[image: image1.jpg]them. Keep your eyes down and be your
| efficient self and everything will be all
right.

How do you know to be so calm?
Jelena said.

T am familiar with the species.

hen the dinner of the fourteen

was over and the limos had
driven off and the doors were closed for
the night, Borislav and his wife poured
themselves glasses of blackberry brandy
and sat down in the back. A while later,
the old lawyer was admitted and the
three of them chatted softly, as if Ramon
might overhear them. Jelena had gone
home and Ramon was about to leave
when Borislav called him to the table.

You did well, Ramon.

Thank you.

Sit, sit. The counsellor wants to speak
with you.

The lawyer said, April 15th, as you
know, is for paying taxes. As I suspect,
your income is the poverty level?

Even counting tips, Ramon said.

You see how ungrateful> Mrs. Bori-
slav said.

The lawyer continued, We assume the

Immigration does not want Jelena, your
wife, to be a ward of the state—this is
their main concern for the green card,
and so we are signing on Borislav, who is
a man of substance, to be a co-sponsor
of her.

Borislav nodded in solemn acknowl-
edgment of his substance.

In that way, the Immigration is as-
sured that Jelena does not apply for Wel-
fare, though her husband is in the poverty
class. And the arrangement is affirmed by
Jelena living in the Borislav residence.

O.K. with me, Ramon said, rising.

One moment. Since as marriage part-
ners you are to file a joint tax return, you
and Jelena together, for this is what mar-
ried people do, we find it necessary that
you live with Borislav as well, in his
house, and therefore with the same ad-
dress on the tax return.

Is it not my house also? Anya Borislav
said to the lawyer.

Of course, the lawyer said. My
apologies.

So let him be grateful to me as well.
That we are giving the mestizo every-
thing, including a roof over his head. But
T tell you, she said to Ramon, this is not a
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[image: image2.jpg]hotel and I am not a maid. You under-
stand? Your bed you will make yourself,
your room you will clean, and your wash
youwill take to the laundromat, and your
food you will eat elsewhere.

Ramon ignored her. I have condi-
tions, he said to the lawyer.

What conditions?

That the money I am owed is paid to
me now.

Jelena has not been paying you?
Borislav said.

No, nor have I asked her. She is my
wife. Since we are married and filing a
joint tax return it is not income if it is
passed from one of us to the other. So I
will need from you the money 'm owed
before I consent to live in your house and
suffer the insults of Mrs. Borislav.

At this the woman rose from the table
and began to scream and curse in her
native tongue. Spittle flew from her lips.

Borislav stood and tried to calm her,
but she pushed his arm away and screamed
at him. Anya, he said, please, please. We
know what we are doing!

It was that remark that Ramon re-
membered later. Borislav and the lawyer
had agreed to pay him the money. But
what was it, exactly, that they knew they
were doing?

Borislav’s house was of red brick with
a roof of green tile. It stood out in
this neighborhood of small two-family
homes on small lots. The inside reflected
the same taste—probably Mrs. Bori-
slav's—as the restaurant: heavy, dark fur-
niture, thick rugs, lamps with tasselled
shades, and toylike things on every sur-
face, things of glass, things of silver,
things of ceramic, dancing ladies in swirl-
ing skirts, horses pulling sleighs. Only
when Ramon had climbed the stairs to
the third floor did he find a window that
was not heavily curtained. His room was
across the hall from Jelena’s. It was small
with a narrow bed and a chest of drawers,
but its window was covered with only a
pull shade, and when that was rolled up
the seaside morning light streamed in so
that he awoke with the sun on his face.
In secret, of course, he was excited to
be living so close to Jelena. When it came
time to walk home after work, they had
the same destination. He opened the
door with her key and walked behind her
up the stairs and said good night only
when they stood at their doors. There

was a bathroom, too, that they shared and
so he got to know the products she used
for her hair, her skin, her eyes. Her po-
tions, creams, sprays, and soaps gave him
abehind-the-scenes look at how she took
care of herself. With respect, he always
put the seat down. And so he felt in this
illusion of their intimacy something more
like the married state.

‘What puzzled him was her reaction to
this closeness. He had expected her to ob-
ject to having him as a housemate and to
be even angrier and more remote than
before. But she was not. She was formal,
perhaps, but no longer ofthand in her
treatment of him. She regarded him judi-
ciously as he spoke to her. And when it
became apparent that Mrs. Borislav reg-
ularly checked his room and went
through the entire house to see if he had
stolen anything, Jelena told him this
would be unforgivable if the woman were
sane. Anya Borislav, Jelena confided, is
not a little crazy. I don’t know how
Borislav endures her.

One Monday morning, Jelena said,

T'm going to the beach. Would you like to |

come with me? And so there he was ap-
plying sunblock to her thin back, while
the gulls wheeled about and the little
birds with stick legs went running along
in the wet sand, just out of reach of the in-
coming tide. Jelena’s bathing suit hardly
deserved the name, some bits of cloth and
astrap or two. Ramon did not own a suit.
He'd removed his shirt and rolled up his
trousers. There were very few bathers this
workday morning, but the beach was em-
bellished with the refuse of the weekend
past—hunks of charred firewood, beer
bottles, McDonald’s wrappers, plastic
bags, balls of aluminum foil, wet newspa-
pers, and the occasional used condom.
But they had found a reasonably clean
spot, where Ramon had only to dispose
of a few pieces of broken glass, and so
here they were in the sun with the hush-
ing waves rolling in and the gulls crying
and Jelena’s vertebrae easily countable as
she bent forward and he rubbed the sun-
block over her back.

Afterward, they sat side by side on
their towels and watched the waves.

Ramon, would you like to hit me?

No. Of course not. Jelena, what a
strange thing to say. Why?

T'have been rude to you when you have |

done something only for my sake. I would
deserve it. 8




[image: image3.jpg]No, I understand your mind, Jelena.
Nothing s settled for you. You are new in
another country. You are loosely at-
tached. My mother, just before she died,
told me that she had never really got used
to the States, though she'd lived most of
her life here. Of course, everyone is dif-
ferent, but it takes time to make yourself
American.

Well, if not you then someone will
have to hit me. Maybe Alexander. He
knows to do it.

Who hits you? Alexander? Is thatyour
boyfriend?

Yes. Inaway of speaking. But tis best
if you hit me, Ramon.

She turned to him, removed her sun-
glasses, and he saw that she was crying.
Forgive me, she said, I am the worst of
people. T don't know anymore what T am
doing.

Ramon's heart beat faster. Is Alexan-
der coming here?

He says. But he speaks through Bor-
islav. I am of no importance. Oh,lamso
wretched, she said. And she got up and
walked to the surf and stood there as,
even in his misgiving, he recorded her
lovely figure, the long legs, the small, firm
haunches, the huddled shoulders as she
stood at the water's edge hugging herself.

eon said, Ramon, you should talk to
| me first. You have made a mistake.
| You know those people?

Of course. It is my business to know.
When they came into his restaurant
Borislavs stature should have risen in
your estimation to the level of the totally
untrustworthy.

| Iaminlove with Jelena.
| Ttcanbe feltaslove when you want to
fuck someone and can’t.

We are man and wife. In my love for

| Jelena, Twill fuck her.

“ You would have been better off still
walking her to the door and leaving Now

you are in there with all of them and you

are vulnerable.

What can they do?

They will speed things up- And you
could be out on your ass with no job and
acourt appearance. And Tam abusy man,
Ramon. I don’t need this thing of my
brother for our lawyers to divert them-~
selves and the P.D. to smirk at.

1 will not touch her.
| They don't need you to. You're in the
| house, the husband, you're right there—

what is it your movie people say—on.lo-
cation? You're on location, Ramon! Itisa
federal law—they made it to punish do-
mestic violence against women. She gets
hit and she gets the divorce right now,
and the whole thing is done not in two
years but in two weeks. And here is this
‘Alexander flying in on her green card to
be married.

She would have to bring charges
against me. Jelena would not do that.

Oh, please, Ramon. ‘What am I deal-
ing with here? So they give her a couple
of black eyes, a broken nose—you think
she would like more of the same if she re-
fused to bring charges?

None of this will happen, Leon. So, as
T understand it, it's not for Jelena, the
daughter of Borislav's late uncle, to make
a better life for herself in America?

We're still looking into that. It may be
1o more than what it seems. There are
other ways to have got him in, long be-
fore this. So if they've taken these pains,
and itis not what it seems, we have some-
thing to learn. He hasr't been a faithful
boyfriend, we know that. Listen, Ramon,
in the meantime just get out of there.
Leave your clothes like you're coming
back. Theyll wait. They need you around
to make the strongest case. You've got
your cash. Let them look for you if they
Wwant to set you up.

hey took their lunch to have on the

beach. But it began to rain—a misty
rain with the combers rolling in, and ev-
erything was gray, the sky, the seawater,
and there was no line at the horizon.

They sat on the boardwalk with their
bags of sandwiches and drinks on the
bench between them. Jelena had pulled
up the hood of her sweater. He could not
see her face.

1 love you, Jelena.

1 know. You are reliable, Ramon. Asa
husband should be.

You're making fun.

No. T have come to respect you. I find
myself thinking about you without mean-
ing to. You are very odd.

T made a decision to love you when
Borislav showed me your picture and sent
me to marry you.

A decision.

Yes, this was an arranged marriage,
and they are the best, when the decision
is to love someone you don’t know. Those
have always been the most sacred, the
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and by other people.

The old way, from long ago, yes, and
there is a good reason that it was given up.

Well, T know that my mother and fa-
ther’s marriage was arranged by their
parents. The two young people sat there
in embarrassment while their families
negotiated. They had not met before.
My mother told me that. And she and
my father were together for forty years.
And when he dicd she wept, how she
wept. Neither my brother nor I could
console her.

Well, Ramon, that may be, but you
and I have not sat in embarrassment
while our parents negotiated. So where
were the parents? It is a written green-
card marriage, yours and mine.

But it is still a sacred bond. Whether
the marriage is arranged by on€’s parents
or by a drunken idiot, with the bride kiss-
ing the wrong man, and all for the wrong
reasons—itis the same. Whether through
one’s family or out of a desire to go to an-
other country, it is the same mysterious
thing going on underneath, doing its
work in the manner of fate. And once it is
done there can have been no other thing.

That is very philosophical, Ramon.
Your brother told me you are a graduate
from college.

And there is the sea in front of us,

Jelena, that you have come over, to be in
this country. And so that’s the way it is.

Ramon carefully slipped her hood
back and touched her cheek and she
turned to face him. He leaned forward
and kissed her lips.

Here is what we will do now, Jelena.
We will find a taxicab and leave. Just the
way we are. We will buy what we need in
the city. Thave money.

Ramon—

Itis no longer safe for you here. Or for
me. Come. Anyway, it is too cold here in
the rain. Take the sandwiches. Aren’t you
hungry? I am. We will eat on the way.

W'hen Leon came in that evening,
he found Ramon and Jelena stand-
ing at the window looking at the lights
of the city. They were holding hands.

Leon coughed to get their attention.
They were flustered, as if they'd been
caught doing something forbidden.

Leon shook his head and smiled. Ts
this the lovely Jelena? So it is! Snatched
from under their foreign eyes. Ah, my
brother, he said, I should have known. I
should have known.

Leon went behind the bar and
brought out a bottle of champagne.
Come, well drink to it. He set out the
glasses and popped the cork. Let the war
begin, he said. ¢ \0
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