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All’s Fair
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When Brian knocked on the door, Joyce jumped from her chair in a panic. Her husband, Louis, had trouble falling asleep at night, so she rushed to answer it before Brian knocked again and awakened him. Reading glasses shot off her nose and struck her chest where they hung from a chain. Of course it was Brian. He always knocked hard and slid his side against the door. Twelve years old, the son of the superintendent, Brian seemed much younger to her—probably because he was an albino.


“What is it, Brian?” she whispered anxiously, opening the door.


“I wanna show you something. Hurry!”


“Shh. Louis is asleep.”


“Come on! You’ll miss it!”


“What is it?”


Never expect an answer to that question, she thought. She’d asked it many times, only to follow him through the condominium complex to the recesses of the redwood pool shed, the game room, or the garage where the restored Studebaker was parked. Once, it had been to see Mrs. Becker’s bra, which he had stretched across the Ping-Pong table like a net; another time, to watch two green crickets mating.


But it was dark out and she was tired and ready for bed. It had been a trying day with Louis. First, he wouldn’t go out for some fresh air. “Fresh air. Who needs fresh air!” he’d said with his mimicking voice, the one she’d hated in the old days, when they could have equal fights. Then he wouldn’t eat the dinner she’d cooked. Baked chicken with potatoes and carrots. The skin removed. Everything low-fat and as the doctor had directed. All of this was aggravated by the night before. He had refused to turn off CNN. She’d struggled to block out news of the Ebola virus in Zaire, the closing of Pennsylvania Avenue to detonating trucks. The clock had read 2:00 a.m. “I can’t sleep. I’m still watching it,” he’d said. She could have gotten up and turned it off, and there would, of course, have been nothing he could do.


These thoughts were common lately. She knew it. Ones in which she defied her immobile husband, with enormous pleasure, and the fantasies troubled her. In one, she left him in the bathtub, say, an extra half hour when he complained about the water temperature, which she could never get quite right. Or she had a van service whisk him straight to the barber when he pronounced only she could cut his hair.


How, then, could she explain her compassion the last time she had caught him struggling to pull up his pants? He had been a tall, big-boned man, an administrator at the city college for some thirty years. Once a year, a handful of graduating students came over for a curry dish he’d cook himself. He had enjoyed lengthy squash games and reading political biographies on a Central Park bench. And now retired to this? She felt the urge to protect him, to wrap her arms around his shrinking frame, as she might have done when their daughter, Carol, was young and scraped her knee on a subway grate.


“Let me help you, Lou,” she would say, reaching for the waist of his pants.


He’d look up, embarrassed to be caught, and say, “I’ll ask when I need your help.”


Now, here stood Brian with his little albino demands. She hated herself for thinking this. How cruel, cruel. She should follow him. She should indulge his wishes because life had dealt him a pitiless blow, one colorless and pale, and she had seen it hit her husband too, reducing him to a bedridden tyrant. No, I don’t mean that. She must, she told herself, be patient.


Joyce slid her feet into the gardening clogs she kept beside the door. Each unit in the complex came with a five-by-seven plot for gardening, and, though she had never gardened before, she took to it with a special kind of vengeance. She learned about dirts, mulches, and fertilizers. She bought a wicker work basket from a gardener’s catalog and filled it with little wooden-handled tools she had no idea how to use—hoe knife, cultivator, dibble, and trowel.


She didn’t close the door all the way, intending to make it quick. The concrete walk sounded beneath her clogs. It was dark out. She followed the cap of pure white hair. Every once in a while, Brian glanced over his shoulder to make sure she was still there, his pale eyes like two pieces of chalk.


Outside, the vast desert sky stretched above, giving her a feeling of vertigo if she stared at it for too long. She still wasn’t used to this sky and longed for tall buildings to anchor her. She and Louis had moved here, to Palm Desert, California, from Manhattan for the warm, arid weather his doctor recommended. Years of things had been packed in boxes and moved to a place that made them look shabby in the intense light. Their collection of city landscape paintings suddenly looked dreary and old-fashioned. Louis’s large leather chair sagged beneath the tall windows.


This part of the country was unknown to her. On the map, the region had stretched brown and vast, like a remote outback. They had chosen Palm Desert because it was not far from Los Angeles, where their daughter now lived. The first week they arrived, Carol drove in from LA and took Joyce to every market, pharmacy, shoe-repair shop, and movie theater in town. She remembered that week as a dizzy blur of storefronts and blanched scenery, her daughter like a breathless tour guide working the crowd.


Late fall, she remembered, and the sun had still beamed hotly. Indian summer, she’d been told. The thermometer rarely dipped below ninety degrees. Hot winds had electrified her skirt and splayed her gray hair like a starfish across her forehead. Pavement shimmered. She’d felt like an image on overexposed film, the stark light revealing how she’d let herself go: unplucked eyebrows, the dry skin around her mouth solidifying into wrinkles.


It was a strange thing to transport a life in a gamble for more. The doctor had said many in his condition thrived in this climate for as long as five years.


“Thrived?” Louis had said skeptically, always sensitive to words. He and Joyce had avoided the warm-weather locations. “The silver zones,” he liked to call them. Upon retirement, it would have been a bicycle trip through China rather than winters in Florida.


“He’s declining,” Joyce had told Carol over the phone just before they decided to move. Nearly forty years of accumulation in the closets and drawers. Matchbooks, like travel diaries, would fall out of the corners, listing where they had been and where they had wished to go.


“Is it worth it?” Carol had asked. Meaning, Will he really get three to five years more?


Carol had adjusted well to her new life on the West Coast. In three years, she had been promoted to junior partner, her New York resolve impressing the firm. She had made friends. She had traded some of her rigor for a new fluidity, yet she still had a knack for the naked question.


“You’d uproot your entire life,” she’d said. “Friends, neighborhood, doctors—your routine. Are you sure, Mom?”


What Joyce knew she’d miss were people on the street. It would be different from New York. In the city, she often made conversation with strangers. They would talk about anything: the weather, food, local news. Once, engrossed in a conversation with a German tourist, she had missed her train stop.


Surprisingly, though, what she’d already missed most was no longer there to leave. The texture rather than the fabric. The way things were done rather than the actual things. She missed the cheerful, efficient way Louis had unfolded the card table rather than the weekly bridge game with Don and Beryl. The eager way his hands had riffled through the Sunday Times, not the thick newspaper they hauled to the Polish diner as part of their weekly ritual. She missed the mornings of bumping into his large body in their small kitchen, a nuisance she now understood as a tactile pleasure.


So it was Palm Desert or the removal of a small hope, and Joyce chose the former, though she nearly cried when the movers came for the boxes, when their friends said their goodbyes, veiled in comforting phrases that promised unexpected visits and amusing letters.


Joyce took Louis for a stroll while Carol opened the late-to-arrive boxes crammed in their new condominium.


“An expansive golf course view,” the real estate agent had said eagerly, as if their condominium windows would open onto a God-given landscape. Odd little rock and cactus gardens ornamented the complex. She couldn’t get used to seeing cacti in a garden; they were ugly, prickly things that belonged to a desert. Then, she reminded herself, she now lived in the desert.


“Strange,” she said to Louis, “to think before irrigation, this desert would have been uninhabitable.”


She wasn’t sure it was truly habitable now, but she was determined to put a cheerful face on it.


Across the walk, they watched their contemporaries cruise the rolling emerald hills in Bermuda shorts and pastel-colored golf carts. Neither of them played golf.


Louis sat in his wheelchair, dressed in the clothes she’d helped him into that morning—a pair of khaki slacks and a navy-blue sweater she now feared was too hot. His chin was still strong and sure. His wavy gray hair had a way of framing his ears that still managed to arouse her.


“When I go,” Louis had said, his mouth pulled to one side, the way he did to tell jokes, “you should get out of here.”


It was then that she felt the first urge to push his wheelchair into the sand pit. We’ve come all this way, and this is all the hope you can muster? The idea of defying him, of imagining him facedown in the sand, gave her a sudden moment of relief. Since they’d moved, an alarming variety of these fantasies had given her relief. But she stamped them down. Stamp, stamp. How cruel. How cruel. Racked with guilt, she would spend an extra half hour planting the goldfinks she’d kept waiting in their symmetrical plastic containers. She had read in a gardening book, “Ordinary garden soil and full sun. Rich soil is to be avoided.”


“Where are you going, Brian?”


He threaded her down the narrow walk toward the golf course. “Williamson’s back,” he called over his shoulder, shooting a finger at the lighted window across the walk. He knew the complex like the veins peering through the translucent skin of his hands. Comings and goings. This place his little fiefdom, she thought, with mounting affection.


“He collects things,” Brian said. “Butterflies with gnarly wings. Rusted corkscrews. I’ll show you sometime if you want.”


How did we all end up here? she wondered. This odd assortment? This eclectic bunch? Brian’s family had moved from Pennsylvania a year before she and Louis had. Brian’s parents shared the job of superintendent for the complex, which meant that his mother, who seemed to have more business sense, dealt with the finances and his father tended to repairs.


The first time she met Brian, she was standing outside the Spanish-tiled condominiums, grocery bags hanging from her arms. Several boys circled around him, hassling Brian about his baseball cap. He always wore it in the daytime, pulling it conspicuously low to shield his pink eyes, so he appeared to walk with his nose hooked to the bill. His pure white hair peeked out along the cap’s edges.


One large boy yanked the cap off his head, mimicking Brian’s discomfort in the sun. The boy withered to the ground. “I’m melting! I’m melting!” he taunted.


Brian groped again and again for the cap, fumbling like an injured bird. He reached like Louis did now for a glass of water on the nightstand, determined yet weak. Then he stepped back when a bright stroke of sun hit his pale eyes.


“Give him the cap back!” she yelled. “Give it to him now!”


The grocery bags slid from her arms. She ran across the wide, empty street, waving her hands as if shooing flies. The boys chuckled. They pinched Brian’s hot white cheek, then tossed the cap into a cactus garden and swaggered away, bouncing and laughing, calling back, “The albino’s got a bodyguard. Look at that! Whee-hee! Better bring Grandma to school tomorrow.”


Brian strained to pluck his cap out of the cactus. He pricked his arm, finally drew the cap out, then slapped it across his knee to shake out any needles.


“Are you all right?” she said, her voice still pitched high from the excitement.


He regarded her with a flushed, impatient look. The chagrin of the weak, Joyce thought. His T-shirt was bunched up in the middle, so his white stomach glared in the hot sun.


“What’re you doing here?” he asked.


She collected herself and gestured toward his cap, hanging like a fallen bird in his hand.


“I don’t need your help,” he said, hurling the cap into the center of the street. “You can have it if you want.” And then he ran.


Linked from that moment on, she thought now, following his bright, capless hair in the darkness, by his confusion after that humiliating afternoon. Shame and anger, she knew—her husband waving her away when she rushed to help him out of bed—were unidentified friends. Later, Brian came to her door, the cap returned to his hands, to begin the first day of their new friendship. He took her that day to see Mrs. Goldenbaum’s crosseyed tabby cat. His role from then on would be to amuse her, to find things worthy of her attention.


Or had it been his amusement with what he could get her to do?


He was a peculiar child with a never-ending supply of fascinations. Why am I doing this? I’m tired and it’s late. No more walks to his little show-and-tells, she decided. No more caterpillars or rusted corkscrews.


Brian stopped and whirled around on his toes. The path light shone down on his head so his hair glowed white-blue.


“Wanna know where we’re going?” he teased. He spun back around and continued walking.


“Yes, I do.” She stopped, her hands on her waist.


“Just a little more,” he pleaded, crouching and tugging on his pants at the knees.


Then, to keep her amused, he rubbed his palms together just below his nose, occasionally flicking at them with his starkly red tongue. His eyes darted back and forth.


“What am I?” he asked.


“Heaven knows,” she said, a grin rising that she was powerless to control. This odd boy. Yes, it was why she liked him so much.


“A fly!” he said, whirling back around.


She followed him over a grassy knoll, then down to a cement drainage ditch that cut across the golf course like a scar. He straddled the ditch, his two sneakers hobbling its sides. Joyce wasn’t about to attempt the ditch in her clogs, so she walked beside it, watching Brian bounce from side to side, his pace quickening, eyes lowered to the cement.


She began to enjoy the walk. The air finally cooled, and tall palm trees fanned in the breeze. The grass felt soft and smelled sweet beneath her. She heard Brian’s quick, short breaths keeping rhythm with his feet.


Sweet, clever boy. She was suddenly glad to follow him. She remembered the time, several weeks after the boys had harassed him, when she’d come home to find Brian crouched beneath the coffee table in her living room.


“We’re playing hide-and-seek,” he’d whispered.


She’d looked toward the hallway, confused. She had half anticipated Louis to walk into the room. “Let’s go see a show,” she might have said. Or, “Guess who I ran into on the train?” Deep down, she knew it wasn’t true—his condition had worsened—yet for that moment she had a child’s freedom from the hard facts.


“You’re under the coffee table!” Louis had called from his bed.


Brian rolled out, gripping his sides. “Ahh,” he’d said. “No fair. You heard her!”


“All’s fair!” Louis’s voice had rung through the hall.


As they approached a curve in the ditch, Brian kicked a stone that ricocheted off the cement. So white. Why his parents had moved to the desert, she could not understand. Watching him scuttle around the complex in midafternoon, his pale skin exposed to the hot, piercing glare, she had often been inspired to buy him a decent hat, one with a good broad brim. Louis had laughed. “He won’t wear that kind of hat, Joyce.”


“Why not?”


“The kids wear baseball caps.”


She knew he was right. The world worked according to a skewed justice she tried to resist. Why should an albino boy suffer beneath a penetrating sun? Or, for that matter, why should they have moved to a desert so she could watch her husband slowly die?


Brian stopped, his feet planted firmly in the ditch, and lifted his face to listen for something in the distance. Joyce watched his pale eyes, his iridescent skin, so lovely and opaque in the night. She felt an ache in her weak ankle and was about to invite him home for ice cream when she heard something whimper—an animal or a young child?


Brian took off down the ditch. “Hurry!” he yelled. “Look what I found!”


She jerked forward. A small form moved in jagged circles on the other side of the ditch. It whimpered and growled. It cast itself sideways, attempted to run, then flopped onto its side and rolled, its body a tight knot.


“How’d he get out?” Brian shouted.


She strained her eyes to make out the form. A little dog appeared to be caught on its tail, circling madly. Grass flew. It yanked its body around and around until it collapsed, a panting bundle, its dark eyes still with fright.


Brian climbed out of the ditch and moved toward the dog.


“Don’t get near it, Brian,” she called. “It might bite.”


“He won’t bite.”


“He’s caught on something.”


“His own tail!” he yelled. He picked up the dog, a twisting ball of white fur. Then he rolled it into the cement ditch. The dog bounced off its left hindquarters. It yelped and writhed harder, ricocheting against the ditch, bounding off one side, rolling to the other. Brian’s excitement grew.


“Look! Look!” he yelled. “A pinball!”


He moved toward the ditch, and Joyce suddenly understood that this kid—so delighted by the dog’s distress—was the same boy often surrounded by stronger kids, poking and kicking him on the ground.


“Get away!” she shouted.


She slid after him, losing one clog in the ditch. Before Brian grabbed the dog, she smacked his arm away with one quick stroke. She was surprised by her strength, feeling the sting in the palm of her hand.


She reached for the dog. Her fingers searched for the place where it was caught until she found the piece of fishing wire knotted around the tail. The dog yelped. She quickly followed the wire to the collar and then slipped the small knot off the link. The dog sprang from her arms, freed, and scrambled out of the ditch. The wire flailed behind it. She watched it run across the golf course—hot, white, and quick—toward the street, until her eyes could no longer track him in the dark.


She turned an angry face on Brian, who sat sullenly at the edge of the ditch. His eyes were strained red. He scraped his sneaker against the cement.


“Don’t you leave,” she said, groping for her clog, which lay upside down at the bottom of the ditch. “I want to have a word with you.”


She heard more scraping on cement. She rose just as he fled, his sneakers flashing in a bold, bright streak, headed for the stucco walk.


“Brian!” she called. She wanted to run after him, to shake him with the force of her indignation until he came to understand. She grappled with these feelings as she watched him run farther and farther away, beyond her grasp. And then he disappeared.


Joyce crawled out of the ditch and stood to catch her breath. She wiped the lap of her skirt, though there was no dirt on it. She looked behind her in the direction the dog had run, then in front, and felt the expanse of the foreign landscape around her. If Brian came to her door tomorrow, what would she tell him? That he had surprised her, when the anger she felt was slowly fading?


“I should get back,” she said to herself, realizing that she was standing in the middle of a golf course at night. 


With one clog in her hand, she hobbled across the grass like a child pretending to limp, feeling, as she went, the dull pleasure of imbalance. She would check on Louis, she thought, then go to her garden, where she’d turn on the porch light and cut the California lilacs, whose exact gardening instructions were somehow reassuring: “Should be pruned hard in spring before new growth appears.”





Marta del Ángel
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My name is Marta del Ángel. It’s a pretty name; I am named after my father’s dead sister. In California they call me Martha, with a tongue stuck to their top front teeth when they come to the “t.” It sounds different here, like they’re going to spit.


I married an American man I met in a supermarket parking lot. He worked in construction, and when I met him he was sitting in his truck, swallowing beer. I fell in love with his arms; they were golden from the sun, and a thin film of dust glistened on his blond hairs. These are the things of love, my father once told me. “Cuídese, mi hija. It only takes one thing.”


We rented an apartment in Oxnard, not far from the water. I could hear the bells from the dock and at times a foghorn. The home, I kept it spotless, and my husband never had to wait for his dinner. These are the lessons of my mother. Her kitchen was my classroom, and I learned something. I woke up with the roosters to make fresh cheese for my brothers. My mother tested the coffee before serving it to my father. These things are not uncommon for young women like me.
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