Like Mital Auntie had before her, Helen had appeared. A blessing in an unsuspecting sleeper’s life.


  “Here I go,” he said, embracing her with his eyes as he leaned in toward her. But then fastening the small clasp behind his new wife’s neck turned out to be complicated. He fumbled, his wrists resting on Helen’s cool shoulders.


  “Take your time, dear,” Ida called. “Marriage is all about patience,” she laughed.


  The more he tried, the further from fastening the Mangal Sutra he seemed, and even this difficulty filled him with so much joy that he laughed aloud at his own efforts.


  “Patience my ass,” Herman finally said, “Helen! Help him out before my back is crippled from sitting so long on the damned rocks!”


  Helen smiled widely as she moved to help Chakor, but she didn’t need to do anything. Chakor had finally clipped it, and had taken a step back to look at the woman he had just pledged his life to.


  “Good! Then by the power vested in me by the State of Utah, I pronounce you husband and wife. I say you have earned a kiss from the bride.” Davendraji smiled, and though she surely meant to gently rest her trembling hands on the sides of his face, she clasped his cheeks in what felt more like a death grip. He put his own hands over Helen’s and leaned toward her for the kiss, but before he could rest his lips on hers, the morning’s peace was shattered by an explosion. A mound of rocks came tumbling down from the cliff just twenty or so feet from where they stood, and Helen yanked Chakor to the ground by his face with a shriek.


  “What the hell?” Herman’s voice boomed as he bounded foolishly toward the side of the cliff. Two more shots smacked into the air, and the old hippie fell to the ground.


  “Oh, God,” Ida said, scrambling to his side on her hands and knees like a wildcat. “He’s been shot.”


  “Bullshit,” Herman said, swiping her away from him. He was already heading back toward the cliff’s edge, this time in a commando crawl.


  Helen had broken down into tears. “I’m so sorry,” she said, “I’m so, so sorry.” Chakor was too confused to figure out what she meant. He was entranced by the old hippie who’d spotted something.


  “That little shit!” Herman called out, when he did. He stood back up on the cliff’s edge in a rage. “You about killed us!” he screamed to whomever had shot. “What the hell are you thinking?”


  Chakor heard some shouting from below, but not the words.


  “What?” Herman screamed back.


  “God. Bless. America.” The punctuated words traveled clearly up this time. Everybody on the cliff understood.


  Herman’s ease with whomever he was talking with, or at least the fact Herman hadn’t been shot, gave Chakor the courage to stand. Helen, too. Ida was already at her husband’s side.


  “GOD . . . BLESS . . .” the voice started more forcefully, but then Chakor had made his way to the cliff, and “America” turned into a strange kind of squeak. It was a stubby guy in a baseball cap looking up at them.


  “GOD . . .” the man screamed, and Herman dashed over to the empty wine bottle on the quilt and back again to the ledge where he shook it menacingly at the man, who started running, as if he’d forgotten he was the one with the real weapon.


  Everybody stood looking a long time, nobody saying anything until Herman spoke, smiling somberly. “I’m sorry, kiddos, for all that.”


  Helen wasn’t crying anymore. She had wiped the tears away, but her face was streaked and dirty because of them, and it made her look more beautiful. Authentic, somehow, it seemed to Chakor.


  “He didn’t say stare at the bride,” Ida said, caressing the side of his face like a mother. “He said kiss her.”


  Chapter Two


  August 31, 2003


  In spite of the heat, Larry was finishing dinner with his wife out on the porch of their new home in Kingwood, Texas. He was waiting for the right moment to hand over his going-away gifts. It was his last evening in America.


  Eating outside was Helen’s gesture toward marking the night as momentous. Still, the meal was enshrouded by a silence disturbed only by the buzz of gargantuan mosquitoes, by the countless smacks they elicited. Painful welts quickly spread across Larry’s allergic limbs. Needy as he was in terms of conversation starters, he was refusing to mention this to his wife. She’d blame him for moving them to Houston and not herself for insisting on the milquetoast, namby-pamby health-food-store repellents she’d always insisted they use. You could survive with them in Salt Lake City, but Larry could see that in Texas you had to buck up and use poison that nature had intended. He resolved to fortify Helen’s Buzz Off with the backwoods deet repellent he kept hidden in their camping supplies the first chance he got.


  Focus, he told himself: he had worked too hard to do something nice for Helen for the whole thing to flop. The right gift was a hard thing to find. The right gift would lessen her fears about his departure. It could help her see that his being in Iraq at sextuple his stateside pay was really to be here with her, working on the family she had begun obsessing over in increasing degrees since he’d signed on with ThunderVox. Because his wife could not understand their family was in a bind: she would not see it. No man wants to go to war, but Larry Janx had no other options.


  Larry’s friend Bill thought the solution was simple: “Semensicles.” He swore a buddy of his had produced progeny using some old Hustlers and a couple run-of-the-mill ice cube trays. Though the idea of it had thrown Larry off icy drinks for a week, one miserable Tuesday later he found himself on the phone with an actual fertility clinic, inquiring about a more considered way to do what his friend had suggested. He was halfway through the most humiliating conversation of his life when he’d come to and hung up. But that was how desperate he was in the search to calm his wife.


  Of course Larry had known Helen would fight against his leaving for Iraq—a man would feel mighty small if his wife didn’t. But then the woman was supposed to fall in line. All the other wives had.


  “This meal sure is delicious,” Larry blurted out into the silent night. He rotated his clenched jaw muscles to relax them. He smiled at her, took her hand into his own. “You did a real good job with the sauce this time.”


  Helen pulled her hand back and used it to slap her bicep so hard he flinched. She held her hand up to him like the mashed and bloodied mosquito’s corpse was a Rorschachian condemnation of Larry himself.


  He breathed in and counted to ten. “I was hoping we could relax tonight,” he said. “I was hoping we could be lighthearted.”


  His wife raised her eyebrows.


  “You’re forty-one and childless and leaving for a war zone tomorrow,” she said in a controlled, breathy voice. “It’s time to start a family and you’re letting a midlife crisis destroy us.”


  “I may be an old man,” he joked, “but you’re not even thirty. You’ve got a decade left—more—before we have to begin worrying.”


  “That’s bullshit.”


  Larry cringed: he hated obscenities, and Helen knew it.


  “We’ve gone over this,” he sighed.


  “I need a family, Larry.”


  “Okay. So do I. But how do you plan on taking care of it?”


  “We’ll manage. I have the job at the Blue Hope. You can start another business here.”


  “Come on, Helen.”


  “I don’t even believe in the war.”


  “Come on.”


  “We never even discussed this. You made the choice and now you’re about to disappear and I had no say. No say at all. And it isn’t okay.”


  The gift was a series of objects, all waiting in a file crate in the garage, ten feet away, for Helen to say anything that wasn’t confrontational.


  Larry whacked a mosquito. It was warm outside, the air heavy and unpleasant. He forced himself to explain his reasons for going, yet again: with the money he’d make in two years’ work in Iraq he could regain half the savings he’d lost in the downturn. They’d have enough money to seed the new business in Houston, or any city she wanted to move to when he got back. He’d be able to provide for the children he never doubted they would produce, in God’s time.


  “We don’t even know what’s the matter,” she said, her face glistening beneath a sudden barrage of tears. “We don’t know why . . .”

  she said, and then stopped. She swallowed her words, stood, and gathered their finished dishes.


  “I’m sorry,” she said into her filled arms. “I know I should be able to pull it together for your last night, but I can’t. It’s not like you joined the Army—until the moment you’re on that plane I feel like your leaving is something I can stop. Something I have to stop.”


  “I know you do,” he sighed because he heard the verge of tears in her voice.


  Moments later, Larry was left alone to consider the hum of insects and the paling of the suburban sky. She knew he wasn’t bloodthirsty. That he wouldn’t take stupid risks. That he would try to do more good than harm. She knew their lost fortune was his fault, and he was of a strong enough character to admit it. His own cocky decisions were as much to blame as the downturn: she knew it, and had forgiven him.


  What Helen didn’t see was that he wasn’t ready for defeat. Moving into a smaller house, in a less becoming neighborhood, was out of the question. He’d worked like a machine for too many years, nonstop, for that to be all right. His business was gone now—sold to keep them from losing everything. But a downtrodden, defeated father was not the one destined for his children. Why couldn’t his wife understand this?


  “The right path always comes along for the man with his eyes open,” he said to his wife, who was still inside and could not hear him. “Mine are open.”


  He stood to help finish clearing dinner. He was right about what he had to do, and he even suspected deep down that Helen knew it. Goodness knew he hated the thought of leaving his wife so disheartened. If he had it to do over, and he told Helen this most every day, he would have made smarter choices. But he was leaving. He was forty-one. There wasn’t time to amass his fortune the way he had when he was younger.


  “My eyes are open,” he repeated to himself, as he gathered the salt and pepper shakers, the salsa. He knew people at ThunderVox and Halliburton because of security work he’d done for them in Idaho and Utah. Before that, he had been called to serve on a mission in Egypt for the LDS Church. He had fretted the whole time because although the Mormons were allowed in as a physical presence, the missionaries still hadn’t been allowed to proselytize. A few years after he served, despite the ties he’d tried to make with local institutions, the Church was kicked out for good. He’d learned Arabic, but gotten no converts, and no leg in for the Church, and so he had felt like his service was wasted. Now he realized it had all happened for a reason, albeit the celestial kind you aren’t meant to understand until just the right moment: and that moment was now. He had learned the language well, and he had come to love the Arab culture. It was as if he had been molded by Heavenly Father himself so that he could undertake this kind of special mission—this service to God, to the freed people of Iraq, to his wife, and his progeny.


  Sextuple pay. It would be insane not to go. Two years, during which time he could return home twice a year to see Helen.


  The distance, he reflected, might even do the woman some good. Since her miscarriage a few years before, she had begun moving through the world like it had teeth. He had begun to worry that this anxiousness was affecting her womb. Allowing her room to rediscover who she was and what she deserved would strengthen her, he hoped. It would allow for the kind of psychological distance a body needs to regenerate itself. A couple years down the road, then, she’d be ready. They could begin growing the family they both yearned for.


  Helen would understand in her own time, he thought, heading for the back porch. He opened the screen door with his elbow, annoyed at the sting at his ankles, the mosquito he couldn’t slap because his hands were full.


  Chapter Three


  June 28, 2004


  Two days after their wedding, Helen and Chakor faced the sky in buck-naked splendor, their backs warmed by a boulder that kissed the waters of an unnamed pond near Chakor’s cabin. They had skinny-dipped in the freezing early morning water for as long as they could stand and then made love on the rock. The rising sun bore into their bones to offset the chill of mountain air against their wet skin. Flocks of birds hid in the giant pines. Their lazy chirping filled the air with squawks and shrieks so randomly placed that they sounded like wind chimes.


  The pond was a glorified puddle of melted snow in comparison to the dozen or so lakes adorning the Black Elks. The key to the place was the rock beneath them: it was granite, not sandstone, and that was a geographic impossibility. There were no other instances of granite in the surrounding mountains. Something, at some point, somehow had to have moved the monstrosity to that unlikely location. This mystery had drawn people to the pond on and off for years, and it was what drew Chakor, though Helen let him believe he’d discovered it himself on a walk they took a week after they’d met.


  Her new husband didn’t need to know the substantial personal history she already associated with the boulder: that she and Billy Cooper had shed their virginity on top of it, for example. Still, Chakor knew more about what happened with her teenaged lover than Larry ever did. He knew about the boy she and Billy had given up for adoption when she was fifteen. Larry’s religious background had scared Helen away from telling him when she met him, and by the time her courage caught up to her it didn’t matter. Her husband’s views on dredging up the past were plain: “You got to let it go,” she’d overheard him counseling any number of friends. “I never met a happy man sinking in his own feces.”


  The next day Helen would return to Texas to tell Larry their marriage was over, though her new husband thought she was only going to pack her belongings in a U-Haul and head back to Smoot’s Pass. Chakor’s flight would touch down in Houston just a few hours after Helen’s, on his way to Paris and then Mumbai. The cost of taking the flight together was honeymoon-sized and so they settled on the romance of nearly crossing paths.


  Figuring it all out had been acrobatic. Helen would only be in Houston a day before she was supposed to pick up Larry from a flight he had planned months before. To even get there on time, she’d had to convince Chakor to leave for India a week earlier than he’d planned. If his mother was so sick, she’d said, it was wrong to spare that time for themselves when they’d have the rest of their lives to spend together.


  Her concern for his Ma had touched Chakor.


  “You’ll never get to meet her,” he said.


  “I know,” she said, and cupped her hand over his.


  Chakor turned toward Helen, and brushed the hair from her eyes. His uncircumcised penis pointed down at the rock, shriveling in the brisk air.


  “Every day we’ll write,” he said, “and the pads on my fingers will press into the plastic keys on my uncle Amit’s ancient computer, and yours will caress the keyboard in my cabin.”


  Helen remained splayed out, like a scarecrow, and Chakor touched her lips with his fingers.


  “And we’re not going to feel all these rivers and deserts and countries separating us. At every impress of the buttons we’ll be electrified by our physical connection through our fingertips.”


  Helen smiled. She’d married Larry when she was sixteen, and had skipped young adulthood entirely. She’d matched her older husband’s steady gait and been grateful—her marriage to him was like a long, luxurious sleep after a childhood of bad magic. And Chakor, because he was so unconsciously outrageous, Chakor felt like waking up. Like a spell breaking, though not broken because sometimes she still heard her new husband through the ears of her responsibly grown, adult one. That couldn’t last forever, though.


  Now he had moved onto his stomach and was resting his giant hands onto the hot surface of her chest and abdomen. His fingertips felt intricate.


  “My palms will be as good as pressed up against you like this,” he was saying. “I’ll smell the cold water in your hair. You’ll wonder why you can smell so much rain and cow dung in the cabin. I’ll laugh, and my cousin Amit will pop his head in the room and ask what’s so funny and I’ll jump from my seat, terrified that he can see the flesh of your presence as clearly as I can. As I will.”


  “Jesus!” Helen finally said, and burst out laughing, but she could feel her face blooming into blush. “Who talks the way you do?” she teased. “How did you survive high school talking like this?”


  “Barely,” he shrugged, a half-smile glimmering. “I talked like this and I was the only brown kid in a private school for rich, white southerners. It was probably an actual miracle.”


  “A miracle,” Helen gave him, nodding. “I’m glad you survived.”


  “I’m glad you did,” he said.


  Her young poet thrilled her. He believed that he needed her, he felt the pangs of their upcoming separation so cruelly. Helen loved him, and she loved these things about him. The pain she was about to cause Larry somehow amplified the pleasure she felt.


  * * *


  Within twenty-five seconds of walking into the Grill, Carmen Motes figured out just where Helen had disappeared to these last few weeks. Call her what you like, but she was not raised in a bucket. In no time, she and Terrible had joined the lovebirds at their table.


  “Three scones, one Earl Grey, and a coffee that better not be from the bottom of the pot,” Carmen hollered at the waitress across the room. To the young fool sitting with her daughter she said: “Well she got my manners, that’s for sure. I’m the dear mother, this is Terrible, and you have to be the skinniest damned Ute I’ve ever met.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Terrible said. He leaned back into the too-small chair, and smiled over at the boy. “Helen,” he nodded.


  “Hi,” Helen said, standing like she believed escaping her mother was a possibility. “Nice bumping into you, but we have to get moving.”


  The boy was not moving, however. His eyes were fixed on Terrible’s doll: a two-foot-tall plastic girl sitting quietly in his lap. “That’s Vera,” Carmen sighed. “Helen’s little sister. You don’t want to ask.”


  The boy blinked. He said, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you a long time, ma’am.”


  Carmen laughed so hard she almost fell out of her chair, only partly for the effect.


  “You smell like a distillery,” her daughter observed, collapsing back into her chair. “You both look like you slept in an ashtray.”


  Her young friend’s expression gaped at Helen in open horror.


  “Oh, I raised her to have a mouth,” Carmen explained to him. “It was supposed to be her dowry but then. . . .”


  “This is Chakor,” Helen said. “He’s the Poet in the Heartland.”


  “From India!” Carmen said. “I read that article in the Standard. I was dying to know whether or not you’ve figured out a way to save today’s youth. God knows I’m sick and fucking tired of a bunch of momo Mormons trying to do it with their heads stuck so far up their asses that everything they have to say smells like shit.”


  “Jesus,” Terrible said.


  The group of self-righteous hens over at the next table fluffed their eavesdropping feathers at her pronouncement and so, being good-natured, Carmen cackled over at them as offensively as she could. The fine Mormon ladies of Chipeta County were a bunch of tight-assed hypocrites, as far as she was concerned. They were all decked out in matching red sweatshirts with so many American flags on them Carmen felt like singing the goddamned anthem. Like letting loose some fireworks.


  “Bah!” she screamed at them, over her shoulder, and watched them start.


  “Christ,” Terrible said, again. If you didn’t know him you’d think he was criticizing her, but what he was doing was egging her on, putting out his own version of a call-and-response. It’s why she loved him.


  Helen crossed her legs and rested her head between her hands like she was all priss and not stepping out on her self-righteous husband. Not that it wasn’t a relief to see her doing it.


  “You look like shit,” Carmen nodded over to her. “Poor thing.”


  When Helen didn’t bite, Carmen lit a Pall Mall since it was the next best thing to a sparkler. The lunch went on from there, with the uptight waitress and fat ol’ May Bell demanding the cigarette be snuffed, Helen looking like she was about to bolt, and Terrible uttering “Christ” every fifteen seconds to keep her going. Which she did: she was the sole person at their table keeping up conversation during the half hour it took for her food to be slammed down in front of her and eaten. On the upside, the boy seemed as taken with her as he was speechless. It was a quality she found endearing.


  “Is it true your people sniff seawater through a little teapot?” she asked. “I always wanted to try that for my allergies but I never could figure out how it works.”


  Helen groaned, but the kid laughed. He’d said that if he ever came across a neti pot with instructions he’d send it to her. Now wasn’t it just like her daughter to find a man with a sense of humor about one hundred years later than it mattered?


  “You’re a good kid,” Carmen said. “A nice little boyfriend for Helen.”


  “He’s not my boyfriend,” Helen spat.


  The boy’s face fell hard enough to shatter the ground beneath them.


  “Don’t be rude,” Carmen said. “You’ve spent the last seven days with him, not once stopping by your bed to sleep.”


  “Mother!”


  “Oh, right,” Carmen said, turning and smiling into his pretty eyes. “Don’t you worry about that tightass who’s sapped the spark from my girl. You’ve got everything over Larry, already. Plain. As. Day.”


  “Shut up!” Now Helen’s voice was turning heads, and it made Carmen happy to see it: like mother like daughter.


  “Well, I’d love to hear all about your platonic wanderings. And I’ve got some good news to share myself, but it needs a glass of champagne. Why don’t the two of you come to dinner, Friday?”


  “Busy,” Helen said.


  “She’s going to Houston tomorrow,” the boy added.


  “I’d forgotten about that,” Carmen nodded, because she had known her daughter would be flying back to meet up with her waste of a husband. It had just come up sooner than she’d thought.


  “And I’m going to India, tomorrow,” the boy went on. “But I’m coming back.”


  “Of course. But what if you don’t? And I’ve got something that won’t wait to tell Helen in person. Terrible. Terrible.”


  “Mmmm?”
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