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ABSTRACT 

 

 Drinking Dirty Water: A Novella is an attempt to examine marriage and divorce 

in contemporary society through the lens of one woman’s experiences with and without 

her husband.  

  It is also intended, in some small way, to partake in the conversation begun by 

Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying.  
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1.  

When it’s a Friday morning and you’ve just found gang rape porn on your husband’s 

computer and you’re wondering who is this man that I’m married to? How can he watch 

this? and can I stay married to a man who enjoys watching this?... what can you do?  

These are the options: 

1) Wait until he comes home from work and ambush him. 

2) Wait until he comes home from work and sit him down for a very mature, very 

adult, very we’ve-been-to-marriage-therapy-and-we’re-going-to-work-this-out “Honey, I 

found gang rape porn on your computer chat.” 

3) Wait until he comes home from work and then do as Gen Xers tend to do in our 

gray-haired Florida town—go to Whole Foods.  

But, before settling on a plan of action, I took the first step every good Jewish girl 

would take—I called my mom for advice I’d probably ignore anyways.  

I told her what I saw, but I spared her the details that flashed through my head: 

women tied down, screaming. Bodies writhing in pain. Women pleading with the men to 

stop. A woman bent over, sandwiched between two men, being forcibly sodomized by one, 

tears streaming down her face as she performed fellatio on the other a circle of men 

looking on, waiting their turn.  

I started to cry then. When you find something like that, whether you want your 

relationship with your husband to change or not, it will.  

My mom sighed.  

“Hello?” I asked.  

“I don’t know what to say.”   

“What should I do? What should I do?!”  

“I don’t know. Leave him?”   

“Leave him? It’s not that simple.” I sobbed—loud, choking for each breath.  

My mom was silent.  

“Say something, Mom. Please. Help me.”  

“Maya, I’m sorry. But I’ve got to get ready for work. Can I call you later?” She 

paused and took a sip of her morning coffee. “I’ll try to call you on my lunch break.”  
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I blew my nose and dried my eyes. I paced the tiled floor of our study. The 

monitor, a menace in hard black plastic, stared at me from the mahogany desk.  An 

emblem of everything wrong about my marriage—and setting aside the gang rape porn, 

there was a lot already—it seemed to take over the whole room, crowding out the library 

Miguel and I had carefully assembled over hundreds of Saturday afternoons spent at 

dusty used book stores. The monitor expanded further, knocking down the brightly 

painted walls covered with folk art and framed pictures from our travels—pushing away 

all our cheerful reminders of couple hood.  

I tried to channel the marriage therapist we’d recently seen—a lesbian named 

Terry. To be honest, I’d always questioned the wisdom of taking relationship advice from 

a woman who’d, in fact, never been in a relationship with a man. Miguel had questioned 

the wisdom of seeing a therapist at all and had quit going after a few sessions.  

Braving couples' counseling alone, I became queen of that neutral, non-

aggressive, I’m-in-therapy-and-we’re-going-to-work-this-out speak. I followed Terry’s 

advice, “Be specific in your language. Tell him how you feel, but take responsibility for 

your feelings. Stay calm.” When I was in therapy, Miguel and I went a little something 

like this:  

Me: Dear, when I come home for the weekend and there's cat vomit on the floor, I 

feel taken for granted and unappreciated.  

Miguel (not looking up from the newspaper on the kitchen table): I appreciate 

you, sweetie.  

Me: When you leave cat vomit on the floor for me to clean up, I don’t feel like you 

respect me.  

Miguel: I respect you.  

Me: Dear, right now I’m not feeling heard. I don’t feel like you’re truly listening 

to me. 

Miguel: Honey, I’m listening to you. You don’t like it when I leave cat vomit on 

the floor. 

(Pause). 

Me: Can I ask you something? 

Miguel: Shoot.  
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Me: Why did you leave the cat vomit on the floor? Why didn’t you clean it up 

yourself?  

Miguel: Because I knew you’d do it when you got home.  

He still hadn’t looked up from the paper. He’d kept reading, turned the page.  

I’d stood there, hoping he’d come clean the floor. I’d waited. I’d closed my eyes 

and envisioned myself sitting in Terry’s warmly lit, tapestry-decorated office. 

A Zen-sort-of-stand-off, only Miguel was sitting.  

I’d focused on my breathing and thought about the big picture. Keep things in 

perspective, I thought.   

“I’m going to take a dump,” he’d announced. I’d opened my eyes then, to see him 

tucking the newspaper under his arm, to watch his back as he walked out of the kitchen 

and down the hall.  

I’d sighed and cleaned the floor myself. At least the cat vomit came up easily in 

one big lump because it was dry.  

       

While I paced in the study, I tried to picture a calm conversation similar to this, 

substituting the words “gang rape porn” for “cat vomit.” It just seemed absurd.  

I imagined myself ambushing Miguel when he came home from work. As this 

scene played itself out in my head, I felt exhausted. It was no easy task to fight with a 

litigator who was being groomed by the senior partners to “take over the reins of the 

firm.” Sharp and charismatic, Miguel swaggered into courtrooms and took on attorneys 

twice his age with twice his experience and won.  

Already feeling defeated, already tired of battling, I sat in the black leather 

captain’s chair. I looked at the darkened computer screen. I knew the gang rape porn was 

just a symptom. I stayed there for a long time, feeling heavy, so much weight pushing 

down upon my shoulders. 

 

The day passed. Miguel came home fresh from court, his cell phone glued to his 

ear—as it was almost every time he entered the house—gray suit jacket draped over his 

arm, burgundy shirt buttoned to the throat. He unknotted his black tie, and pulled it off in 

one quick motion, dropping it onto the floor. He gave me a quick peck on the forehead. 
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He didn't bother to pause his conversation, and I could tell he was talking to his brother, 

Joaquin.  

I did my best to act normal, forcing a smile. But as I watched his back move 

through the living room towards the hallway, I wanted to run after him. I wanted to 

snatch the phone from his hand and scream at him, “Look at me! Talk to me! I’m your 

wife!” 

I just stood there instead, remembering how he’d showered me with attention ten 

years before, when we’d met in university. At first, I hadn't been interested in him, but he 

wouldn’t take no for an answer. And eventually, I’d been defeated by his persistence and 

boyish handsomeness. Large brown eyes that turn down just a touch at the corners. 

Defined cheekbones. A strong Roman nose. Smallish almost cherubic lips that broke 

easily and often into a genuine smile. Deep olive toned skin. Long and lean with broad 

shoulders. 

Miguel had been Miguelito then—with a constant two-day stubble and shaggy 

hair, a punk rocker in torn camouflage pants held together with safety pins. Miguelito 

was the guy who wanted to be an attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union. 

Miguelito was the guy who helped me out when my mom cut me off. 

Miguelito was the guy who blew off a day of law school classes so he could stay 

at home with me while my cat—the cherished pet I’d had since I was four—was in 

kidney failure. He’d sat with us on the living room floor, and he’d comforted both of us 

while she died.  

I thought of Miguelito and wondered if it was love or nostalgia that had kept us 

together all these years.  

I followed Miguel’s trail of shoes, socks, coat, and shirt to the study, where he sat 

at the computer checking his email, his cell phone cradled between his head and shoulder. 

I looked at the back of his head, his hair a short, severe style that we jokingly referred to 

as “the Napoleon cut.”  

There he was—my sweet man, the man who supported me when my mother 

wouldn’t. The man I thought I’d spend my life with.  
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There he was—the man who refused to go to marriage therapy with me, his hands 

on the same keyboard and mouse he’d used to download gang rape porn, sitting in the 

same chair I’d sat in that morning exhausted from what had become a mess of a marriage.  

He finished his conversation and snapped the cell phone shut, setting it down on 

the desk beside him. Absorbed in checking his email, he didn't turn around.  

"Sorry about that, hon," he said. "I know you hate it when I come in on the 

phone." 

"But still you do it everyday," I said.   

"I'm not going to hang up with Joaquin just because I've come home," he said.  

"I'm not asking you to do that. When you're a few blocks away from the house 

you could start wrapping it up or you could say, 'hey, I'm almost home. Can I call you 

back later?'" 

He snorted. "I'm not going to shorten my conversation just for you. I finish talking 

when I finish talking. Deal with it." 

"Do you think Monica deals with it? Do you think Joaquin comes strutting into 

the house on the phone everyday? No way," I said.  

He tapped away on the keyboard, ignoring me, and I felt that sudden click in my 

head, the one when my rational mind has left and when I'm. Just. Mad.  

"'I'm not going to shorten my conversation just for you. Deal with it'?" I said. 

"What about the things I've done for you? The sacrifices I've made? Putting off graduate 

school and working a shit job while you were in law school because 'oh, when I finish 

law school, Maya, sure we'll move to a city where I can work and you can go to grad 

school.' And what happened? You took a job here, in this shithole of a town where there's 

no graduate school and no decent jobs. Now I've spent two years smooshing a week's 

worth of classes and teaching into three days and driving ten hours round trip every week 

so I could spend half the week at home with you. And what do I walk into every 

Thursday night, after five hours in the car? A house that's a wreck, a stack of bills, an 

empty fridge, and dried cat vomit on the floor! And I do deal with it! I pay the bills, I go 

grocery shopping, I clean up the cat vomit. And you can't do this tiny thing for me, you 

can't get off the fucking phone for me?" 
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He was still facing the computer. Seething, I looked at his back. I felt like I was 

always looking at his back.  

"Look at me, goddamnit!" I screamed. 

He snapped around in the chair then and, wordless, we stared at each other. I felt 

the ten years we'd spent together filling the air between us. I remembered my mom's 

nonchalant "Leave him?"  

Standing there, staring at Miguel, the monitor glowing behind him, I thought 

about what it would be like to say those words, "I'm leaving." But what would I leave to? 

I'd spent my entire adult life with him and had never even imagined a future without him. 

We'd mapped out a life together, we'd created images of us—me pregnant with our 

babies, Miguel pushing our dark-haired children on swings, me picking up our kids from 

school, us growing gray together by the sea. For ten years, I hadn't envisioned anything 

but us, our, we.  

But what about me? I wondered.  

So, I turned inside myself and listened… 

I felt unmoored and disoriented.  

I felt like the 18-year-old girl who fell in love with the confident, almost arrogant, 

20-year-old Miguelito.  

I felt like the woman rapidly approaching thirty who felt like her marriage was a 

sham.  

I wanted to stay here forever and run away this very moment.  

I wanted to be the couple we'd once been, but would never be again.  

I was nostalgic for the future we might not have, the imaginings of a life I'd 

already begun to mourn. 
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2.  

Despite our cell phone standoff in the study, Miguel and I still held our Friday evening 

testimony to couplehood in the aisles of Whole Foods.  

The products were displayed like precious art—track lights from the ceiling 

providing perfect illumination, not too bright, not too dim—and the rows were packed 

with quasi-hip-white-collar-twenty-and-thirty-somethings, stocking up on overpriced 

food for the quiet night at home. I looked at them and wondered if we were all there out 

of habit, if we were all clinging desperately to our routines, to the private language and 

culture that each couple has. The glue that helps keep you together, even once the love 

has faded—the things are so hard to leave behind.  

There was Miguel: pushing the cart, putting one foot before the other, going 

through the motions.  

"Are you happy, honey?" I asked. Because maybe he wasn't. Maybe it wasn't all 

about me and us, maybe it was about him, maybe he still wanted to be an attorney for the 

ACLU. Maybe he'd made sacrifices that felt like too much to bear. Maybe he resented me 

for it.  

He didn't answer right away.  

"Because, you know," I said, "it's important to me that you are. Maybe we both 

need a big change. You could quit your job and open a microbrewery. We've got some 

savings and we could take out a small business loan." Yes, that's what we both need. A 

change. I imagined us working together, the stench of brewing beer in our clothes, in our 

hair, but neither of us caring anyways—smiling at each other, our relationship made fresh 

again by this sudden shift in direction.  

"Brewing beer is just a hobby for me. I wouldn't want to do it for a living. 

Besides," Miguel said, "I'm good at what I do."  

"Yes, but just because you're good at it doesn't mean you need to do it for the rest 

of your life. Especially if it's not making you happy. I'd make a hell of a hooker, but you 

don't see me making that my life's ambition," I said.  

"I can't beat logic like that," Miguel said with a laugh. "But no, really. I'm happy 

with my job." He looked at me. "Thank you for asking, honey. That's sweet of you."  
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I felt the last bit of anger that had been roiling inside of me dissolve. This is us 

and we are we.  

"Are you happy with me, Miguel?"  

"Of course I am, sweetie," he said.  

"Then why the gang rape porn?"  

We were deep into the store by then. We'd set the cart aside and were facing the 

cheese wall—wheels of authentic Italian parmesan, wedges of sharp white cheddar, 

blocks of pungent blue-veined gorgonzola before us.  

"It's not mine," he said.  

"Whose is it then? Because it's certainly not mine," I said.  

"When you download porn," he said, "sometimes it comes in like… an 

assortment, a package. Like a Whitman's Sampler."  

"A Whitman's Sampler? You're comparing downloading porn to buying a box of 

chocolates?" I sighed. "Look, Miguel. It's not even about the porn, really. I was mad and 

hurt—very hurt—when I found it. But now? I just want to understand. I just want to 

make things better. What can we do? What can I do? Am I doing something wrong?  

Aren't we having enough sex?"  

"Yes, yes. Plenty," he said.  

"Because we can have more sex if that's important to you." The truth is we 

couldn't have much more than we already were. Our sex life was active. Very active. I 

often made the overly alliterative joke to my girlfriends, some of whom were scheduling 

sex with their husbands, that my relationship with Miguel was sort of like a Fellini film—

food, fighting, and fucking.  

"Our sex life is fine, honey," Miguel said.  

"Then why the rape porn?" 

"It's not mine."  

I gave up and headed over to the olive bar—the different colors and sizes a 

shining checkerboard beneath the sneeze-guard—plump purple kalamatas, shriveled 

black oil-cured Moroccans, fleshy nicoises. I spooned two of each, so Miguel could both 

taste them all, into a small plastic container—setting each pair down carefully, ensuring 

that they remained together. 
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I glanced over at Miguel, who was studying individual beers from multiple 

microbreweries—holding them up to the light, tilting them, trying to examine the liquid 

in the impenetrable brown and green bottles. He was like a scientist—turning them 

around, reading the labels. Hunting for clues as to what was inside.  

I know how you feel, Miguel. I thought of how much time I'd spent studying him 

and the opaque glass of our relationship, looking for some script that would explain it. I’d 

spent so much time turned outwards, trying to figure out how he felt, and how to make 

things better between us.  

And then came that question again: What about me?  

I looked down at the container of paired olives in my hand and thought about how 

lonely I felt in our pair.  

I decided to break the routine, to try something new. I separated the olives, 

putting them in two containers—one for him, one for me. I put them in the cart next to 

Miguel, who was inspecting a micro-brewed apricot weizen.  

"That's what we need to do," I said. "We need to make some changes, shake 

things up. We need to break our habits. We need to take a time-out from everything and 

really check-in with each other, really reconnect to each other. We should take a 

vacation."  

"Honey," Miguel said, "I would love to take a vacation and go somewhere fun 

with you, but I can't take the time off of work right now." 

I saw the apricot weizen in his hand and had an idea. "OK! So, forget the 

vacation. What about a long weekend? It's May. We could go up to Saint Augustine like 

we used to every May to celebrate our anniversary. Remember?" I leaned my head onto 

his shoulder and took his hand. We laced our fingers together.  

"I just don't have the time, Maya," he said. And I felt the regret in his voice. It was 

there.  

"But, honey, remember how we always used to have champagne and dried 

apricots on the last morning of our Saint Augustine trip? We'd sit on the balcony and 

you'd open the champagne, and we'd have the same brand of dried apricots that you got 

me the first night we met," I said.  
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"The first night you remembered me," he corrected. "We'd actually met in 

January, but you didn’t notice me."  

Our memories—the narrative of our life together, a story that we keep telling each 

other—an essential part of the glue that kept us together.    

"So, let's go. Let's go to Saint Augustine. This weekend! Let's be spontaneous! 

We can get some apricots and we can pack all this in a cooler and we can go. Tonight! 

Let's see, it's like a… four hour, five hour drive? If we hurry we can be there by 

midnight." I was excited then, we could do this, we could take this weekend and we could 

fix things and we would eat our dried apricots and things would get better. We could be 

our old selves again.  

"I want to, I really want to, but I can't sweetie." 

"Why not?" 

"Because I've got work on Monday."  

"So? It's Friday now. I can drive back on Sunday," I said.  

"But I'll be exhausted from being in the car all weekend and then I'll be beat on 

Monday." 

"But this is important. This is us."   

"I know, honey."  

"But what about us? And the apricots?" I asked.  

"Sweetie," he had that pleading sound he got in his voice sometimes, when he 

knew that he was disappointing me. "I'm sorry. I know. I know. I know we need to spend 

some time together. I know that I'm working too much. It's just. I can't. Look, we can get 

some dried apricots here and we can go to the beach tomorrow."  

"But it's not the same. And I just want a weekend. I'm just asking for a weekend 

in Saint Augustine," I said.  

"I know, honey. And I'm sorry I can't do it. But if you want, you can go to Saint 

Augustine."  

"By myself?" I asked. I'd never been anywhere alone.  

"Sure. Why not? You're a big girl. Maybe a weekend off would be good for you. 

No cooking, no cleaning. Just rest," he said.  

And what about that?  
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What about having a space of my own for the weekend?  

Or. 

What about taking some time away? For more than a weekend. For a little while.   

This suddenly made sense.  

My mother's "Leave him?" hadn't. It felt too extreme. And where could I leave to? 

I couldn't go to her—that would only propel me back to Miguel.  

Miguel traded the apricot weizen for a bottle of pumpkin-flavored ale from 

another boutique brewery. He let go of my hand and began another rigorous 

investigation.  

I headed over to the wines.  

As I walked through the wines, grouped by their region of origin, I tried to 

imagine myself in each place. Argentina. I spoke Spanish pretty well, read it even better, 

and Miguel and I had spent three weeks traveling there for our honeymoon. Our 

honeymoon! I pined. We'd eaten cheap empanadas—washed down by a shared bottle of 

malbec—for lunch everyday. We'd had fine cuts of steak or simple, rustic pasta—washed 

down by another bottle of malbec—for dinner every night. Yes, we'd overindulged, but 

we were happy. Yes, I'd gained 10 pounds in three weeks, but we were so happy. Hiking 

in the Andes, tasting the wines in Mendoza, traipsing through the oh-so-European 

Recoleta in Buenos Aires. Watching tango dancers on the streets—her black fish-net 

stockings had a barely discernible hole on the back of her thigh, which I glimpsed when 

her red-suspendered companion raised her leg high, assertively pulled it up onto his hip, 

supporting her with one strong hand at the lowest edge of her back, swaying her 

downwards so she looked like she was swooning.  

No, I couldn't go to Argentina. Its streets were full of Miguel and me in happier 

days.  

Spain. Out of the question. Miguel's grandfather was from Galicia and Miguel's 

aunt and uncle lived in Cordoba. A year before, Miguel and I'd gone to Barcelona for a 

week together, then I'd gone on to Madrid to visit his—our—cousin. I'd met his aunt and 

uncle in Sevilla, and spent a few days at their home in Cordoba. I'd had a cold and 

Miguel’s aunt had fussed over me like I was one of hers, forcing me to wear a pair of her 
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socks when we were at her house, suggesting naps and bed times to me. There was no 

way I could go to Spain.  

Israel. "I have no interest in the Middle East or Jews," Miguel had said when I 

asked him to go.  

"But your wife is Jewish. Your kids will be Jewish," I'd said.  

"And that's fine with me, as long as you're not expecting me to go to synagogue 

with you."  

"Synagogue? Who said anything about synagogue? When have you ever seen me 

or anyone in my family set foot in a synagogue?"  

"Actually," Miguel had said. "Maybe we should go to synagogue. Jews are great 

people for me to network with." 

"Forget about synagogue. Let's see Israel."  

In the end, he’d refused.  

But Israel was a part of my family narrative—throughout my life my grandfather 

had repeated the story of how a roar had erupted in Brooklyn when the state of Israel was 

founded in 1948, how Jews had taken to the streets to celebrate. I pictured my 

grandfather—young, his black hair neatly combed back, his blue eyes shining—jumping 

in the streets at the founding of this nation, his eyes turned towards the sky.  

He was only sixteen then but wanted to go, wanted to lie about his age so he could 

pick up a gun and fight alongside other Jews in the war of Independence, wanted to be 

part of the new Jewish state, wanted to speak Hebrew and become a sabra.  

“Let my youngest son go die fighting the Arabs? Not a chance,” his mother had 

said. And so he’d remained in New York City, had gotten busy with life, and had never 

left. He’d become an old man who said it often with a sigh, “I should have gone to 

Israel.”  

As I stood in the wine aisle I realized that, like Friday nights at Whole Foods, 

Argentina, Spain, and Israel were already a part of the story. I thought of Terry the 

Lesbian Therapist, “It is my duty,” she’d once said, “to help you identify the narrative 

you and your husband are inhabiting. Once we have done that, we can begin the work of 

reshaping it—either as a couple or as individuals.” I realized I wanted to go somewhere 

new, somewhere that meant nothing to either of us and had nothing to do with our 
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narrative. And I realized that, for the first time in my adult life, I’d been imagining 

myself alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 

 



3.  

    Over a light dinner of olives, cheese, and crusty baguette, at our Williams-Sonoma 

“Rustic Italian Countryside" dining table, I tested the waters, "You know, that thing you 

said… about taking the weekend away. What if I went away for more than a weekend?"   

"What, exactly, are we talking about here?" Miguel asked.  

"I don’t know for sure. It's just something I'm thinking about. To take some time," 

I said.  

We were both silent. I rushed to fill the air between us, even if it was with 

something we’d discussed over and over again. “Or, I know! This is sort of crazy, but, 

OK, it’s an idea!” I was excited. “OK, are you ready?” 

“Let’s hear it,” Miguel said and he laughed. I could tell he was catching my 

enthusiasm and I thought that this was it. This time it would be different and this time he 

would understand. I was finally going to rally the troops and we were going to fix our 

marriage.  

“Let’s move. Let’s make a fresh start somewhere. A bigger city.”  

“Honey,” his voice was disappointed. “I’d love to just pick up and move 

somewhere with you, but I can’t. I have a job.”  

“But you can find a new one,” I said.  

“It doesn’t work that way.”  

“So, how does it work? Please tell me. How can it work for me in this tiny little 

town? There’s nothing here for me to do and I don’t want to sit at home all day.” 

“I know it’s hard for you here, sweetie, but we can’t just pick up and move just 

like that.”  

“But I did it for you.”  

“Because I have a career.”  

“But I’ve not had a chance to build a career.”  

“You didn’t know what you wanted to do.”  

“I’ve never had a chance to explore any options. If we moved to a big city, I 

could. And remember, that’s what you promised me—that after law school we’d move 

somewhere for both of us.” 
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“And as you’ll recall,” he began (and I felt like he was pointing out evidence), “I 

tried to get jobs in other places.”  

“You didn’t try hard enough. You took the first job that came your way knowing 

that there would be nothing there for me, instead of holding out for something that would 

have worked for both of us. Miguel, this was supposed to be a partnership. And instead 

I’m stuck following you around.” I’ll admit it—my voice was a little too loud and not at 

all calm-Zen-like (as I’d been working on with Terry) as I said this, and my tone was 

accusatory.  

“You didn’t know what you wanted to do!” he shouted.  

“I never had a chance to figure it out!” I screamed.  

We were both wrong. And we were both right.  

I stood up and walked down the hall. I didn’t want this to turn into a fight like the 

Great Chicken Curry Incident, one of my worst moments. I’d ended up throwing a plate 

full of food and screaming (like some sort of deranged Martha Stewart) “You put 

Tabasco on the food I spent all day cooking for you without even tasting it first?! You 

second guess me on everything!” In the past couple of years I’d developed this explosive 

temper (it was one of the things I was working on with Terry) and when I’d lose it, part 

of me would be out there thinking, who are you? Who have you become?  

I collected myself and went back to the dining table. "Look, honey. I want you to 

understand what this is about," I said. "I feel like I'm in a pressure cooker here. In this 

town. In this house. And if I don't push the lid aside to let out some steam, I feel like 

we're just going to explode and there will be no way we can work this out."  

Miguel looked up from his food, his eyebrows furrowed, his mouth turned down.  

His cheeks had that slack look they got when he was upset. "God, Maya. I didn't realize 

you were that unhappy. I didn't realize it was that bad," he said.  

"It is that bad. I can't imagine going on like this with you,” I said, “but I can't 

imagine my life without you." And I couldn't—when I tried to picture a future without 

Miguel, it was a big blank, a big hole through which I was sure I'd freefall and never hit 

bottom. 

"OK," he said. “So go.”  

"‘So go?’ That's it?"  
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He spat an olive pit onto his plate. "What can I say, really?" he asked.  

"Oh, something like, 'Don't go. Let's try to work this out. I want you here.'"   

"Of course I'd prefer to have you here. But if this is what you want to do, if this is 

what you need to do, I don't want to hold you back. And now's the time to do things like 

this—before we have kids."  

I thought of his brother, Joaquin, and his wife, Monica. Three years before, 

Monica had whispered in my ear during the family Fourth of July celebration, "We're 

either going to get divorced or have a baby." I'd thought it outrageous at the time, but I 

realized that maybe that's what my time away would amount to, that maybe I was 

standing at a break-up-or-baby crossroads. I wondered if all couples didn’t come to a 

point in their relationship where it was either time to move forward or move apart.  

The phone rang and Miguel stood.  

"Oh honey, do you have to answer the phone now?" I asked. "We're kind of 

having a talk here," I said.  

He continued towards the phone.  

"You know, you're like a teenager with the phone—always dropping everything 

and making a dash for it whenever it rings," I said.   

Terry the Lesbian Therapist would not approve. I should have said something 

like, “When you get up to answer the phone in the middle of a conversation about our 

relationship, I feel like you don't care about my feelings or about us."  

He answered and his tone shifted in that way that I knew he was talking to 

someone from my family. He threw me a pointed look—You see? You didn't want me to 

answer the phone and look, it's for you anyways.  

I felt like everything had become a battle between us. I put my hands up, 

admitting defeat on this one point.   

He smirked and nodded. "OK, here's Maya," he said. 

I'd barely pressed the phone to my ear when it was filled with that unmistakable 

voice. Theatrically animated, heavily Brooklyn-accented despite the fact that she'd left 

New York fifty years ago—Aunt Marilyn.  

"Hello my dear Maya. This is your Auntie Malka calling."  
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Her Hebrew name, Malka, which means queen, reflected her status. She was the 

matriarch of our family. The Queen of our Tribe. My mother had spent her summers with 

Auntie Malka and her family—their idyllic suburban life in Cleveland a welcome escape 

from my mom's difficult home life in Brooklyn. A surrogate mother to my mom, she'd 

become something of a surrogate grandmother to me.  

Before I could say hello, she continued, "I talked to your mother today. And she 

tells me that you're having trouble with that darling husband of yours…"  

Oh God, if my mom told Aunt Marilyn about the gang rape porn. 

She launched into the typical "marriage isn't easy, it takes work," speech.  

I went to the bedroom and folded laundry, making neat his and her piles on the 

bed, tuning in and out and offering the occasional encouraging "uh-huh" and "you're 

right" and, once in a while, losing patience and letting an "I know that" slip.   

"…and I can't even tell you how many times I was leaving your uncle Don," she 

said.  

That got my attention.  

"What? You and Uncle Don?"  

"Oh, sure. In our fifty-three years of marriage, I must have packed a bag a 

hundred times. 'That's it! I'm leaving Bogart!'" her voice rang out as though she were on 

a stage.  

"I didn't know that," I said.  

"Well, you keep that one to yourself. Only the girls know," she said, referring to 

her three children, my aunts. "But here I am. A widow after fifty-three years of a great 

marriage. Not always a happy one, but a great one." 

"And that's amazing," I said, tears forming in my eyes, a knot expanding in my 

throat. I gripped one of Miguel's t-shirts in my hand. "That's beautiful. That's what I want, 

too. That's what I thought I would have." 

"You have it, dear."  

"I don't know what I have anymore," I said. "And I think I'm going to go away, to 

take some time to think." 

I sucked in my breath, waiting for the lecture that would surely follow.  

For once Auntie Malka was quiet.  
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"Hello?" I asked.  

"A shmita," she said. "It's perfect timing. We are in the midst of one right now. 

This year, 5768 for us—imagine that, almost 6000 years and here we still are!—is after 

all, a shmita." 

"Shmee-what?" I asked.  

"It means release. It's a time that we let go of worldly concerns. It's a time that we 

trouble ourselves only with the spirit. It's a test of faith. We hand everything over to God, 

we leave the fields fallow, and then we reap the spiritual harvest." She paused for effect, 

as she tended to do, and as she held the silence, I imagined her—her perfectly coiffed 

auburn-dyed hair, her ice blue eyes, her arched eyebrows, one of her slim, elegantly 

manicured hands holding the phone to her ear. "We also forgive personal debts, if you 

know what I mean," she said pointedly. Though Miguel certainly didn't owe me any 

money, I got her point.  

"Yes. Take your shmita. And then," her voice lightened, "then come home and get 

to work on making some beautiful Jewish-Puerto Rican babies. And the show will go on, 

darling. The show must go on." 

 

I looked at Miguel sitting there at the table, and my anger and hurt evaporated. 

How could I leave someone I loved so much? I thought of him alone, coming home from 

work to an empty house, walking past framed pictures from our wedding. I thought of 

him in our house with all our stuff—the accoutrements of a life together, accumulated 

things that had accumulated memories. The margarita glasses my mom bought us when 

we moved in together eight years before. The paella dish his mom bought me, not 

realizing that her son hates paella. Miguel and I had laughed that we'd reached that place 

in our relationship where I knew him better than his own mother (Terry, of course, would 

argue that we’d reached that place in our relationship where, via transference, I was his 

mother) and we'd kept the paellera anyways, added it to the pile of kitchen wares and 

cookbooks his mom bought me.  

I stood there. Unsure of what to do with myself, my hands hung limply at my 

sides.  

"I don't want to hurt you," I said and I started crying.  
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But there was that little voice again inside of me, that feeling of something having 

come unhinged, unmoored. And it asked me, with an edge of urgency: what about me?  

I sat down across from him. I picked up my paper napkin from the table and 

clenched it tight in my hand. "And I'm so sorry, but I think I need to go," I said.  

"I know, honey. I know," he said, and though I'd only seen him cry once in ten 

years—when his mother was diagnosed with breast cancer—I thought I saw him fighting 

back tears.  

"Part of me doesn't want to go, but I feel like I need to. I don't know who I am as 

an adult without you. I'm so dependent on you," and as I said that, I felt angry at myself 

that I'd given up so much of myself and my goals for a relationship. "There must be 

sacrifice," Miguel's mom had always said. But how much? When are you giving up too 

much of yourself?  

"I need to prove to myself that I can make it in the world on my own," I said. "I 

need to know that we're together for the right reasons—that we're not just staying 

together out of dependency or habit. And I need to know who I am without you."  

As the words were streaming out of me, so were tears. And snot. When my napkin 

was saturated, I blew my nose into my hand and wiped it onto my jeans. 

"Look at me," I laughed.  

"Aw, honey. You want to blow your nose on my shirt?" Miguel asked. "For old 

times' sake."  

I nodded and shuffled around the table. I bent over and took Miguel's shirt—and it 

smelled so good, it smelled like him, it smelled like us in a way, it was that warm, 

familiar scent of our laundry and our sheets and our home—and I blew my nose into it. 

We hugged. 

I sat on the floor next to his chair, and rested my head on his thigh. He stroked my 

hair. I gripped the edge of his shorts. I felt like I was falling off the earth and I wanted to 

hang on.  And we sat like that for a long time.  
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4.  

It was like the time I cleaned the cat vomit from the floor and it came up in one big 

chunk—if I was going to go, I was going to go in a big way, all at once.  

I booked a one-way ticket to India. It would be completely foreign, uncharted 

territory—like being without Miguel. And I figured if I could make it through India 

unharmed, if India didn’t open her mouth and swallow me whole, I could handle 

anything.  

But first I had to survive dinner with Miguel’s family, the night before I left.  

We gathered around the table, laden with my favorite Puerto Rican foods—yucca 

con mojo, bistec empanizada, red beans and rice. Miguel’s dad, Gino Guarnieri, made a 

toast, “To la Guarnierita. We wish her a safe trip and a great time,” he paused. “And 

hurry home.” But after that, our family dinner—which was usually an eardrum-bruising 

affair—proceeded in silence.  

“Thanks, Mariela,” I said to Miguel’s mom, “for making this amazing dinner.”  

“You’re welcome, Maya. It was no problem at all, really.”  

“And we figured, hey, why not make bistec empanizada?” Gino added. “It might 

be a long time before Maya gets to eat some cow flesh again.” He laughed.  

“That’s true,” I said.  

And then there was that silence. My mom had emailed that she was planning to 

call to wish me bon voyage, and I glanced at my lap, where I had placed Miguel’s cell 

phone. I willed it to ring.    

After a moment, Joaquin’s wife, Monica, who was sitting across from me, took a 

sip of wine and cleared her throat. “So, Maya. What are you going to do in India?” 

“I don’t really know yet. I figure I’ll just sort it out when I get there.”  

Miguel’s sister was sitting next to Monica, and I noticed her roll her eyes as I 

spoke.  

“Wow. You’re brave,” Monica said.  

Laura rolled her eyes again.  

“What was the eye roll for, Laura?” I asked her.  

“I think all of this is ridiculous,” she said.  

“What, exactly, is ridiculous?” 
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“This dinner. What you’re doing. A one way ticket to India? It’s ridiculous and 

selfish. You have a husband, Maya.” 

“And this is between me and my husband. It’s really none of your business, 

Laura.”  

“It is my business. He’s my brother and you’re leaving him to go to India.”  

“I’m not leaving him. And how dare you talk to me like this? Ten years I’ve been 

a sister to you and this is how you treat me?” 

“Well, you deserve it.”  

“I don’t deserve it and I will not sit here and let you talk to me like this, Laura.” 

“Fine, then leave.”  

“I won’t leave. I’m not going to let you ruin my last night here.”  

“Fine, then I’ll leave.” She got up and went onto the porch, which was attached to 

the dining room, taking her wine glass with her. Through the French doors, I heard her 

murmuring to the dog. I thought of another night Laura sequestered herself on the porch.  

It was a few years before. We’d been having a family dinner together—Mariela was 

wearing the wig she and I had picked out together when she lost her hair from chemo—

when Laura had interrupted a conversation about the efficacy of different treatments. 

“Can we talk about something besides cancer, please?” she’d hissed before leaving the 

table. 

I glanced down at Miguel’s cell phone again. 

“So,” Monica said. “Do you already have a Lonely Planet?”  

 

After dinner, Monica put the baby down in Mariela and Gino’s room and we 

ducked out to a nearby wine bar for one last drink before my trip. We both sighed when 

the waiter placed our dirty martinis on the white tablecloth before us.  

“To making it through that meal,” I said, raising my glass.  

Monica held up her glass. “And to ten years as my little sister, and to ten more 

when you return," she said.  

I thought of how Monica had thought about leaving Joaquin, but how she’d never 

made it out the door. I wondered if she would have come back if she’d left.  

"I have to ask you something," I said.  
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"Oooo. This sounds interesting," she leaned forward, a playful smile on her thin 

lips, her large, green eyes wide.  

"What made you stay with Joaquin?"  

"That's a good question," she said. She sat back and was quiet for a moment, 

rolling the olive-studded toothpick back and forth along the rim of her glass, making 

ripples on the surface of her martini. "There were lots of reasons. It was very hard for me 

to even think about leaving the family. That definitely played a part.”  

She was quiet for a moment, looking at her drink.  

“And I guess I felt like it was sort of late to start over,” she said. “I would have 

been leaving Joaquin at twenty-eight and looking for someone new. Then by the time you 

find someone, build a relationship with them, get engaged, get married," she ticked the 

list off on her fingers, "start trying to have kids, get pregnant—I would have been 

pushing 35 by the time I had a baby. I didn't want to wait that long,” she said. “And 

besides, I had all those loans from law school. I couldn’t pay them off on my own.”  

I knew she was kidding about the loans and I laughed, but I felt sad that she’d 

reduced her decision to stay in her marriage to a math equation.  

“And what about love?” I asked.  

“I would say that I love Joaquin but I’m not in love with him.”  

“What do you mean by that?”  

“I have a deep abiding affection for Joaquin.”  

“That sounds like some sort of legal term. Or a disease,” I said. “I’m talking about 

love. Like Motown love.”  

"But romantic love is overrated," she said. "Joaquin and I have built something 

together. And our relationship isn't so bad. I mean, sure we’ve got our problems, but who 

doesn’t?  That’s one of the reasons I love talking to you,” she pointed at me and wobbled 

her finger up and down, her engagement ring, identical to mine, sparkling with each 

shake, "we’ve always got the same problems with our boys. Sometimes I feel like we 

married the same man," she said with a laugh.  

As I looked at Monica, I felt a deep abiding affection for her, but I knew I didn’t 

want my life to look like hers.  
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The martini went straight to my head and I still felt a little tipsy when we arrived 

back at the house. Miguel, Joaquin and their dad were lined up on the couch—all brown 

eyes gazing at the TV. I looked at Miguel and seeing him on the couch next to his father, 

in the house he grew up in, it was easy for me to picture him as a child.  

"Miguel, do you want to take a little after dinner walk?" I asked.  

"Sure," he said. As he rose from the couch—clearly a man—I couldn't shake the 

image of him as a boy. His mother had recounted to me how, when he was six, he would 

march into the kitchen with a cape on and would announce that he was going outside to 

practice his flying. He would spend hours in the driveway, jumping off the hood of the 

car again and again, sure that the air would take him. And I thought of that little boy who 

believed so much in flying—he’d become the man who loved me and believed so much 

in a future with me—and I didn’t want to hurt him. Maybe Laura was right. Maybe I was 

being ridiculous and selfish.  

Closing the front door behind us, the cool air-conditioning and the murmur of the 

TV gave way to the hum of cicadas and drenching humidity. I took his hand and laced 

my fingers between his. Heat lightening backlit the sky, heavy with clouds, just for a 

second.  

“Miguel? Why didn’t you stick up for me at dinner?”  

“What are you talking about?” he said.  

“What am I talking about? Are you kidding me? Laura.”  

“Oh, that?” he waved his hand dismissively. “She’s just a kid, Maya. Don’t take it 

so seriously.”  

“She’s not just a kid. She’s 22 years old. And it really hurt my feelings.”  

“I know, honey, I’m sorry she was so rude to you.”  

“But it also hurt my feelings that you didn’t say anything.”  

“I promise you the next time she pulls something like that, I’ll say something, 

OK?”  

“And you know by not saying anything, you’re consenting. You’re 

communicating to her that she’s right and that’s how you feel. That’s not how you feel, is 

it?”  

“Not at all.”  
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“How do you feel about this trip?”  

“How do I feel?”  

“Yes. How do you feel?”  

“Jeez, honey. I don’t know. Lots of things.” He blew his breath out and stopped 

walking. He sat on the curb. “Let me see. How do I feel? I don’t know. Let me think.” 

I stood waiting. 

“Well. I’m sad,” he said. “I’m hoping this isn’t it. I’m hoping you’re going to 

come home to me. But, I understand why you need to go, and I support you. It’s going to 

suck to be without you for a while, but hey, I figure when you come back we’ll have a 

good fifty years ahead of us, so this is just a drop in the bucket.”    

I sat down next to him and took his hand again. “You’re not mad?” I asked.  

“No, not at all.”   

“Well, maybe you should tell Laura that.”  

“I don’t care what Laura thinks,” he said.  

“Yeah, but I do. And, you know, no one spoke up for me. Maybe Laura was just 

saying what everyone thinks.”   

“I doubt it.”  

“You doubt it? But you don’t know for sure?”  

“No, I don’t know for sure. I haven’t talked to anyone about it.”  

“So maybe here we are spending the night in your parents house and they’re in 

their room downstairs thinking that I’m a monster, that there’s a monster of a woman in 

their house.”  

“I’m sure that they don’t think you’re a monster, dear.” And he sighed in that 

exasperated way of his. 

“I just can’t believe she talked to me like that, Miguel. She would never talk to 

Monica like that.”  

 “You’re right, she wouldn’t.”  

“I know, because Monica’s this perfect stay-at-home mom and I’m just this errant 

fuck-up of a wife. That’s what Laura and your parents think.”  
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 “Look, Maya. First of all, Laura only talks to you like that because she feels 

comfortable with you. Second of all, I’m not going to let Laura, or anyone else for that 

matter, define our marriage and third of all, I don’t think you’re a fuck-up of a wife.”  

 “Really? You don’t?”  

 “No. You’ve been a great wife.”  

 “But I’m going away.”  

 “And sometimes that’s what good wives need to do. They need to take care of 

themselves.”  

 It was hard for me to reconcile—Miguel the feminist versus Miguel the man who 

downloads gang rape porn. Sometimes when we fought, I’d tell him that he was the worst 

kind of machismo—“You’re not self aware!” I’d shriek (perfectly self aware that Terry 

would be very disappointed with me for losing my temper). “You’re a macho who 

doesn’t realize he’s a macho! You act like you’re so enlightened but deep down inside 

you just want me to be this submissive Latin woman just like your mom!” But maybe he 

really was both—a feminist and a macho—and maybe that was yet another layer that 

made our relationship so difficult and confusing for me.  

 

And then it was morning and Miguel was driving me to the airport. Every street 

brought us closer to our time apart, closer to the shmita. But I didn't feel any sense of 

release. I didn't feel like I was letting go or that I ever could.  

We pulled up to the departure terminal and I didn't get out of the car. I looked at 

Miguel and reached for him. I rested my arm on his shoulder, and I touched the back of 

his head.  

"Well," he said. "This is it." 

I didn't want to cry, so I nodded, afraid if I opened my mouth that lump in my 

throat would unknot itself into tears.  

“Do you have your passport?” he asked me.  

I nodded.  

“OK. You’re all set then.”  
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Miguel put his emergency flashers on, popped the trunk, and we both got out of 

the car. He left his door open, the ding ding ding reminding him to close it as he helped 

me into my backpack.  

“Wait, there’s one more thing,” Miguel said. He ducked into the car and I heard 

the glove box open, the rustling of papers. He stood up, a purple-enveloped card in his 

hand. 

He handed me the card and hugged me. "I love you," he said. He kissed me—

pressing his lips to mine just for a second, gave me a quick hug, and then pulled away.  

And then he was in his car and the air around me felt empty. I had never known 

air could feel like that—that it could press on you and make you feel alone.  

I watched Miguel drive away. I felt like an artery was being pulled, stretched from 

my left arm. I swear, I felt an actual pain, a sharp tug, running all the way up, through my 

shoulder, and into my chest, into my heart.  

Wiping tears from my cheeks—they'd come, uncontrollably, in a quick spill—I 

went inside and walked to the check-in counter, only to find it closed. I took off my 

backpack and sat down on a bench. I was gripping the card Miguel gave me, my fingers 

crumpling it, my hand sweating. I opened the envelope.  

The print on the front read: In case I haven’t told you strongly enough or often 

enough, deeply or sweetly or softly enough… 

The inside: I love you surrounded by Miguel’s neatly written, blue-inked words:  

Dear Maya, You’re off on your own for a little while to have what will certainly 

be the adventure of a lifetime. Boy, am I jealous! 

I wish I could do it with you… but it is something you need to do on your own. 

Always remember, though, that I am waiting for your return and that I love you very 

much.  

I hope that this trip helps you find answers for your life and helps you find the 

right path—whatever it may be. I also hope I’m on that path, but if not, you know that I 

will ALWAYS love you, no matter what.  

Anyways, enough sappiness. I’ll be seeing you in no time. Love you mucho and 

I’ll talk to you soon.  

Love, your Miguelito  
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The steel of the bench was cold—I could feel it through my jeans—and I shifted 

uncomfortably. I felt at once terribly afraid but, for the first time, I felt a glimmer of 

hope. Exhilarating hope.  

I looked at the check-in counter and willed it to open. I pictured that crisply 

uniformed person striding to the desk and, with an easy flick of the wrist, flipping the 

sign from closed to open. 
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5.  

There is nothing lonelier than getting off a plane and seeing a crowd of unfamiliar faces, 

knowing that no one is waiting for you. But I was lucky. There was a familiar face in the 

crowd in Mumbai—Melvin, a friend from graduate school, who summers in India. It was 

a relief to see him, planted firmly amongst the crush of men in plain, long-sleeved shirts 

and women in colorful saris.  

It was also odd to see him. He was the only Westerner in the crowd, but as 

someone who’d spent a lot of time in India, he looked at ease—unperturbed by the 

clamorous reunions around him, he raised his hand above his head and gave me a quick 

wave as I drew closer. He’d paired a crisp, white tunic with light blue jeans, brown 

sandals, and a burgundy baseball cap emblazoned with the gold initials of the university 

we’d both studied at. He had a Fu-Manchu mustache and wore simple, plain-framed 

glasses.  

When I’d nearly reached him, he stuck his hand out and snapped me into the mob. 

“Hurry,” he said. “Before all these people beat us to the taxi stand.” He pushed his way 

through, and I followed in the wake behind him. I felt overwhelmed by the weight and 

heat of the bodies pressing against me. I had that sensation of being unmoored and 

disoriented again, like I’d had the day I’d found the gang rape porn. But the further I 

pressed into the crowd, the more I enjoyed the feeling—and for a moment, just a 

moment, I felt a sort of dizzy excitement buzzing in my head.  

And then Melvin was folding me into the backseat of a taxi and we were hurtling 

through the black streets towards Mumbai, the dimly lit scenery flickering before me. I 

gasped as we passed a shantytown—flimsy shacks with rusted corrugated tin walls, blue 

rain tarp roofs, drifts of garbage, half-clothed or no-clothed barefoot children darting into 

the street. It was impossible to see where one shack began and the other ended, it seemed 

to be one huge sagging mass.  

Eventually, the shantytown faded and gave way to Mumbai. It looked like a last-

minute patchwork quilt—a hastily sewn together city made from various mismatching 

scraps. It all fit together in a chaotic way.  
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The taxi turned from the busy four-lane thoroughfare onto a quiet side street. A 

few more turns and we were a heap in front of my hotel. I checked in, leaving my bags 

with the man at the front desk, and Melvin and I went to dinner.  

We entered a restaurant, tucked away in an afterthought of a side street, and the 

men working there greeted Melvin with familiarity. Melvin was born and raised in 

Alabama and had a thick Southern accent and booming voice, and his end of the 

conversation filled the long, narrow dining room. The only other diners, one table with 

half a dozen men, looked our way. Their eyes scanned me—taking in my jeans and my 

black short-sleeved top. I was dressed conservatively by Western standards but, from the 

looks I was getting from the men, I understood then that I was not appropriately outfitted 

according to Indian standards.  

Eventually I made eye contact with one of the men and he smiled—in the most 

lewd way I’ve ever seen anyone smile. I felt naked before him. It was as though he was 

imagining what he wanted to do with my body, his lips turning up at the corners at the 

thought.  

I said a silent vow to myself to wear loose skirts and long sleeves, as Melvin had 

warned me to.     

Just when I thought I couldn’t bear to stand there any longer, one of the many 

waiters—there were more waiters than there were diners—lead Melvin and me to the 

back of the dining room and up a tight stairway to a table on the air-conditioned second 

floor. Without bothering to glance at the menu, Melvin ordered dinner for us as we were 

sitting down. Aloo masala, naan, and fresh lime sodas—sweet, no ice.  

No ice. I knew I was in safe hands. 

Until the glasses hit the table, dripping wet with water from God knows where. 

The black straw leaned on the lip of the glass menacingly, challenging me to take a sip. I 

looked at it.  

“Go ahead,” Melvin urged me. “It’s great.”  

“But what about the glass?” I asked. “How clean is that?”  

“And the plates. How clean are those?” Melvin grinned. “There’s probably some 

little boy squatting out in the alley, washing the dishes in a bin of filthy water. That’s 

how it’s done here.”  
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“Great,” I said. I pushed the glass away. “Maybe I’ll just have a bottled water.”  

“Look, Maya. You have to eat. You have to drink. I was freaked out the first time 

I came to India, too. It’s totally normal.” Glass in hand, he sucked on his straw like a 

gleeful child and finished with a slurp.  

I looked down at my fresh lime soda again. What will I do? Not eat or drink 

anything the entire time I’m in India? I wondered if I could survive on bottled water 

alone. I’d get awfully thin, but since I was in India, maybe I could pretend that I was 

cultivating a Gandhi-like look.  

“Go on,” Melvin said, and his hand swept the air behind the glass, as though he 

were brushing it towards me.  

I imagined amoebas, parasites, and other amorphous figures lurking between the 

bubbles of the sweet lime soda.  

And then there was that dizzy feeling, that buzzing in my head again. Oh, fuck it. I 

grabbed the glass, stuck the black straw in my mouth and drank, in long thirsty gulps. 

The cold soda water coated my mouth, and I could feel it spreading down my throat, 

falling down into my stomach.  

“Good girl,” Melvin said, grinning his mustached-grin.  

I kept drinking, enjoying the tartness of the lime and the sugary note of the syrup.   

“So,” Melvin said. “What’s going on with Miguel?”  

I finished with a slurp and set the glass down. “Do we really have to talk about 

this now?”  

“No. We don’t. But remember, I was there,” he pointed at my chair. “Four years 

ago. The first time I came to India. Man, I was scared shitless. I didn’t know what I was 

doing here. Six months before I came, I woke up one morning and my wife was gone. 

She hadn’t even left a note. She’d taken all our money. I was broke and alone. And I 

thought why not go to India? I didn’t know why I wanted to go, I’d never wanted to go 

before, but…” he shrugged. “After we got divorced, I sold my truck and I went.” 

“Don’t say the d word to me,” I said.  

“What d word?”  

“Divorce,” I said.  I hated to hear it. One of my girlfriends had said to me, “It’s 

just a break up with paperwork,” but it didn’t feel that way for me. It felt catastrophic and 
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hearing the word gave a definition to my separation that I wasn’t ready to come to terms 

with yet.   

Melvin laughed. “You’re gonna be alright,” he said. “Listen. I want to tell you a 

story. Do you know I ran away from home when I was four?”  

I wondered what that had to do with anything, but I didn’t ask.   

“There were these woods outside my house. I would stand on the porch and look 

at them, and I would be terrified. I didn’t know what was out there.” 

He paused.  

“So I decided to walk through my fear. One night,” he said, “I snuck out of the 

house and ran into the woods.”  

The food came then. The plates placed before us were filled with steaming heaps 

of vegetables covered by an earthy looking sauce—the brown color was somewhere 

between orange and red—and the thick smell of spices rose from the table.  

I thought of a barefoot, shirtless, scrawny little Indian kid, squatting over a tub of 

dishes, the filthy water covering each dish, the plates being dried with a grayed rag and 

stacked on the ground next to him, rats scurrying past. My stomach lurched.  

 Using his right hand, Melvin tore the naan. He scooped some of the aloo masala 

up with the scrap of flatbread, and he delivered the neat package to his mouth.  

“So what happened?” I asked him.  

“Nothing,” he said, his mouth full of food.  

“Nothing? You didn’t get lost? Your parents didn’t have to come find you?”   

“Nope.”  

“What’s the point, then?”  

“The point is that there wasn’t anything in the woods to be scared of. It was all up 

here.” He tapped on his temple. “It was the idea of the woods. It was the word ‘woods.’ 

People told me not to go, people told me to be afraid. And so I was. Until I went and saw 

that there was nothing there,” he said.  

“Sort of like Weapons of Mass Destruction?” I asked.   

“Something like that,” he said. “Hey, are you gonna eat or what? Because I’ll 

finish all this food if you don’t.”  
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I watched him for a moment longer. And then I copied him, ripping the flatbread 

and scooping up the food.  

“That’s my girl,” Melvin said.  

 

As Melvin walked me back to my hotel after dinner, he spied a homeless man 

sleeping on the street. The man was using his wooden leg for a pillow. Melvin asked me 

if he could borrow my camera. I handed it to him, and he snapped a shot of the wooden-

leg-for-a-pillow-homeless-guy, taking his time to zoom in and position himself and the 

camera for a good picture.   

"Melvin!" I gasped.  

He laughed. "Everything is upside down here. This is India. Get used to it."  

I couldn’t imagine myself ever getting used to it. I shuddered as we stepped over 

sleeping bodies on the filthy Mumbai sidewalks. Rats as big as dogs scurried through the 

streets. I saw a woman lying on a tattered piece of cardboard, clutching a crying baby that 

refused to nurse from her thin breast. She looked up at us and smiled, her black eyes 

shining.  

Melvin was my Charon—except decidedly un-monster-like, wholly benevolent 

and well washed—taking me deeper into the dark, deeper into the underworld. Each step 

revealed another appalling sight. A man with no limbs, resting on a piece of fabric, the 

once-colored cloth turned to a mottled dark gray. The lumpy outline of a human form 

under a heavy blanket, flies rushing the surrounding air. I asked Melvin if it was a body.  

He glanced at the blanket. “Maybe,” he said, and then he stepped over another 

person sleeping on the sidewalk. Or was that a body, too?  

Melvin navigated the dimly lit streets with ease and after a few turns, we were at 

my hotel. Most of the windows were dark and though the exterior of the old Victorian-

style house-turned hotel was well kept and the entrance glowed, I didn’t feel great about 

being there.  

And then he deposited me. I was alone for the first time in India. I watched him 

walk away, his white tunic a fading spot of light as he receded into the impenetrable 

night.  
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“You are sleeping alone?” the man at the check-in counter asked me. He held the 

key to my room in his hand.  

“Yes,” I answered, feeling uncomfortable with his question. Why did he want to 

know if I was going to be alone in my room?  

He wobbled his head, a gesture I did not yet understand. The tremulous way his 

head shook from side to side reminded me of a bobble-head doll on a dashboard of a car. 

“What about the man who came in with you?” he asked.  

“He’s a friend, he wanted to make sure I got back safely.”  

“Because if he’s not your husband, madam, it is forbidden for him to accompany 

you to your room.”  

“He’s not my husband and he’s not staying in the room with me,” I said.  

“We won’t allow unmarried women to have men in their rooms,” he said.  

“He’s not coming to my room. And I’m not married.”  

We both glanced down at the thin gold band on my left hand.  

His head shook from side to side again. “So you are sleeping alone?” 

“Yes.”  

“And that man is not coming to your room?”  

“No.”  

“Because it’s forbidden.”  

“I’m alone,” I said. 

“And you’re not married?”  

“No. Yes. I mean, sort of. Not really.”  

I didn’t want to stand there. I didn’t want to answer his questions about my 

marital status. I wanted to grab the key out of his hand and run up the wooden stairs to 

my room. Only I couldn’t remember which room was mine, because half of the doors 

didn’t have numbers. The doors that had numbers were out of order, or the same number 

appeared on more than one door.   

Eventually, after several other hotel workers—all men—had drifted in and stood 

watching the interrogation, I managed to convince the man at the desk that I was indeed 

spending the night alone. He relinquished the key.  
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He produced my bags from behind the counter, and then he shouted something in 

what I assumed to be Hindi to the group of men who were leaning in the doorway. One of 

the men swaggered out and propped himself against the doorjamb of the hotel’s entrance 

and the two other men stood a little, but not much, straighter. The two remaining men 

rushed forward, one of them grabbing my bags with thin, brown hands, the muscles in his 

forearms straining.  

The two men, my bags, and I barely fit into the elevator, which reminded me of a 

shuddering coffin, and was unbearably hot. I felt the prickle of sweat on my face and 

back. My hands grew moist. We were silent, save for the men smacking on betel nuts and 

as we inched upwards, and I pictured the rope breaking, snapping through the pulley, and 

us falling, the wooden box containing us splintering into thousands of pieces.  

The elevator lurched to a stop and we filed out. I followed them to my room, an 

unmarked door in what appeared to be a makeshift hallway. The door next to mine had a 

number—19.  

“I’m in room 18?” I asked.  

Head wobble. “No, madam. You are in this room. 19.”  

He turned the thick, metal key—it looked like a skeleton key and I wondered if all 

the keys didn’t open all the doors and I wondered how safe I would be in my room—and 

held the door open. The other man entered the room, set my bags down, and flicked on 

the lights and the fan. He opened the unscreened window, sliding the wooden-frame up, 

letting in the heavy night air.  

“You have a television,” he said, tapping the top of the ancient-looking wooden 

paneled, rabbit-eared box as he walked by it. He reached into a small armoire, presenting 

me with a musty, hardened white towel. “The WC is down the hall.”  

I tipped them and they left. It was very quiet then. It wasn’t the first moment of 

my trip that I was alone, but it was the first moment of my trip that there was no one 

around. And I felt the difference between being alone in a crowd of people and being 

alone in a complete sense of the word.  

I decided to turn on the TV, just to have some voices in the room, even if they 

were speaking Hindi. I turned the knob and nothing happened. I turned another knob and 

still nothing. I ran my hand along the length of black cord, following it to the wall. Yes, it 
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was plugged in. I tried the knobs over and over again, in various combinations, willing 

the TV to work. I just wanted some noise, any noise. I’d take static.  

The black rotary phone next to the bed rang.  

“Hello?”  

“Yes, Madam. Are you alone in your room?” 

My heart started to pound. My hand shook as I hung up.  

The phone rang again.  

“Yes?” I answered. 

“This is the front desk calling, Madam. Are you alone?”  

“Yes, yes! I’m alone! Now, please! Just let me be!” 

I hung up and picked back up to call Melvin.  

“These men are harassing me! They keep asking me if I’m alone!” My voice 

broke. “They’re going to break into my room and rape me!”  

“You’re fine, Maya. You have to understand—Indian women don’t travel alone. 

To them it’s inconceivable that a woman would be spending the night in a hotel by 

herself. Don’t worry, they’re just looking out for you. They’re not out to get you.”  

“They are out to get me. They keep asking if I’m alone. And then they called the 

room. I’m scared.”  

Melvin sighed. “I’m gonna take the bull by the horns here and point out the 

obvious. It seems to me like you’re scared to be alone.”  

“I am! Because they’re going to rape me! What should I do?”   

“I know exactly what you should do. Be alone. Be completely alone. Walk 

through your fear.” 

“Melvin. I’m worried about my physical safety here. Don’t you understand?” 

“I understand completely. It’s called denial. I’ll see you in the morning.”  

I put the phone back in the cradle, but thought again and took it off the hook, 

setting the receiver on the night table. I lay down on top of the sheets. I listened for 

footsteps in the hallway, but none came, and eventually I drifted off to sleep.  
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6. 

I woke up at dawn, my clothes moist with sweat. I lay there, examining the room in the 

growing morning light, the night’s fears burnt away by the sun. I thought about how 

scared I’d been the night before, and I thought about the fact that I’d lived to see the 

morning. For the first time, I was excited to be India and I got out of bed, eager to see 

Mumbai.  

I didn’t bother changing my jeans or shirt. I left the room, locking the door behind 

me, counting the flights of stairs as I descended, so that I could find my way on my own 

when I returned. The man who’d hassled me about my marital status was asleep, his arms 

sprawled flat across the mahogany-toned desk, his head turned to the side, his cheek 

smooshed against the wooden desk. I tucked my key into my pocket and tiptoed past him.   

Slow to wake up, Mumbai blinked her bleary eyes at the world. I turned a corner, 

hoping to find the main drag—Colaba Causeway. Instead, I found myself heading deeper 

into the leafy neighborhood, the quiet streets made loud by the squawking of the largest, 

fattest crows I’ve ever seen, their so-black-they-shone-blue feathers shimmering as they 

darted about in the morning sun. The curbs were lined with parked cars including the 

occasional taxi—windows rolled down, driver asleep with his feet dangling out. 

Rambling wooden houses, their Victorian architecture marking them as leftovers from the 

colonial era, stood sagging, like drooping guards watching over the neighborhood.  

Before me, a simply clothed man—he wore brown plastic sandals and a tidy, 

white button down shirt tucked into plain black pants—swept the sidewalk. His motions 

were quick and forceful, the golden straw of the broom bending with each stroke, sending 

up a fine cloud of dust with each upward flick. He set the broom aside, turned his back to 

the street, dropped to his knees, and bowed before a makeshift altar—a shrine draped 

with a blue plastic tarp, on top of an empty mango crate.  

I slowed as I passed the man. I peered over his shoulder and a framed black and 

white photo of a white-bearded Indian man peered back at me. His face was unsmiling, 

his black eyes were fierce. The worshipper held incense in his hand and the heavy smell 

floated up to me, mingling with the scent of impending rain—a constant companion in 

monsoon season.  
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As I walked away, I thought of the worshipper’s devotion. I realized he very well 

could have been living in one of those taxis I saw lined up around the block. But clearly 

he found comfort in prayer, in considering something, anything, larger than himself.  

I felt a glimmering, a tiny spark inside of me—it was a little bit like the feeling I’d 

had at the airport the night before, but it stayed with me longer. I felt something loosen 

and though the air felt heavy with rain, I didn’t feel it pressing upon me as it had when 

Miguel drove away. As I walked around the block, I felt lighter with each step. By the 

time I returned to the hotel, I felt like I was gliding, like I might float right into the sky.  

And there was Melvin, resting on his haunches by the curb, ready to go in a fresh 

white tunic.   

“So you survived the night?” he said as he stood up, that broad grin of his on his 

face.  

I felt my face hot with embarrassment.  

“Don’t worry about it, kiddo.” Melvin laughed, patting me on the back. “You 

ready to go? I’ve got a lot planned for us today. It’s my last day in India…” 

“What?” I interrupted. “You’re leaving?”  

“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you. I leave tomorrow at one AM. Which is actually 

tonight, I suppose.”  

“But I just got here,” I said.  

“And here you are.” He glanced at his watch. “Don’t worry, I’ll be leaving you in 

safe hands. Now come on, grab your purse. We need to get going.”  

I went inside, slipping past the man at the front desk, who was still asleep. I 

glanced at him as I walked by. With his cheek pressed against the desk and his mouth 

open, he looked anything but menacing. I stepped into the elevator, thinking that it was 

much less fearsome in the daylight.  

 

On Colaba Causeway, Melvin spied a young boy carrying a tray with empty, dirty 

glasses and a teakettle, barked something at him in Hindi (“You speak Hindi, Melvin?” 

“Oh, I’ve picked up a little. It’s not hard” and that beatific smile of his) and the boy—his 

feet shoeless, his thin brown frame clad with shorts and a threadbare tank top—
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scampered off, the tray clattering. He returned with two steaming glasses of masala chai. 

Melvin paid him, took the tea off the tray, and the boy scooted away.  

The sidewalks were lined with small wooden stalls, all closed, some occupied by 

their still-sleeping vendors. We found an empty stall and used it as our makeshift, open-

air café table, sans chairs. Men, on either side of us, man snored on top of their packed 

away wares.  

“Is this safe?” I asked Melvin, as I picked the skin of milk off the top of the 

steaming hot chai.  

“Yes. No one’s going to bother us,” he said.  

“No. The chai,” I said.  

“As safe as anywhere you’d get it. The milk’s boiled, so that takes care of 

everything.”  

So I drank it. As soon as the last drop was drained, Melvin was off, leaving our 

glasses on the empty stall, the men next to us still asleep. I trailed behind him.  

“Come on, Maya. We’re meeting someone in Bandra and we’ve got to hop on the 

train to get there. I want to beat rush hour.”  

 

But the thing about India is that it’s always rush hour. With a billion people—

imagine it, a country of a billion people, a country where a town of one million is 

considered a small village—someone’s always headed somewhere, and the infrastructure 

groans under the weight of so many breathing bodies.  

We arrived to Victoria Terminus—the exterior every bit as grand as the name 

conjures—only to find a crush of people, a small village already at the station. It was 

utter chaos, people hopping on and off the train, flying in and out, not even waiting for it 

to stop. Men dangled out of the car doors, their faces implacable, their arms straining.  

“This is our train. You’ll be more comfortable in the woman’s car, which is at the 

front,” Melvin said as the train destined for Bandra paused on the tracks and throngs of 

people scrambled off.  

“I’m not riding without you. I won’t know where to get off. I’ll lose you,” I said.  

“Just get off at Bandra.”  

“I don’t know Bandra.”  
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The last disembarking passenger stepped off and the crowd lurched forward. We 

were in the thick of the mass, getting closer to the train whether we wanted to or not. The 

bodies around us moved us along and we had no choice but to go with it.  

“You can get on the men’s car with me,” Melvin said, “but when it’s crowded like 

this, you’re likely to get groped. It’s much nicer for women to be in the women’s car.” 

I readied myself, glaring at the men around me, trying to look at once elegant, 

haughty, and certain, like an Indian woman. They walked with their heads held high, 

shoulders back, spine ramrod straight—every step precise, every sway of the hips an 

assertion.  

I can do that, too, I thought, as I pushed my way onto the train.  

“Grab that seat!” Melvin shouted over the din of men chattering in Hindi. I spied 

the empty spot in the corner, next to an open window. I wove my way through the staring 

crowd and sat, wedging myself between the window and the man next to me—who ogled 

my covered chest.  

As I tried my best to ignore his stare, as I tried to look out the window in my most 

haughty manner, I felt something hot and liquid seep through my jeans.  

“Oh! Melvin! It’s wet!”  

He laughed and shook his head. “I knew an empty seat was too good to be true. 

Hey, at least it’s not shit. Welcome to India!”  

After a short, hot, stuffy ride—the metal fan above the window did little to stir the 

thick air—Melvin shouted at me that we’d be hopping off at the next stop. I got up and 

we began pushing our way to the door. The train paused and we were carried on the crest 

of the crowd until we popped out into the daylight.  

Outside of the station, there were six unmarked lanes of traffic streaming before 

us—a cacophony of horns as taxis, auto rickshaws, and cars all attempted to pass one 

another. Motorbikes with women perched sidesaddle on the back—their bright saris clean 

and crisp, not a strand of their coconut-oiled, braided hair out of place—wove through it 

all.  

“We need to get over there so we can get a cab going in that direction,” Melvin 

said, pointing to the other side of the road. He grabbed my hand and pulled me in front of 
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an oncoming car. We ran to get out of its way and then stopped in the middle of the road 

to let a motorbike pass.  

We lurched across six streams of traffic like this, reaching the other side to find 

the shoulder blocked by a mound of construction rubble. An approaching car sounded its 

horn. Melvin hopped onto a stone and yanked my arm. I lost my balance, my sandaled 

foot slipped, coming down hard on a jagged rock, and I felt a hot gush of blood. I looked 

down and saw a dripping frown-shaped gash. “Shit!” I shouted, already considering the 

implications of walking around this filthy country with an open wound on my foot.  

But there wasn’t much time to think, I was still in the road and I could hear the 

car’s horn growing louder. I scrambled up onto the rock and the car passed, its horn still 

screaming.  

We picked our way over the rubble and when the shoulder appeared, we dropped 

down onto the road. Melvin hailed an auto rickshaw and he haggled with the driver over 

a price. My foot was throbbing and I held it up, dangling it above the ground like a 

crippled crane, to keep it out of the dirt. Eventually the driver stopped arguing, wobbled 

his head, and spat a stream of red betel nut juice from his mouth. Melvin ushered me into 

the back and the three of us chugged along, black smoke trailing behind us.  

 

Melvin and I were standing on the potted-bamboo edged porch of a very Western, 

very chi-chi café when a woman’s voice called, “Hellooooooo,” a heavy British accent 

sounding in the “oh.” I turned and saw a shapely brunette approaching us. She had 

straight, chin-length hair and long bangs swept to the side. She walked like an Indian 

woman—strong, confident, and like she owned the street. She wore large dangly earrings 

that dropped down to a navy blue scarf, loosely wrapped around her neck, a flowing 

white cotton top (that covered her elbows), a long chocolate-brown skirt, and colorfully 

embroidered leather flats.   

  “You ready to get out of Mumbai yet?” she said to me with a laugh as she stepped 

onto the porch. She gave Melvin a quick peck on the cheek and then extended her palm to 

me. “You must be Maya,” she said as we shook hands.   

“And you must be Sarah.”  

“Shall we?” Melvin held the door open. I felt cool air wafting out.  
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The three of us took a small table near the window and studied the menus.  

“This place is a little posh for me, but they make a great cappuccino,” Sarah said. 

“I don’t miss London very much, but that’s one thing I miss—good coffee.” 

The waitress came, a wisp of a girl in a white shirt, black pants, and black apron, 

her jet-black hair pulled back into a tight braid, her skin a warm caramel. She took our 

order and then Melvin darted outside to make a call on his cell phone. “Sorry,” he said on 

his way out. “Last day here.”  

“So, what’s your itinerary?” Sarah asked me.  

“I don’t know yet.” I said. “I’m completely open.”  

“And if we may speak openly,” she said, “I’m dying to ask you something. May I 

be rude and just get right to it?” 

I nodded.  

“Melvin tells me that you’ve just left your husband?” 

“Left might be a strong word,” I said. But as I heard myself, I thought that maybe 

that was what I’d done, maybe I had left. “I’m just taking some time to figure some 

things out. And, you know, I thought some distance might help me get some 

perspective.”  

“And how long will you be in India?” she asked me.  

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I came on a one way ticket. It’s sort of a whole destination 

unknown, marriage unknown kind of thing.”   

Sarah laughed. “That’s brilliant. That’s the dog’s bollocks. It really is,” she said.  

I wasn’t sure what canine testicles had to do with anything, but it sounded like a 

compliment.  

“So, what about you?” I asked her. “Melvin tells me you’re working at a NGO? 

How’s that?” I asked.  

“Absolutely infuriating,” she said. “They’re so inefficient. Everyone’s got some 

weird, very specific job, like Guy Who Boils the Water for the Tea, and no one will do 

anything outside of their job description. It’s crazy…” 

 

Our coffee gone, Sarah glanced at her watch. “Bollocks! I’m late for work. Listen, 

I know this is a bit forward—shameless, even, considering I just met you—but I’ve been 
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looking for someone to travel with and I was wondering if you might be up for it. I’ve not 

really met any foreigners and I was thinking about trolling the hostels in Colaba for 

backpackers, but now that you’re here…”  

“That sounds great,” I said. I liked Sarah. I liked her peculiar mix of forwardness 

and politeness. I liked that she said bollocks a lot, even though I wasn’t always sure what 

she meant by it. I liked that she had picked up and moved to India alone and I liked the 

way she talked in one long breath. I liked her breathlessness. She felt a bit like a wind 

storm to me.  

“Brilliant,” she said. We made plans to meet in Colaba for dinner. “I might be 

able to make this weekend a long weekend,” she said. “There’s the Buddhist caves in 

Ajunta and Ellora, we can probably do those in a few days, there’s the hill stations in 

Lonavla…” She fluttered out the door.  

 

The rest of the day was a whirlwind of introductions, food, and tea. Then it was 

late afternoon. Melvin and I were back in Colaba, standing outside of a café popular with 

well-heeled locals, full of stylish, young Mumbaikers dressed in Western clothes, 

donning smart hairstyles, speaking musically-accented English. While Melvin haggled 

with a taxi driver, I watched a Hindu temple across the street—a stream of traditionally 

dressed visitors flowing through the whitewashed building, which was edged with 

beggars and vegetable vendors, women in saris sitting on blue tarps, their goods spread 

before them. It was hard to put the two together—the scene ahead of me versus one ahead 

of me. It was jarring, confusing. A bit like life with Miguel.  

Price negotiated, Melvin turned to me, “Well, kiddo, you’re on your own now. 

And you’re ready.”   

He was right, more or less. The day had washed over me, there’d been no time to 

think, to worry, to be scared. I was just there. In India.  

I thanked Melvin for everything and promised to email him with updates.   

He gave me a firm handshake, “I would hug you, but in India it’s not appropriate 

for men and women to hug in public.”  

Then he was gone and I thought how my life seemed filled with goodbyes.  

 

42 

 



7. 

By the evening, Colaba Causeway was pulsating with backpackers combing through 

stalls overflowing with souvenirs—scarves, t-shirts emblazoned with the image of 

Ganesh, purses decorated with the Om symbol, carved wooden elephants. Some stalls 

offered haphazard collections of utilitarian goods—batteries, padlocks, belts, sunglasses, 

nail clippers, and pens. There was a thin young Indian man, his chin-length hair framing 

his face in wavy locks, a small wooden cross around his neck, walking up and down the 

sidewalk hawking world maps. I watched him—he would talk to one group of 

backpackers, walking alongside them for awhile, only to give up and try again on some 

other tourists—and I wondered if he’d ever convinced someone to buy one. Out of all the 

souvenirs there are to buy all over India, why would someone buy a map of the world on 

Colaba Causeway? I thought.  

I was on my way to meet Sarah for dinner when I saw a guy, a foreigner, probably 

in his early twenties. He was standing in the middle of the sidewalk, his eyes trained on 

me. He wore a forest-green t-shirt with the collar cut out, torn and tired khaki cargo 

shorts, Teva sandals, and a panicked expression in his dark brown eyes. He was sweating 

profusely and was a tad too thin. He had olive-toned skin and curly black hair. He had 

thick eyebrows and for a second, he reminded me of Miguel.  

As I made my way through the crowd and passed him, he touched my arm.  

“Slicha, aht Israelit?” he asked me. Excuse me, are you Israeli? 

I told him no, but that I was Jewish. I thought he really does look like Miguel. I 

felt sorry for him, this Israeli guy probably fresh from the army, standing there alone on 

the sidewalk, looking so lost. “Are you OK?” I asked him. “Because you don’t look so 

good. Do you need help?”  

“I’m looking for somewhere to stay,” he said. “And the hotel I’m in is too 

expensive and I’m almost out of money and…” it all came in a gush. He’d been traveling 

in India with his girlfriend for a year and she’d left yesterday and then his guidebook had 

gotten stolen and he had no one to help him and he didn’t know what to do without her. I 

wondered if Miguel was feeling this way, if he was waking up in the States right now in 

bed alone, feeling panicked and helpless.  
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We introduced ourselves and I told him that I’d just checked into the Salvation 

Army hostel, which was sort of clean and had beds for only four dollars a night.   

“The Salvation Army?” Amit said. “But isn’t that a Christian place?”  

“Yeah?” I said. “So?”  

“Are you sure it’s safe there for Jews?”  

I laughed. But then I stopped myself, thinking of how scary the world had seemed 

to me my first night away from Miguel.  

“Yes, I’m sure. What do you think, they’re gonna throw us to the lions or 

something? Come on,” I said. “I’ll walk you there. And you’ll see, it’s fine.”  

We stepped into the yellow and white tiled foyer of the Salvation Army. Facing 

the open doorway, a man sat at a wooden desk with a tremendous ledger before him. I 

waited for Amit to say something, but he didn’t. He just stood there.  

I sighed. “Do you have any beds available in the dorm room?” I asked the man at 

the desk. “For him.” I pointed at Amit.  

“Yes. I need his passport, please, Madam.”  

I waited for Amit to present the passport. He didn’t. It reminded me of when I was 

in graduate school, spending half the week on the other side of the state, driving home on 

the weekends. Miguel had called me one afternoon and said, “Something’s wrong with 

the lights.”  

“Did you pay the bill, dear?” I’d asked.  

There was a pause. “Ummm.”  

I’d sighed. “You’re supposed to be taking care of the bills now, remember? Did 

we get a power bill, honey?”  

“Hmmmm. Well there’s a stack here, let’s see.” I heard him flipping through the 

envelopes. “Ahhhh. Here it is.” He’d opened it to find a third notice and a warning that 

the power would be turned off. And I’d resumed paying the bills myself.  

 

“Amit, your passport,” I said, my voice taking on an edge of frustration Terry 

would not approve of.  
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 “Oh!” he said. “OK.” He lifted his shirt and zipped open his money belt, which 

was tucked into his sagging shorts. He pulled out a passport, slightly curved to the mold 

of his torso, and a small wad of rumpled rupees.  

“Well, I’ve got plans, so, you got it from here?” I asked.  

“Yeah.”  

I looked at him for a moment. “You really should get some food and water. Drink 

lots of water. It looks like you’ve been sweating a lot,” I said.  

“OK.”  

“And where’s your stuff?” I asked.  

“Gone.”  

“Gone? All of it?”  

He nodded.  

I wished him luck and a safe trip back to Israel. I imagined him collapsing into his 

girlfriend’s arms at the airport, and I felt relieved to know that there was someone out 

there waiting for him, someone who could take care of him. And I felt the overpowering 

urge to call Miguel.  

 

The black sign had red painted letters: PCO, STD, Internet. I didn’t know what 

the initials stood for, but I knew that PCOs were for local calls and that STD wasn’t an 

advertisement for a venereal disease—STDs were phones for overseas calls. I went in and 

picked a tiny wooden booth, one in a line of identical boxes, and pushed the door open. It 

had hinges in the center of the door, and as it slid on its track, folding into two, it 

reminded me of a folded piece of paper, or a card, like the one Miguel gave me.  

I called home, thinking I might catch Miguel on his way to work. I got the 

machine instead, and I didn’t hang up, I listened to the outgoing message. “You’ve 

reached 378,” Miguel said, his voice shaking with laughter, “1284.” I remembered that 

moment—it was his third crack at recording the message. He’d sounded wooden and 

lawyerly on the first try and I’d made fun of him, “You sound like you’re on a 

commercial, ‘Have you been injured in an accident?’ And where did that sort of 

countryish accent come from?”  

“Oh that’s my court voice,” he’d said.  
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“I don’t want your court voice on our answering machine.” 

“OK, so how’s this?” and he’d pressed the button to record again, “You’ve 

reached Miguel’s house of porn.”  

And this was before I’d found the gang rape porn, so it was funny. “No!” I’d 

shrieked through my laughter. “No, no, no! Do it right! Come on!” 

“What, Miguel’s house of porn is no good?”  

“Come on, Miguel!” I’d tried to make a straight face, but my lips were quivering.  

“OK, OK, ahem.” Miguel had made his mock serious face and hit record. 

“You’ve reached,” he said looking at me and I’d opened my eyes wide to do my best 

“don’t you do it” look, the type moms give their kids, and we’d both started laughing. 

When he’d finished recording the message I’d said “I like that one, let’s keep it.” 

It was what I wanted people to hear when they called. It was what I wanted to hear when 

I called.  

I tried his cell phone next.  

“Hello,” he answered in that way that sounded like “Yeah-low.” It was something 

he’d just started doing recently and he didn’t sound like himself to me.  

“Hello? Miguel?” 

“Maya? Is that you? You sound different.”  

“Maybe it’s a bad connection. Never mind. Are you OK?” 

“Of course I’m OK. What about you? Are you OK?” he asked me.  

I took a moment to think about it before I answered. I thought to let it all out in a 

gush like Amit had—that I didn’t know what to do without him, that I was lost. But as I 

sorted through the words, I realized it wasn’t entirely true.  

“I’m OK.”  

“Just OK?”  

“Just OK.” 

“But you’re in India! You should be thrilled.”  

I didn’t feel thrilled. I felt hot. There was no room to move in the booth and there 

was no air and my clothes, the same ones I’d left Florida in, were clinging to my skin. I 

felt irritated with Miguel that instead of asking me why I was “Just OK” he was telling 

me how I should feel. I felt like he was glossing over me, walking past me on his cell 
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phone on the way to the study. I wanted to feel like he was really listening to me. I 

realized why I’d started losing my temper a few years before, why I’d started 

screaming—because I felt like no matter what I said, no matter how I said it, he wasn’t 

listening to me. It was like we were having two separate conversations, like we were 

disconnected. It reminded me a bit of how I felt about my mom.  

I didn’t say anything. I pressed my ear to the phone and I waited. I felt like I did 

when I was waiting for Amit to pull out his passport, I felt like Miguel had something 

zippered away that he was holding back.  

“Hello?” Miguel said. 

“I’m here. How are the cats?”  

“They’re fine. They miss their mommy.”  

Why can’t you tell me you miss their mommy? Why do I have to ask? Why does 

everything have to be a struggle?  

“Don’t forget to scoop their box,” I said. I imagined myself returning home to 

piles of cat shit and vomit scattered around the house, Miguel shrugging and saying he 

knew he’d clean it up when I got back. “Because you know how they are,” I said. “If the 

box gets too full, they go to the bathroom outside of it. So you have to pay attention, you 

have to keep up with it.”  

“I know, honey,” he said, impatience in his voice.   

“But you don’t know, Miguel. You don’t pay attention and you don’t keep up 

with things.” I felt sweat dripping down my chest.   

“Did you call me just to bitch at me, Maya?”  

“No. But I’m telling you, I won’t clean everything up when I come back. You 

have to start taking some responsibility, too, you have to start carrying your load.”  

“I know, dear,” he said. His voice had an eye roll in it. “Anything else, dear?”  

“Anything else? Don’t you have anything else to say? Everything’s just great and 

you’re fine and the cats are fine and they miss me but don’t you miss me?” 

His voice softened. “Of course I miss you honey, that goes without saying.”  

“But I need to hear it. And that’s all I wanted to hear.”  

“I’m sorry, honey. Of course I miss you.”  
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I realized then that I missed him, too, that I’d been missing him for a long time 

already, when we were in the same room together, when we were sleeping in the same 

bed. I wondered if we might spend our lives like that, with me forever missing him. 

 A knot in my chest undid itself and I flooded the phone. I told Miguel how when 

he left me at the airport I felt an artery pulling, how I physically hurt, and how at first 

Amit reminded me of him, but now look at me, look at me, I’m the one having a nervous 

breakdown in a phone booth, and you’re fine and the cats are fine but my foot, it hurts, 

and what if it gets infected and my leg swells up and they have to amputate it and then 

I’ll be all alone without a leg in India and I already feel like I’m missing a limb without 

you and I don’t want to lose another one but,  

 “What if we’re just not working anymore? What if it’s better for us to be apart?”     

“Well, that would suck, honey. I would be very, very sad,” and his voice was soft, 

like it was when he used to stroke my hair and tell me bedtime stories until I fell asleep, 

years before. “But, eventually, we’d both be OK.”  

“But maybe I won’t be OK. Maybe I’m like Amit.”  

“Well I don’t know this Amit character, so I can’t say anything about that, but I 

know you pretty darn well and you’re one tough cookie. I promise you you’ll be OK, 

honey.”  

“But I love you,” I said.  

“I love you, too, sweetie. And I always will, no matter what happens.”  

“Promise?”  

“I promise. And now you’ve got to promise me just one thing,” Miguel said.  

“What’s that?” I asked.  

“If you get a peg leg, I get to choose your pirate name.”  

And I laughed through my tears.  

 

Sarah and I were sitting at Leopold’s, wedged between a table of German 

backpackers and a table of wealthy Indians. We agreed that we both needed a break from 

the steaminess of the city, that it muddled our brains. We decided to spend the coming 

weekend in Lonavla—where, according to Sarah’s coworkers, many Mumbaikers went to 
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escape the heat, the wealthy retreating to houses tucked into the folds of the mountains. 

We’d save the Buddhist caves for some other trip, we said.  

We were starting our second round of Kingfishers, the watery domestic beer when 

I asked her, “Tell me, have you ever been married?”  

  “No. But I was engaged once,” she said, holding up her index finger.  

“And what happened with that?”  

“Hmmm. What happened? It’s hard to say exactly what happens when things 

don’t work out, isn’t it? Well, we were together a long time, since we were quite young. 

We were living together and at some point he proposed and at some point I said yes.” She 

paused and took a sip of her beer. She set the sweating bottle back down on the table 

gently and I thought that maybe she regarded her ex-fiancé the same way. “But, I don’t 

know, something was missing. It didn’t feel quite right. So I broke up with him.”  

“That’s it?”  

“That’s it. End of story.”  

“How old were you when you broke up?” I asked.  

“Twenty-seven,” she said.  

“And have you had a boyfriend since then?”  

“No.” she pursed her lips and shook her head slowly.  

“How old are you now?”  

“Thirty-three,” she said. And then she smiled, but it was a sad smile and she 

picked at the label on her beer bottle. “He married his next girlfriend, the one after me, 

and they’ve got two kids now. Two girls. They’re these lovely little blondes,” she said.  

“So you’re still in touch with him?”  

“Some, not as much as I used to be. We used to have lunch fairly often, but his 

wife didn’t like that. So.” 

We were both quiet then and I looked out the open front of Leopold’s towards the 

street, which was falling behind an inky curtain as the last bits of daylight faded. The 

sidewalk was lit and the vendors were still calling to the clumps of travelers, “Yes, 

Madam?” and “Hello, Sir?” More and more Indians, like those at the table next to us, 

were mixed in the crowd, and I gathered that Colaba was a fashionable place for the 

young and moneyed locals.  
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“Do you ever regret it?” I asked Sarah.  

“Sometimes. Sometimes I think about what would have been if I’d stayed. And I 

do miss him. Sometimes. But most of the time, I feel good about my decision.” 

“Do you want kids?”  

“Sometimes,” she said again and she laughed. “My brother has kids and I like 

being Auntie Sarah. But it’s a full-time job and I’ve got one of those already. What about 

you? Any nieces or nephews?”  

“I’m an only child, so no, but Miguel’s brother has a kid.” I remembered 

Monica’s “we’re either going to get divorced or have a baby.” I thought of the baby girl 

that had followed, her soft little neck, her pudgy legs. I thought that Monica seemed 

happy.  

“You know, I wonder what it is,” I said to Sarah, “that makes some people stay 

and some people go. My sister-in-law was never sure about her husband, even when they 

were engaged.” 

“But I think that’s normal. Who is ever one hundred percent sure about the person 

they’re with? There’s always some element of doubt or regret, no matter which decision 

you make. I mean, look,” she said, gesturing to the street. “It’s hard to be sure about 

anything when there are so many possibilities out there. It’s a big world.”  

And I looked at the people passing and Miguel felt very far away.  

“Hey, enough questions from you,” she said. “You’re the one with a story.” 

So I told her one—about gang rape porn and cat puke and his never-ending cell 

phone conversations with his brother. But as I talked, those things felt far away and 

small, too. 
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8.  

I was standing in another hot, cramped STD booth, making a standard “this is what I’ve 

been doing” call to Auntie Malka, when she surprised me, “You know, your mother 

always wanted to go to India, too.”  

“To India? Really?” I thought that the way we talked about my mother sometimes 

made it sound like she was dead—like she was some long-gone person I’d never known, 

would never know. I told Aunt Marilyn, “You know, I’ve sent her a few emails since I’m 

here and she doesn’t respond.”  

She sighed. “Your mother, she’s always been a tough one. Things haven’t been 

easy for her, with the childhood she had in Brooklyn.” She said those words as though it 

was a well-known play, “The Childhood she had in Brooklyn.”  

“I’m tired of it,” I said. “I’m tired of The Childhood she had in Brooklyn. And 

things aren’t easy for me right now with Miguel.”  

Auntie Malka was silent for a moment.  

“Now before you go talking about what’s easy and not easy, remember who it is 

you’re talking to,” she said. “Remember, dear, that your Aunt Marilyn was an orphan. 

But I learned to walk the walk. There I was in Georgia, alone, taking care of my kid 

brother, your Uncle Ivan. Remember, dear,” and her voice took on a light Southern lilt, 

“that is where I cultivated my Southern accent. Because you gotta talk the talk, too, if you 

get what I’m sayin, Miss Maya.” 

“I think I do,” I said.  

“Good. So while you’re out there in India,” she said, her voice sliding back into 

its New York accent, “walk the walk, kiddo.” 

 

Sarah and I met at the same café where Melvin and I had said goodbye. Sitting 

there on that Friday morning, the beginning of the week felt impossibly far away, like it 

was imagined, like I’d never looked through this window and I’d never seen this 

sidewalk. The stream of pilgrims flowing through temple across the street looked new, 

too, and I wanted to reach out, I wanted to touch the hems of the women’s flowing saris, I 

wanted to float along with them, to be part of their river. 
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  And then Sarah and I were on a train, the countryside flickering by us, the hills 

growing steeper, their waves becoming slower, elongated, as we pushed into the 

mountains. We were engulfed by a deep green and everything seemed to be dripping, 

slowly dripping, with the leftovers of monsoon rains.  

We passed rice paddies, their muddy gray mush hidden by the electric green 

sparks of new plants—stooped women in jewel-colored saris, their skirts pulled up and 

tied between their legs, waded through the stripes of key-lime colored grasses, their 

bangled arms dipping up and down from the ground. Men sat upon oxen, urging them 

through fields, weather-beaten plows trailing behind them. Impossibly tiny huts crouched 

on small patches of cleared land.  

And miles of nothing—only the rise and fall of the low mountains, the train 

clicking on the steady tracks, taking us forward.  

The train paused in a station and I looked at a woman on the platform. Her silver-

streaked black hair was pulled back, and she sat cross-legged on a blue plastic tarp, 

eggplants neatly arranged before her. I stared at her face, at the creases and lines, at the 

deep-set eyes, and I didn’t see anguish, I didn’t see panic. I didn’t think of poverty and I 

didn’t pity her. I just saw a woman sitting, selling eggplants.  

She looked at me, and our eyes met. She gave me a broad toothless smile and an 

open-palmed wave, a short flutter of her hand. I smiled back and pressed my hand to the 

window, just for a second.  

The hum of the stopped train became slow clicks as we began to move again. I 

thought of the old woman sitting there, day after day, watching faces drift by.  

 

We’d seen him, the only other foreigner, earlier, as we’d made our way up the 

mountain. Now he was waiting in line to enter the Hindu temple. You might see 

foreigners alone in Mumbai, but this far out, in the middle of the countryside, it was 

unusual.  

But the day had already been a little strange.  

Sarah and I had arrived at the hotel to find the driveway overflowing with cars, 

even though it was barely past noon. Music was blaring from somewhere inside the hotel 

and the doorway of the lobby was flanked with marigold garlands. The threshold was 
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blocked by a cow—standing there, blinking its large, glassy eyes, flicking its tail. We’d 

inched our way past it, not wanting to get caught between a startled animal and a wall, 

only to be waylaid by a startled animal of another kind—a round woman in a fine, pink 

sari, her pudgy arms riotous with gold bangles. She grabbed our faces and shoved sugar 

into our mouths.  

“This is a sweet day, no?” she said.  

We nodded, unable to speak, our mouths full of sugar.  

“You are here for the wedding, yes?”  

I tucked the sugar into my cheek so I could talk. “No.”  

“Oh! Well you must join our celebration anyways!” 

I wondered if the cow was part of the celebration or if she’d just wandered in.  

We politely declined, checked into our room, and tiptoed out past the pink woman 

and the cow again, passing the bride and groom arriving in a festooned car, looking 

terrified and blank-faced in the backseat.  

 

We’d arrived to Karla Caves—ancient chambers once used for prayer and 

meditation by Buddhist monks, carved into the sheer face of a mountain centuries ago—

after a hike up a muddy slope. The path had been crowded with Indian tourists and a 

uniformed marching band that pushed their way through mass, blowing their trumpets, 

clapping their cymbals together, and banging on their drums. A small goat followed in 

their wake and Sarah and I laughed, speculating about the goat’s official job title.   

Instead of reverentially quiet caves, we found a mob scene—the music from the 

marching band drifting into the chambers and bouncing off the walls, people standing 

below a waterfall that dropped down the mountain just to the side of the main prayer hall, 

and a long line under a tent—snaking around bright blue handrails, like a line at a Florida 

theme park—leading into a Hindu temple, the lone white guy with blond hair up ahead, 

waiting for his turn to enter.  

And we saw him again, for a third time, as we walked back down the mountain—

a boyish smile flashed at us as we passed. “What is he doing here?” Sarah and I 

wondered to each other, not considering that we might look equally out of place.  
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“Excuse me, madams?” an Indian man interrupted our conversation. He held an 

umbrella above his head, but a little too high, like he was unaware of his height. “My 

employer would like for you to join him.”  

Sarah and I looked at each other and smirked. “Thank you,” she said. “But you 

can tell your employer we’d rather not.” We continued down the muddy slope.  

“My employer,” the Indian man said, following us now, “would like to offer you 

a ride.”  

“I’ll bet he would,” I shot back and Sarah and I sniggered.  

“Can you believe the men in this country?” Sarah said. “Just because you’re 

white, they automatically assume you’re a whore.”  

I did my best to imitate the dignified, decidedly un-whore-like walk of the Indian 

women. Which is hard to do when you’re trying to keep your balance in the rain.  

“My employer,” the Indian man said from behind us, “would like to offer you an 

umbrella.”  

We stopped and looked at each other, all three of us. Sarah’s red dot, freshly 

acquired from the temple, was smudged. Strands of her wet hair clung to her face. The 

Indian man tilted the umbrella towards us.  

“We’re already wet,” I said.  

“Yes. Thank your employer please. That was very kind of him,” Sarah said.  

We continued on our way once again.  

“That was a little bizarre,” Sarah whispered to me.  

“Yeah, it felt like a Bollywood movie. Boy meets girl. Boy sends servant to offer 

umbrella. Girl accepts umbrella. Boy joins her under umbrella. They fall madly in love, 

but oh!” I pressed the back of my hand to my forehead and did my best Indian accent as I 

said, “Her father has arranged for her to marry another.”  

“And then everyone sings,” Sarah said.  

“I spied my bride in the rain…” I sang.  

“And offered her an umbrella…” Sarah continued. 

“But oh! She was already engaged to another fella!”  

“And then the chorus pops out of the hillside in ridiculously colorful clothes, and 

they’re all holding umbrellas,” Sarah said.  
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We laughed and linked arms. And I realized, as we reached the bottom of the 

path, that I’d smiled the whole way down the mountain.  

 

Sarah and I stood on a patch of grass to the side of the parking lot, looking at the 

Lonely Planet, trying to figure out what to do next.  

“Madams!” A voice called. We looked up and there was the Indian man, standing 

with the lone white guy.  

 “This,” the Indian man said extending his hand like he was balancing a plate on 

his palm, “is my employer. Mister Ben.”  

The boyish smile again. “You’ll have to excuse me,” Mister Ben said in a heavy 

British accent, “but I wasn’t sure how to approach you two.”  

“Oh, are you from London?” Sarah asked.  

They launched into a conversation about their home and I followed Sarah as we, 

without question, accepted the ride we’d declined only moments before. 

“Where are we going?” I asked.  

“We’re going to see a dam, I think,” Ben said.  

“A dam?”  

“The driver’s a local and he says it’s what all the Indian people do around here.” 

Ben raised his voice then, “Raz,” he called to the driver, who was a few steps ahead of us 

now. “Where are we going?”  

“Bhusi Dam.” It sounded like Boo-see Dam.  

“What’s that?” I asked.  

“A dam, madam,” Raz answered, an isn’t it obvious? tone in his voice.  

“And there you have it,” Ben said with a grin and a shrug. “You know as much as 

I do now.”  

 

On the way to Bhusi Dam, Sarah and I learned that Ben was working a marketing 

job for a corporation that manufactures alcoholic drinks—“at least it’s not cigarettes”—

and that this was the first of what was to be many posts throughout the East. “My 

girlfriend’s still in London and she’s not happy about my job. At all,” he said. She was 
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coming soon to visit him in Mumbai, where Ben lived in a “posh” hotel room paid for by 

the company.  

Ben explained that the company also paid for short weekend excursions from 

Mumbai, driver included. I looked at him in the backseat—his messy blond hair, his 

jeans, and his pale blue polo shirt that matched his eyes. He reminded me a little bit of a 

kid, being driven around by his parents.   

After a short ride, we pulled into a muddy lot in front of a small three-walled 

restaurant, the open front revealing cement floors painted an aqua blue and plastic chairs 

and tables. We parked in front of a large sign that read: Please do not bring your wetness 

in! No changing rooms. WC for customers only. 

“Are we supposed to be wearing bathing suits?” I asked Ben as we got out of the 

car.  

“I don’t know. Raz, are we dressed appropriately?”  

Raz smiled and wobbled his head. He took his hat off and tucked it under his arm, 

wiped some sweat off of his hairline, lit a cigarette, and leaned against the car.   

“So this is it? Bhusi Dam?” I asked.  

Raz pointed across the road. “There.” He took a drag of his cigarette and grinned. 

“I came here many times when I was a boy, with my parents. It is one of my favorite 

places in all of India.”  

We looked across the road. All I saw was trees and the beginnings of a muddy 

pathway—crowded with families, couples, and groups of teenagers—lined with blue 

plastic tarp-roofed shacks. Mountains, crowned with mist, stood in the distance.  

“Well, then,” Ben said. “Shall we?” We crossed the road and joined the stream of 

pilgrims. The muddy walkway quickly gave way to a path filled with water and the 

Indian visitors didn’t lose a beat, they just kept pushing forward, many of them not 

bothering to take their shoes off.  

Ben and Sarah stopped to roll up their pants. I lifted my leg, and peeled back the 

band-aid that covered the healing wound on my foot, considering the brown water just 

steps ahead of me. The cut was closed, the bright shiny pink of new skin peeking out 

from the edges of a shrinking scab. I tucked the band-aid in my purse, lifted my skirt so 

the hem was just below my knees, and stepped into the water.  
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The shacks to our left offered drinks, roasted corn, or Your Name Carved Onto a 

Piece of Rice! We passed a small, red Ferris wheel—a rusty, creaking, six-seater—

balanced precariously on a muddy shoulder. We rounded the bend—one of the banks 

colorful with a lazily circling pink and blue carousel—and the brown water became 

deeper, the riverbed studded with rocks. We were moving uphill with the crowd, the 

downstream current pushing slightly on my legs. I felt the coldness of the water prickling 

the new skin on my foot.  

People splashed each other and whooped with joy, boys slid down the shallow 

river on their backs and bellies like it was a waterslide, whizzing by boulders, clearing 

them by mere inches. Vendors offered roasted corn and hot chai from stands built of little 

more than a few thin pieces of wood—right in the center of the river. Two cows stood 

near one of the stands, munching on the discarded husks that floated by them in the 

water.  

We continued up the incline and though the water only became a little deeper, the 

current became much stronger—rushes of white cascading around tremendous rocks. A 

worn navy blue sign with white block letters—the paint so chipped, it was barely 

readable—stood on thin metal poles on the bank announcing to all who passed: 

Swimming in this lake is dangerous and may cost your life. Below that, I could only make 

out the word drowning.  

Drowning. I’d felt like I was drowning when I found the gang rape porn. I’d felt 

like I was drowning inside that house, inside that life. But it all seemed so far away—the 

memories were distant, like they were underwater. As ominous as the sign was, as scary 

as leaving Miguel was, standing there in the water on that cloudy day in India, I felt light, 

like it was impossible to drown. Like the opposite might happen—like I might burst out 

of my skin and float away.  

I felt the water rushing between my legs and I realized I was still gripping my 

skirt, still trying to keep it dry. I thought of how I’d gripped Miguel’s shorts that day I’d 

told him I was leaving, how I’d gripped the napkin in my hand as we’d sat at the table 

talking. I decided it was time to stop gripping things. I let go of my skirt.  

We rounded another bend and I got my first good look at Bhusi Dam. Hundreds 

of people were inching up stone stairs, which weren’t stairs at all—they were walking on 
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the top of a ten-foot tall wall that ended at a flat surface, water cascading over it, rushing 

down the hillside. I understood then that in monsoon season Bhusi Dam couldn’t handle 

the swell from the rains, that what I’d thought was a river was overflow—and hundreds 

of people were sitting in it packed in neat lines from one wall to the other, spanning the 

width of the water, a rush of white around them.  

As we moved along with the crowd and edged closer to the dam, we saw how 

dangerous it was—the wall was only wide enough for two lines—one up and one down. 

It was covered with moss. And it goes without saying that there were no handrails.  

My stomach lurched just looking at it.  

Sarah turned to me, “Should we do it?”  

“Well…” I said. I looked at the line creeping up the wall. People moved slowly, 

and everyone steadied each other—a hand placed on a back here, an arm held out there. 

“It looks OK to me. And hey, we’ve made it this far.” I turned to Ben. “What do you 

think?”  

“When in Rome,” he said. “Or when in a filthy dam.”   

 

We reached the top and stepped off the wall, into the flowing water, one at a time. 

We wove our way through the crowd, Ben and Sarah offering one long British-accented 

chorus of “excuse me, pardon me” as we carefully moved around people. It was at once 

exhilarating and terrifying—at any moment we could slip and fall onto the stone below 

the water, but the excitement of the mass was contagious. All around us, people were 

laughing and shrieking, their astonished smiles and raised eyebrows saying isn’t this 

crazy, why are we here?  

We made it to an open spot where we could all sit. But instead, we stood.  

“Well, what now?” Sarah said.  

“We’re supposed to sit, I think,” I said. I looked around—everyone else was 

sitting. 

“We just sit?”  

“I think so,” I said. 

“And then what?”  

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think we just. Sit.”   

58 

 



“Ahhhhh.” Ben said as he sat down, propping an ankle on a knee, locking his 

hands behind his head. “It’s quite nice, really. It does feel a bit like I’ve pissed myself, 

but otherwise it’s great.”  

Sarah and I sat, too.  

“What do you think you’ll do today, Ben?” Ben asked himself. “Oh, I don’t know. 

Maybe I’ll go sit in the filthy overflow of a dam in my jeans. And maybe,” he said, 

waving at a boy who was wading through the crowd and the water, holding a tray with 

clear plastic cups and a steaming kettle of chai, “I’ll have a cup of tea, too.”  

The boy made his way towards us, moving with much less care than we had.  

“Tea, anyone?” Ben asked us. “My treat.” 

Sarah and I accepted and Ben ordered and paid for three cups of chai.   

“I think a toast is in order,” Ben said, raising his cup. “To the absurd.”  

“To the absurd,” Sarah and I echoed and we all touched our cups together.  

We sipped our tea in silence, water from the dam splashing into our cups, and I 

thought that is was absurd. It was all absurd—the cow in the lobby, the woman shoving 

sugar into our mouths, the marching band, the leftover fair equipment teetering on the 

muddy banks of the river. 

Sitting in dirty dam water, fully clothed, sipping tea was absurd.  

Everything was absurd. Nothing made sense.  

I looked at my wedding ring and I thought of the young Indian guy with long hair 

and a cross on his neck, the one who spent every day walking up and down Colaba 

Causeway, selling maps of the world. Sitting in the dam’s overflow, I understood why he 

was selling them—maybe I’d understood it earlier, when we’d turned the bend and I’d 

seen people inching up the stone stairs, the tremendous surge of water next to them.  

Sitting there in the overflow, I held the map in my head. I pictured Miguel in 

Florida and me here, and then I pulled further out, I floated above our house, above 

America, above the Atlantic, above the globe, and I pictured us as two tiny, tiny dots 

shining on a map of the world, and a thin line connected us.  

I realized we’d been in different places long before I left for India. I knew then 

that I didn’t want it anymore. And I knew then that I didn’t need it anymore.  
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I also knew that Melvin was right, that I’d been scared to be alone. But sitting 

there in the overflow of Bhusi Dam, I realized I never would be without Miguel. When 

I’d landed in Mumbai and filled out the arrival form, I’d looked at the boxes for marital 

status: single, married, divorced, widow. I’d thought that once you’ve been married to 

someone, there’s no going back, there’s no returning to single. I thought of how you’re 

never the person you were before you were with them, how they changed you 

permanently and how you carried them with you for the rest of your life, forever 

checking another box, forever defining yourself differently.  

And I knew that I would miss him forever.  

I slid my ring off and opened my purse, which was on my lap. I tucked my ring 

deep into a small compartment, the one I kept my passport in. In that moment, I didn’t 

love him any less than I had the day we got married, and I felt a deep abiding sadness.  

But I also felt free. I wanted to get up and walk down the steps of the dam. I 

wanted to get into the water and let it carry me away. I imagined myself floating for a 

long, long way, floating so far that it became night and the sky was above me, the stars 

shining, like the map of the world overflowing with glimmering dots.   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

60 

 



BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Mya Guarnieri was born and raised in Gainesville, Florida. She holds a BA in English 

and a BS in Psychology from the University of Florida. She is a MFA candidate at 

Florida State University. She is a regular contributor to The Jerusalem Post and recently 

published a poem in 27 rue de fleures.  

61 

 


