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Lord, I confess I want the clarity of catastrophe but not the catastrophe.

Like everyone else, I want a storm I can dance in.

I want an excuse to change my life.

—FRANNY CHOI

We wanted a chance for every human being

to be strong and live a life of happiness.

—EMIL SEIDEL



I



A1

I would like to tell a story of a different time. I was twenty-two. A teak switch of a girl. I had finished college. There were not many jobs. The economy had punctured like a tire. Obama had won a second term. He said jobs healthcare national healing; he said, Trayvon Martin could have been my son. I was moved by this, thought that sort of imaginative exercise bravery. I would listen to his speeches on NPR as I dressed for work.

I had found a job. This set me apart from my college friends. I was a consultant, or going to be. This despite my arty degree. A consultant in training. Three toddlers hiding in a suit.

I did not consider myself a sellout. What I felt was that I had been saved from drowning. My classmates without jobs had moved in with their parents, were working unpaid internships at noble nonprofits. I wished them well. My parents were not with me, had left me to make my way in the new country. I was glad they did not, for now, need me to send them money. They had before.

My client was a baobab of a corporation. Fortune 500. They made car seats, heating units, pedometers, batteries. My boss demanded I wear pantyhose. You are a contractor, he told me, no benefits. Women who work for me wear makeup, that is how it is. My men wear suits. You must dress better than the clients, always. That is how they know we work for them. We get the client to their definition of success. People only want to hire a guy when they want to be him, a little. Remember that. Try some makeup. Just a little. Nothing tarty.

I listened dutifully. The pay was only okay. Billable contractor’s wages, this despite the fifty-hour weeks. I had to file self-employment taxes. But my boss liked me. Early on he called me his rock star. This was funny to me, since in actuality rock stars get onstage, perform, fuck many girls, wreck the hotel room. I, meanwhile, sweated competence, a hungry efficiency. Waxed my arms, radiated deference, never met a Gantt chart I didn’t like.

He had first offered me nineteen dollars an hour. His firm was tiny, only nine people. I said, Thank you, I will think on it. I walked to a good restaurant in my college town and drank a full glass of white wine in the middle of the afternoon. I called him back. I said, Hello, Peter. I have another offer but I want to work with you. Would you consider thirty. In the space between the gin bottles, the mirrored bar showed me a soft-featured girl, skin the color of Hennessy, eyes vacant with fear.

My boss said, like a god granting a boon: Twenty-three an hour. You’ll relocate to Milwaukee, where your client is. I will pay for your apartment.

That sounds great, I said, may have added, I’m honored to get to work for you. All nonsense. Once I hung up I punched the air and yelled. I remember the restaurant as deserted, but it may not have been. This is not a story about work or precarity. I am trying, late in the evening, to say something about love, which for many of us is not separable from the other shit. As the summer began, I moved to Milwaukee, a rusted city where I had nobody, parents two oceans away, I lay on the sun-warmed wood floor of my paid-for apartment and decided I would be a slut.



B1

Thomas Zwick was a compact bear of a boy a few months older than me. In college we had settled into an instinctive comradeship. Half Italian, half pure Germanic Sconnie, Thom had disliked me at first. Then mysteriously decided I was good. Could be one of his boys.

I had been very shy then around his girlfriend, who had dark wisps of hair and a beautiful face, as soft and malleable as a baby’s. This, paired with an alarming kindness, left me barely able to speak. Thom I was comfortable with. At some basal level of emotion we were alike, even though Thom was a spiky version of what we called a bro, a man who would not veer from a masculinity at once laid-back and entrenched. He lived in sweats. Listened to death metal when he was not listening to yacht rock. Lifted weights daily to a podcast on Engels. Managed, with good humor, the flares of his irritable bowel syndrome. He gave good hugs. He called me his dude. I loved that.

In July, Peter said that we needed a new junior consultant on the project. Another me. I forwarded his email on. Thom was unemployed then. Still living ninety minutes away in our college town. Going to free concerts at the Terrace, taking meandering bike rides around Madison’s lakes. His inability to find a job startled me. He was the smartest person I knew. I comprehended at a technical level what a recession was, but not what it meant, truly meant, for the people tumbling into its maw. Some half of my generation never recovered.

thx my dude. will think on it, Thom replied, and I, in my sparsely furnished apartment, felt my anger flare.

I’d reached out in a bid to cement friendship beyond graduation and one-dollar drinks at bars and burgers at the Plaza. In remembered fondness, knowing he needed the job and that he was from around here. He, like me, unlike our most forceful, savvy friends, did not seem ready yet to flee Wisco for the coasts.

cool, I wrote back. you do that.

So far being a slut had returned mixed results, and I suspected that, like swimmers with small feet or curvy ballerinas, I was not built for the championship leagues. There was some part of me too sensitive for it and I was not yet confident I wanted that to die. At the same time I had an opposing instinct, this counterweight of anxious hunger. Like a timepiece, ticking always.

I made myself a dinner of saaru and box-origin idli. I masturbated for hours.

Then I walked an aimless zigzag around the apartment, avoiding the open question of a shower. I had bought a stack of books on the history of Milwaukee, thinking they would help me unlock this stocky city with its emptied streets. These I had not opened. I looked through the introduction of one door-stopper tome, turned some pages, and impatiently thumped it down beside me on the floor.

On my phone I read an article about how, in certain cultures, there are no separate words for the color green and the color blue, and if you showed someone a grass-hued paint swatch next to one the color of summer sky, they would say these were the same. Different shades of one thing.

My phone buzzed. A green (?) bubble hung from its ceiling. It said, Amy Downstairs.

Amy was the property manager of the apartment Peter was putting me up in. She lived, as noted, below me. When I had moved in, she had stood outside and watched me struggle alone. She had an asymmetric haircut, one half razored close to her scalp. The other a dark red swoosh. Maroon comma ending at her jutting chin. A frowning face. Thin grooves in it.

The haircut made me feel strangely hopeful. I walked over, said, Hello, I’m—

Yes, Amy had said flatly, cutting me off. I should tell you right now. We don’t like noise. I work at home and I need quiet. We don’t tolerate any parties. I’m the property manager. I’ll be checking out all the maintenance and collecting your half of utilities promptly. It’s a great neighborhood. Quiet, clean, full of—she took a breath before the word—grown-ups.

This was so needlessly hostile I almost laughed. Nevertheless I said something gracious and conciliatory, casting around for empathy. Perhaps she’d had bad experiences with younger tenants before. Maybe college kids had lived above her, doing keg stands, screaming obscenities. Mocking Amy when she pleaded for consideration. She could not be that old herself. In her waning thirties at the latest.

Amy said she would show me the washing machine in the basement. She nodded at a shadowy figure leading a large dog, up on the screened porch above us.

That’s my fiancé. Tim. He’ll install your air-conditioning. If you want that.

She had emphasized the word fiancé, said it in a fashion that meant, Stay away. So I’d read the haircut wrong.

Before I relate the text in question, I should pause to say that so far, all this has been me casting fishing line into memory’s river, reeling in what bites. The truth is I remember every single thing this woman wrote to me. Close my eyes and I can see it still: ovaloid gray, lime green.

(Some people might have called it blue; it all depends on your frame of reference.)

What the text said was,

what is wrong with u. be QUIET

I held the phone with both hands as though it might detonate.

Excuse me? I wrote back. I haven’t made a sound. Think you must mean someone / something else?

There was no response. Many minutes passed. I allowed myself to move from the middle of the kitchen, where my feet had frozen me.

I brushed my teeth, running the water at the quietest trickle.

Sweat on my palms, drying now. It was impossible that she had intended this for me. I had not been blasting loud music or moving furniture. I’d been padding around the empty apartment in bare feet.

She must be perishing with embarrassment. Must have texted me this utterly butterly paagal thing meaning to send it to a family member, to her big lunk of a fiancé. Thinking this induced sympathy on my part. I ate a creamy bowl of yogurt and made a plan for how to while away the evening, which stretched too long ahead of me.

By the time I set out the night felt like something cooling from an oven. My hair wet and clean. I did not have a car and was not able to drive one. I calculated the blocks ahead of me, having left my phone behind, and walked to Brady Street alone.

Do you know if the hardware store is around here, I asked a young man with a long, horsey face.

Two blocks farther, then one block over, he said. Just past the pink awning, you see it, says Sneha Dry Goods, a block west after that.

You pronounce it SNAY-hah, I said. He’d replaced the e with an i. But already he had returned headphones to his small pink ears.

A clock, that was what I wanted. I would put it on the yellow kitchen wall. Its face would watch me as I moved through time.

As I stood in the checkout line I noticed her.

A woman in a hurry. Almost vibrating. Darting through the aisles. Drill in one hand, still in its red box. Surge protector in the other. She was wrapping its pale cord around her wrist, staring up at something on a high shelf.

She wasn’t my type. Blond hair almost white. A Virginia Woolf nose. Her skin was somewhere between henna and marigold, came straight from a sunbed. Still, something about her stopped my breath. I did not want to stare, and I had no other option besides. I paid, counting out my cash. The store was crowded, harshly lit. Against the warm soft night I walked back home.

Distant fireworks that celebrated the country’s independence shot off as I worked to hang the clock. Wobbling violently on the folding chair I stood on, I yelped and clutched the wall I’d hammered a nail into moments ago. I dropped the clock. Half the glass of it smashed outward. Seconds later, coming up through the floorboards toward me, a loud cry of rage.



C1

In college I had not known how to get women. Not in person. In secret I’d posted on Craigslist in the sleepless reaches of the night, replied to a personal ad or two. These assignations had given me a degree of confidence. Were bulwark against the terror of total inexperience. Now I had moved to a new city and wanted the real thing.

Some damp July night, I walked an hour to a bar I had heard was right. I was wearing the makeup from work and a filmy blouse. It showed my body’s clean lines. My hair fell to my collarbone.

It all gave the wrong idea. Dykes in hiking boots and windbreakers took one look at me, and the few that did not prefer white girls in that wordless unexamined way made a beeline.

No no no, I wanted to say, not you. We could be friends. Move together in a pack. I shrugged off the tall butch in her brown vest who was bearing down on me, thumbing the curve of my waist. As bad as any man.

I crossed toward the girl who’d just walked in. A white little face set against dark hair, a Pulp Fiction bob. An uncertainty in her eyes that made her soft. She was at the bar, drinking wine out of a doubles glass. I looked down at her red, bitten mouth and felt my clit jump.

I smiled a wolf’s smile with my eyes. In the past I had tried to be suave, elaborate, and things had gone a mediocre route. This time I simply said, hello. When she laughed, leaned close to me, I looked for the aging woman in the brown vest. Our eyes met and she looked so sour. In her mind Pulp Fiction and I both should have been hers. My lips twitched. Washed-up old dyke. I knew how beautiful I was in that moment, felt it burned into me, a brand. This is how I felt: alone and powerful. This is what I felt: the shock of how your life’s longing can sometimes be smoothly realized, without great strain or cost, easy as buying a clock.

In undergrad I had been required to study a near-unreadable German novel about a young man who runs away from home to escape the pressure of his family’s desires for him. For years he roams around, joins a theater troupe, gathers the friends that become the extension of his family, but by the end he chooses his destiny, chooses the staid sensible life that his parents wanted, finds a wife, all of his own free will. That’s what a true adulthood had come to signify for me, a bowing down before the inevitable. For the lucky, this could be preceded by a period of freedom, the latitude of youth.

That’s what I have right now, I thought, tracing the outline of my debit card, leaning my elbows against the cold dark acetate of the bar.

As we crossed the bar windows, when I was sure Brown Vest would be looking, I gathered Pulp Fiction to me, kissed her. This is what I remember, even now. Pulp Fiction. Who meant nothing to me. There was a safety in this nothing, a gate around me. Black glossy hair. A vacant smile. Her lips softly parting for mine, her tender little throat exposed. Streetlights turned the night the dark orange of a bee’s thorax. A slow delicious violence rose in me. I gathered the crown of her dark bob tight in my fist.



D1

August turned ripe as a fruit. Sneezeweed and tansy brightened the sidewalks and my mother called to say my uncle had died.

Acute pancreatitis and cirrhosis of the liver. In the last year his eyes had turned the color of old urine, his calves swelled to balloons. They were keeping the body refrigerated until every possible ammai and achayan, from Dubai to Brampton, Kolkata to Scotland, could fly back to put him in the cemetery. The timing of my uncle’s croaking was notable. Right during our harvest feast. His funeral falling on its most auspicious day. If I had been there still, I would have taken a great and malicious pleasure in eating the sadhya as though the day held only something to celebrate. Would have shoveled red matta rice and coconut parippu and beans thoren into my mouth like a greedy little boy. Asked for seconds of sweet creamy payasam over the wails of the mourners.

To my mother, I said stiffly, I see. Sorry to hear this. I did not offer to come home, to support my parents. To support her.

My mother was crying. You are a very cold person, she said to me in our language.

His whole life my uncle had bullied her. Once in a drunken tantrum he had slapped her in front of my father, who summarily threw him into the rhododendron bushes. After that my uncle decided that I was a more strategic target. He was fond of me, in his way. An affection emulsified with something dark and rancid.

The memories tumbled back to me, rolled into each other like socks. My uncle waiting by the elementary school’s iron gate. How I would run to him, my schoolbag flapping up and down against my thin back. To the person who paid me the most attention, who laughed at my every joke, who said he loved me. A darting creature with huge eyes, Monchayan was. Wispy hurricane of hair circling the bare eye of his scalp. He would play Legos with me, then stamp on the house I had built. When he was especially jobless he would take me on his long ambling walks and pinch my nipple hard if I dawdled. There were other things, and I did not wish for a second to dwell on them.

And here my mother was, weeping for this useless man.

In the background I could hear the opening music of the Kannada serial my grandfather liked to watch from the bed. Thank god I was now far away, from the people who had hurt or overlooked me, the neighbors and cousins who had lionized my parents when they achieved a modicum of success and visibly scorned them when it had been taken away. I would never, if I could help it, live there again.

Yes, I said acidly to my mother, you are correct, very astute of you.

Once the phone went quiet I felt a wicked pang. Thinking of my parents, living two oceans away, with their slackening bodies, their private burdens.

In silence I wiped the kitchen counters, wrung the rag out in the sink.

The hands of the clock had stayed where they had been upon its fall. This seemed like a metaphor for how people were. Impulsively I had left it on display, propped up on a kitchen shelf. The nail it was supposed to go on angled upward in the drywall, bare and alone.

I longed for a friend. Thom had accepted Peter’s offer, would be starting in September. He did not so much as thank me. He’d left Madison, was now in Wauwatosa at his mother’s house, which he felt shame about, a shame I did not consider fully legitimate, given that where I originated, children stayed in the parental abode well into adulthood.

But how did one meet friends in Milwaukee? Anywhere? I was irritated with the one person I knew near the city. Work did not seem like fertile ground for socialization, unless I wished to go to wine nights with portly middle-aged Republicans named Susan.

And even if a certain perverse part of me did, the Susans treated me as if I did not exist. My own specific Susan, the project manager at the battery-making conglomerate, referred to me as the—I believe the term was—resource. To my face.

I wanted a friend. I wanted, too, a woman. I did not know if these longings were separate. Someone who would roll with me. A laughing woman, dapper, with a car.

Pulp Fiction had, after only a few weeks, abandoned me for greener pastures, pastures I sensed she enjoyed tantalizing me with in sporadic late-night texts. Returning to the bar, walking the hour there and back, I had not been able to replicate my success. I looked on Craigslist. Every poster appeared mentally unstable or a very expensive cab ride away.

I was already sick of taking the two buses to the Fortune 500 company’s HQ. Sixty-five minutes of commute, of waiting as SUVs—American cars that looked like they had been bred with trucks—sped past.

Sweat on my skin. I stared at the air-conditioning unit collecting dust in the corner of the paid-for apartment. Without specifying a timeframe, I wondered what would happen to me.
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