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FIXER~ UPPER
I was singing and dancing on the plastic
sheets that covered the floor and furniture
rolling paint in white asterisks over the
yellowish off-white of the ceiling, when
through the blast of '90s dance music from a
paint speckled boom-box I heard the door
bell ring. It was a single note buzz, similar to
the "wrong answer" noise on a game show.
I didn't intend to choose the awful sound,
but because the previous owners took their doorbell mechanism with them when they
moved, I had to do something about the cluster of disconnected wires and the dim
sound of pulsing electricity when I pushed the button. So I went to the Re-Store
a second-hand hardware joint, stocked with discarded parts from building demolitions
and remodels-and picked the nicest looking unit from a tangle of doorbells thrown
in a box that had "Working" written with marker with the side. Only when I installed
it did I realize what a horrible sound it made.
I turned off the radio, slipped on a T-shirt, wiped my face with a rag, and peeked
out the porch window to notice a man holding several zip-lock bags of what appeared
to be meat. Ted wore thick jeans equipped with a loop to hold a hammer, a leather
belt with a pouch attached containing a multi-tool or pocketknife and a thick brown
button up. He motioned slightly with his elbows and forced a smile on his lips, arms
around the meat as if he were trying to hug water.
I opened the door and let Ted inside. We had met briefly at the little market on
the highway-one of the last outposts before the climb up to the mountain-and
I found out he lived two lots down, about a mile up the road. We were neighbors
and apparently a half year's supply of animal carcass was the "country" version of a
fruit basket.

"I thought I'd bring you and the wife a
housewarming present," he said as soon as
he stepped in the door handing the frozen
bags of meat over like bloody Christmas
presents. "Yeah, these here are the best cuts
on the whole cow."
"Oh, she's not my wife, but thanks,"
I picked up a bag and held it to inspect
the nearly inch-thick steaks over my head,
"These are gorgeous. I bet it was a hell of a cow."
"Hey, no problem man, there was no room in the fridge anyways."
Ted shocked me with his generosity. He was not the country, republican, bigot,
asshole stereotype I had expected . I could see myself hanging out with this guy.
He didn't appear to be chewing tobacco and the car in my drive was not a pickup
caked in dirt and confederate flag stickers-it was a sky blue robin's egg of a Geo
Metro. He was saving the environment whether he liked it or not. But I'm white and
I'm not rich, and he's white and he doesn't appear to be rich, so I guess I could fit in
as a white-trash redneck and never know the receiving end of his discrimination.
Maybe he really wanted a dirty pickup but couldn't afford it. Maybe if he knew I had
an Indian girlfriend things would be different, maybe he wouldn't stop by at all. But
maybe he was just a nice guy.
"This place sure looks different with all that shit gone." The yard was a green cow

He motioned slightly with his elbows and
forced a smile on his lips, arms around the
meat as if he were trying to hug water.

spotted with dead brown rectangles surrounded by tall grass. The living room walls
were bleached around squares and lines and fish silhouettes. The previous owners had
moved everything, but were still there. When you live anywhere as long as they lived
here, you leave something behind even when you take all of your belongings with
you. But by painting I was slowly erasing their shadows and memories, trying to make
a blank space for my own.
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"Yeah, I can't believe they got rid of it all,
it kind of hid all the problems. I've been fixing
stuff in here since the second I moved in and
don't think I'll ever have nothing to do.
I haven't even started to think about the yard."
"I tell you man, you don't know what work
is until you have property. Work piles up, shit
piles up, bills pile up. It's the little things ...
Fuckin' weeds, fuses, kids-"
"Hey, that's life man."

out the yard, which was filled with more brown
weeds than green grass. It was littered with
an assortment of cars consumed by blackberry
bushes, a rusty combine and tractor, an old
yellow school bus with all but several windows
shattered, a baby grand piano with nettles
growing through the cracks in its keys and top,
and discarded tires of various size and tread.
"Are you sure this is the right place?" asked
Shanti as we stood in the gravel drive.
"I think so, but I think Brad must know how
to use Photoshop or something."
The house looked old in the photo, but
had been fairly well maintained-all shingles
accounted for and gutters in place. A storm
drain clung precariously from a rusted fastening
on the first floor as if it were frozen, always falling backward. Much of the house was
obscured by several varieties of climbing weeds-bell-shaped white flowers and black
berries could be picked from most of the first floor windows. The paint had cracked
and faded and seemed to be blending in with the grays of the sky and surrounding
dead winter foliage. But the house was not beyond repair. I squinted, trying to imag
ine a green lawn mowed in diamond patterns and the house stripped of its flaking
shingles, replaced with the clean horizontal lines of new siding. Although Brad's little
flyer pissed the hell out of me, it did show me what I thought (at the time) a little
work would do for the place.
We walked up the flight of crooked wooden steps to the door, the white paint
cracked like little chunks of arctic ice. The owners had jerry-rigged a doorbell that
looked like the bastard prototype from which all other doorbells could have been
(but weren't) derived. It was a large box with a red button in the center, fastened
between a couple two-by-fours to the right of the door. Old-fashioned cloth-encased
wires dangled from the box and disappeared through a hole in the wall. I pressed the
doorbell, and through the door I heard what I thought was The Entertainer playing on
piano, then yelling, more yelling in response, and finally the sound of footsteps creak
ing on hardwood floors.
"Do you think they know we're coming?"
"Of course. Of course," I said as I shook my head.
I can't explain it, but I knew right there that despite its many flaws, we would soon
be calling this house our home.

It seemed that Brad devoted every
second of his day (even in a smaLL
apartment like mine, discussing
relatively cheap properties) toward
making money, adding to his sheen.
I just wanted him off my bed.

Our real estate agent, Brad, was too com
fortable in our apartment. Shanti and I had
planned to buy a house and property ever
since we graduated from Western. Living in a
rundown studio apartment for $450 a month,
we had saved diligently and cut costs where we could. The one room apartment was
packed with our temporary belongings: pots and pans we bought at the Goodwill;
textbooks that we couldn't sell back for cash at the end of the semester; photos of
friends, unframed and tacked to the walls; a 15 inch TY/VeR. Everything had its
place, and most things had more than one function. We didn't have room for a
couch, or recliners, instead we had a double bed. It was our office chair, our place of
rest, intimacy, leisure and security-and Brad plopped himself right on its edge-just
jumped on it as if he knew that the paint cans supporting the frame would hold him.
I cringed as the bed creaked and swayed when he landed. I looked out the apartment
window to see his champagne Lexus SUV parked in the handicapped spot in front
of the house-the blue alarm light steadily blinking atop the dash. He wore a thick,
synthetic button-up lined with multicolor pinstripes. The comb lines of his shiny
gelled-back hair ran parallel to the lines of his shirt, all the way down the crease
of his crisp khakis, to his shoes that looked like they were carved from obsidian.
A diamond-rimmed watch weighted his wrist with three circles turning at different
rates. It seemed Brad devoted every second of his day (even in a small apartment like
mine, discussing relatively cheap properties) toward making money, adding to his
sheen. I just wanted him off my bed.
"Oh, it's a real gem! You just have to think about it with an open mind. I mean,
the place just has great potential, great character," he pointed to the little black and
white photo of the house on his agency's latest flyer laid on the bedspread. The one
line description below read in bold type "Do-It-Yourselfer's Dream Property." I took
the euphemism to mean something more along the lines of "Piece of Shit." Or more
optimistically, "Fixer-Upper."

For less than $200,000, the property was what Shanti's father would call, "Very

But Shanti and I weren't looking for a home among rows and rows of uniformly
boring new homes, we wanted something unique, some place we could adapt to our
taste, redefine, where we could stretch out, where we could raise dogs and children.
Holding the flyer with my right hand in front of me with the actual house to the
left I saw that it was, indeed, the same place. I also saw how careful Brad, or whoever
took the photo, was to frame the house at its most flattering angle. The picture left

good, very good investment, this real estate."
Her father was a small Indian man with a round belly, thinning gray hair and a
bulbous forehead like an elephant, home to his ever-scheming brain. When speaking,
he moved his hands wildly. Vs stumbled from his mouth like Bs, while Ts sounded
like Ds.
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"I'm not as impressed as they are , and if they knew some of the things we do together
I think they'd see you a little different."
"I don't care what you think, and they would think of you a little different also.
They like me more than you anyways."
Shanti agreed that I alone would prepare the dinner, something that rarely hap
pened. She said that my food tasted bland and I agreed much of the time. I seasoned
with salt and pepper.
Eating at her parent's house was like stepping into a full football stadium where
every player was a different wonderful smell I'd never experienced, the spices with
names too exotic to pronounce or care to remember. I could eat their curry and naan
bread until I exploded. Most of the time I didn't know exactly what I was eating,
didn't know what the chunks in the green sauce were or the contents of the strik
ingly red coating on tandoori chicken, but I didn't really care. I hoped this dish would
delightfully perplex their taste buds just as their food played tricks with mine.
I spread a tablecloth on the old wooden kitchen table stained with rings from cof
fee cups and marks from Sharpies bleeding through paper. I struggled remembering
whether to put the fork on the left or the right of the plate; I settled on the left but
I'm still not sure which is the correct side. I placed two candles down the spine of the
table, lit them and used the dimmer I installed to match the glow.
Thirty minutes before the party arrived, cubes of beef simmered in the sauce, rice
steamed in the rice cooker and a Caesar salad sat in a bowl mixed with croutons
and tomato. The table and mood was set. I grabbed one of the bottles of wine I had
bought-three fancy looking labels for more than
twenty dollars apiece-uncorked it with a satisfying
"pop" and poured myself a glass of wine.
Looking at the stack of dishes in the sink and the
stove top splattered with sauce, I realized I was finally
home. Although empty and quiet with my remodeling
incomplete, I was moved in, the mess marked my terri
tory. The place was my own.

"Yes, in America, this real estate is the only investment. In ten years you can sell
that place... a million dollars, you see, this town is growing. Plus, you buy house, get
some Mexicans to fix it up-bang!" Neelam slapped his hands together inches from
my face. "In a few years that place triples in value. You sell it, or don't sell it, but you
have land and space ... security." He rose on tiptoes to grasp my shoulder, a long reach
for such a short man.
Neelam had just sold his business, the "Korner Store," a gas station and conve
nience store down by the water in town. He said that the K of "Korner" was edgier
than a C, would help to pull in younger customers.
The Korner Store was across the street from the Lighthouse Mission, a homeless
shelter where toothless bums and drug addicts paced its steps when they weren't
hovering around the street corner. Neelam profited from their unfortunate yet steady
business, making his small fortune selling cigarettes, malt liquor and scratch tickets.
"These bums," he tilted his head dizzily from side to side, as if a wave was set loose
in his skull, "they are so stupid. They are born in America, they have school for free,
they eat every day, but they are depressed? They buy lotto tickets, I say 'Oh! Thank
you very much. Need cigarettes? How much do you have my friend?' And they empty
their pockets and plastic bags and pay with crumpled dollar bills, change. And then
they stand on the corner and scratch the ticket with their dirty fingernails and they
throw the ticket on the ground and they smoke all the cigarettes. They could save
that money, go buy a razor, get a checking account, go to college, get a job, join
the army."
After nearly 20 years behind the counter, Neelam had saved enough, along with
the sale of his business, to buy a new house on South Hill with a river-rock arched
entranceway, a two-car garage and view of the bay. He paid for half of the house with
the down payment. To go along with his new lifestyle he bought his wife Daya a Mer
cedes with several thousand miles on it, keenly saving thousands having not bought
the car new. He put Shanti through college, bought his castle and fulfilled his dream,
opening his own business-consulting firm . He was never short of advice. Neelam
loved to talk about business, loved to save and invest wisely, and loved to see what he
cared for and nurtured both change and grow.
Ted's steaks inspired me to make a "Super Special Housewarming Dinner" for
Neelam and Daya; something they had done for Shanti and me at several milestones.
I wanted to show them I could take care not only of their daughter, but both of them
when they got older.
The house was more or less ready for company. The walls were painted, although
decorated only with the few paintings that Shanti and I had brought from our apart
ment. We covered our old couch in an elaborately embroidered Indian sheet. I would
prepare my specialty, one of the few things my mother didn't cook out of a box:
casserole. It was kind of like curry. I baked a cake and attempted decorating the white
frosting with frilly green piping, but it looked like a four-year-old was trying to draw
inside the lines.
"My parents love you already, you don't need to try to impress them," said Shanti
the night before the dinner. "You're such a kiss ass . Besides, you should be having this

Neelam thought a drive to the supermarket to get the
meat for my and Shanti's "Super Special Graduation
Dinner" several years ago would be good father-in-law/
son-in-law bonding time. He cleared off the seat of his
maroon minivan and patted it twice to display its firm
ness, sending a cloud of dust into the beaming sun. A
plastic bejeweled Ganesha elephant figurine dangling
from the mirror sparkled in the sunlight.
"We will buy the very best cut of lamb in the store,
my son," he said as we walked through the blast of air
at the entrance of the supermarket. It was the first time
he had referred to me that way. It was a term I hadn't
heard for just as long, a term that the warming in my
stomach told me I had longed for, for years. It meant

special dinner for me," she puckered her lips and posed with her hands on her knees,

that he thought of me as a part of his family. Although I
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I would never
be his perfect
Ulndian lamb,"
even if I had been
the nicest cut in
the who le display.
But at that
moment I didn't
care, because at
that moment I had
a dad.
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wasn't married or engaged to Shanti, he thought of me as a son-in-law. A son. After I
stopped talking to my own father I thought I would never feel that again.
At the deli counter Neelam pointed at several cuts of lamb marbled with white fat.
"I will have those," he turned his back to the butcher as soon as he said it. "This meat
is very nice, but I tell you, Indian lamb, it is tender like butter, I buy the whole thing
there."
I would never be his perfect "Indian lamb," even if I had been the nicest cut in the
whole display. But at that moment I didn't care, because at that moment I had a dad.

ultimately had to leave home to
find. My house was down the road
a bit further, our view partially
masked by a lining of cotton
wood trees whose puffs of pollen
floated on the wind like millions
of tiny paratroopers. A plume of
blackberry bushes weaved with
the chain link fence encasing the
park. The gate wasn't there for
our protection; it was there to
keep us in.
If one drove further they would
arrive in Marietta, a two block
ghetto lined with collapsed shan
ties, rusted Cadillacs, stray dogs
with missing hair, and standing
water in the roadway. The popu
lous was a mix of Native Americans, veterans, and those both dissolute and tough
enough to call the place home. They were like coyotes or lepers, despite their undead
appearance they were just as afraid to see me in their neighborhood as I was to be a
guest. My dad spoke about the Indians and bums as if they were lower than him, as
if only he kept driving down the road he could find someone drunker, less educated,
uglier, skinnier, more depressed than he was.
My dad was collecting unemployment and my mom worked part time as a checker
at Albertsons. She raised the three of us, me, Johnny, and Tammy, on macaroni and
cheese, Sunny D, grilled cheese sandwiches, and chicken nuggets. I think she figured
orange coloring contained calcium and vitamin C.
The windows of her light blue Oldsmobile were rimmed with green lichens and
the smell of mold permeated inside the car, whose roof lining sagged in the middle.
Husky, the big black slobbering Newfoundland, loved to roll in skunkweed down by
the river, and my mother was always smoking. She took that dog everywhere and the
seats were covered in Husky's hair. No matter where I went with my mom, to school,
or baseball, always smelled like a cocktail of mold, cigarettes, skunkweed, and dog.
Kids called me "Moldy Noly."
I got a bike for my tenth birthday. It wasn't a new Schwin or GT, or some fancy
thing with tons of gears-it was a bike my parents bought from this guy in town who
made it his life's mission to fix up old bikes. He took parts from all makes and models,
polished the gears, sanded the frames of their rust, put whatever seat fit (banana style,
big cushy style, modem racing style) and random wheels. I had a girl's bike. A boy's
bike should've had shocks and thick studded tires, neon colors and lightning bolt
decals. This bike started out pink, was covered in rust and then was sanded, leaving
a rough metal finish. I had to reverse the pedals to break and when I got the bike I
had to cut the multi-colored tassels off of the handlebars, curved like antlers. My dad
bought me a can of black spray paint to paint the bike and redeem what was left of

If one drove fu rther they
would arrive in Marietta, a
two block ghetto lined with
co lla psed sha nties, rusted
Cadi llacs, stray dogs with
missing hair, and standing
water in the roadway.

I creaked up the steps to the bedroom, sat on the bed and sunk into the mattress.
I took a deep swig of the wine, which made me wonder how I ever drank the four
dollar bottles I usually bought. After setting the glass on the nightstand, I walked to
my dresser and opened the underwear drawer, pulling from tangled socks and boxers a
little felt-coated box. I opened it to inspect the ring-a single round diamond about
the size of a large freckle perched atop a thin gold band. It was simple, what I could
afford. It was an honest expression of my love. That was how I justified it, anyway. I
slipped it in my slacks pocket, made my way back downstairs and sat in silence on the
couch staring at the lonely Van Gogh reproduction on the wall that I had plucked
out of a box at the Goodwill for 99 cents.
The painting depicted Van Gogh's little room in Arles, with a nicely made twin
bed, two wooden chairs and a table set with a pitcher of water and filled glass. The
room was arranged for functionality. All of the wall hooks held their assigned coats,
hats and towels, but the walls were also artfully filled with paintings. He seemed
to be in perfect harmony with his humble surroundings. Was that all he needed?
Shanti and I had the best years of our lives at our apartment. Back then, that was
all we needed. I began to wonder if we were taking on too much, trying to fill too
much space.
If everything is in order small spaces can feel safe, cozy, like home, but when things
are not in order, these spaces fill with shit and are claustrophobic. They are prisons.
I grew up on the outskirts of town in the Maplewood Trailer Park across the street
from a bluff that gave way to marshland at the mouth of a river and the bay. If I stood
at the furthest point to the north of the bluff without falling down the steep embank
ment I could see the city. Masts of boats poked up from the harbor like bristles of a
comb. The university sat directly across the bay, half a world away, and from their
dorms, ten-story high red brick buildings perched atop a woody hill, the students
could look at our trailers like gray and white Lego bricks all lined up. Staring straight
out, it was water, and layer upon layer of dark green, then blue and then gray, islands
vanishing into the sea mist of the horizon.
Driving from downtown on a winding road hugging the mouth of the bay, one
could see early 1900s Victorian mansions with pillars and balconies, tennis courts and
multiple Mercedes of varying build, from the angled bodies of the '80s to the seam
less rounded bodies of the newer models. The houses were smaller past the hedgerows
and German cars, most one-level '60s style ramblers with sprawling back yards dotted
with apple or pear trees and meticulously mowed and weeded front lawns lined with
bulbously trimmed shrubs. Houses had views and land, something I was close to, but

38

danegraham

my manhood. My bike may not have been the
best my parents could've done, but it got me
where I needed to get-away.
My parents had a fully stocked beer cooler
most of the time. Too drunk to drive, they would
send me out to fetch them Rainier, Henry, Miller
or Bud. At that age I thought of those names as
my parent's bad friends and I hated when they'd
visit. My parents knew the clerk at the conve
nience store down the road so my dad would
hand me a wad of crumpled bills and tell me to
get a couple twelve-packs and some Camel Lites.
I couldn't have been older than twelve, but the
clerk, an elderly Iranian man with bleached
spots on his face and hands, would sell me the beer and cigarettes. I think he pitied
me, as I was usually a mess from playing baseball or soccer in the dirt, hair tussled,
wearing shoes with duct-tape holding the toes together. He'd toss a handful of Laffy
Taffy in a bag, and then I'd drive my dad's Chevelle back to the trailer, barely able to
see over the steering wheel, .
I don't talk to my parents anymore, or any of my family for that matter, and I sup
pose that's a good thing. But I can't help but always feel like I am denying a part of
who I am, because they did help define me. Not like in the movies how kids want
to be like their dads or moms; I wanted to be everything they weren't. It scares me I
might become one of them without knowing it, because I forgot about them, because
I denied they were a part of my life.

Too drunk to drive, they would send
me out to fetch them Rainier, Henry,
Miller or Bud. At that age I thought
of those names as my parent's bad
friends and I hated when they'd visit.

short-shorts. Don't get me wrong, I like skin, but
imagining what lay beneath the flowing folds of
silk was a much more enticing game. Everyone
got to see her neck as a window to her lower
back, her tiny wrists and those spindly hands and
feet with long toes, several wrapped in rings, but
I knew what lay beneath the silk was mine alone.
She floated in her sari. The silk danced about her
as she walked. Her black hair was pulled back so
little curls sprouted at the top of her forehead.
She didn't need to say she was happy with her
teeth; I saw it in the glint on the round of her
cheeks and the creases at the comers of her eyes.

Buzzzzzz! Buzz! Buzz!
Neelam and Daya stood in the yellow glow of the porch light bundled in coats and
scarves, breath billowing into the sky. I smiled at Shanti through the frosted glass as I
opened the door. From Neelam, a firm handshake, from Daya a gentle hug, and from
Shanti a strong embrace with kisses on respective cheeks. I grabbed her hand.
"This is beautifuL This place is so big!" Daya looked the living room up and down.
"Plenty of room to grow," she said as she unwrapped her scarf. She was a carbon copy
of Shanti, a petite woman for her age; a diamond sparkled on her left nostril. She
gave me something to look forward to.
"Yes. You will have to buy some proper furniture to fill all this space and some more
pictures to make these white walls a little more colorful. I am sure Daya and I have
some artwork we could part With," said Neelam running his hand along the living
room wall. "But, this is perfect, this place," he said to himself.
"Let's eat before the food gets cold," I clapped my hands together and ushered my
guests into the dining room to their spots around the table. Shanti and I sat across
from Neelam and Daya.
I stood to scoop everyone a serving of the casserole on top of rice, next to a helping
of salad.
Neelam put his nose over the plate and took a deep sniff of the dish. "What is thiS,
some sort of American curry?"

On that first night in the house, Shanti and I slept naked on the mattress in the
middle of our bedroom floor, covered with a fuzzy blanket. My thoughts wandered
looking up at shadows of trees cast by a light from the bam, dance on the ceiling like
an orgy of a hundred crooked fingers. My mind roamed outside to the shed, what crea
tures or people might lurk in the dark corners at night? Downstairs, the kitchen, the other
bedrooms, the basement, the drive, up in the trees, down by the stream, the hay field,
the bathrooms. It was so much more space than I'd ever had of my own. Not the open
space of a public park or the open sky-this front door was mine, the eleven feet
from the floor to the ceiling was mine. But on this first night in my house, I wanted
the walls to shrink, I longed for the sound of passing cars and creaking floorboards
overhead, and the blue lights from kitchen appliances. I wanted to slip into a sleeping
bag with Shanti and lie with her in the closet.
Shanti rolled over, her skin in goose bumps, slipped her arms under and over me
and threaded her leg through a gap in mine. Although we had all the space in the
world it felt good to be so close to her. She rested her head in the nook of my neck,
kissed under my chin and fell asleep.
In a wooden frame painted gold and carved intricately with layers of arches,
swirls, flowers and pillars was a picture of Shanti and me. I was smiling, awkward and
close-mouthed, ashamed of my crooked front teeth. She was dressed in a bright red
sari that night. I always thought that saris were so much sexier than dresses, or even

"Neelam! It smells wonderful Nolan, really it does." Daya slapped Neelam on
the thigh.
"Thanks Daya. It was, is, my mother's recipe. It's my favorite," I said as I stood pour
ing Daya a glass of wine.
Shanti investigated her meal prodding a cube of beef on her plate. She tilted her
head and cut it open with her fork. Watery blood oozed from the cut of meat in red
swirls. She pinched me under the knee and I nearly spilled the wine I was pouring
for her.
"I'm going to use the restroom. And Nolan, do you think you could open another
bottle?" She stared at me with an ominous fake smile.
We walked together into the kitchen. On my way to the counter to grab a bottle
opener, Shanti grabbed me by the shirt, turned me and punched me hard in the ribs.
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"I cannot eat beef, cow Nolan! I do not choose to not eat it like a vegetarian, I can
not do what I just did," he raised his hands to his temples and shook his head. "This
is not good."
"I know, I know. I'm sorry, I am so, so sorry. I totally forgot."
"Give us a minute Nolan." Neelam turned to Daya.
Shanti pulled me through the swinging door back into the kitchen.
"What the hell! You shouldn't have said anything!"
"I couldn't just stand in front of them and lie?"
"That's what I do! Don't you have parents?" I could see she regretted the statement
as soon as it left her lips and she rushed to hug me.
"It's okay, it's okay."
"I'm so sorry. Don't worry. They'll get over it."
She kissed me on the cheek and when turning brushed her hand along the lump in
my pocket.
"Baby! What has gotten into you?" She reached for the protrusion in my pants and
I pushed her hand away. "What is that?"
"Nothing, nothing."

"What the hell were you thinking?" Shanti aggressively whispered in my ear.
"What? What do you mean? What is wrong with you?"
"You didn't tell me you were cooking a beef dish for dinner-have you lost your
mind? My parents?" She moved her hands up and down in unison like a conductor.
"Shit. Oh shit, oh shit!"
In India cows are sacred, thought of as mothers, providers of life and it is illegal
in most of India to kill or eat cow or bull meat. I knew this, but hadn't consciously
thought about it for a long time, because I hardly ever cooked and I have a tendency
to eat what is on my plate without investigation. This was another small detail I
missed. What I would do for an all-encompassing small detail list-it would be a mile
long. But when I remember the small details, they are small. And some of the details
fall through the cracks.
"You know how they feel about that!" she growled, but then must have seen the
color drain from my face. She latched onto my frame, tugged on the edges of my
pockets and pulled herself up for a hug around the shoulders.
"We need to do something. We need a story," I whispered.
"Okay, okay. Uh, let's say that, that uh-"
"I got it. Let's say I didn't read the date on the lamb package and the meat
went bad."
"Good. Let's go," she kissed me on the cheek and whispered in my ear. "I'm sorry
baby. It's going to be fine."
"This is delicious!" yelled Neelam through a full mouth, from the dining room.
"You do not want to eat a cold meal. Come and join us!"
"Okay Daddy!"
I shrugged at her and she shrugged back and we walked hand-in-hand to find the
two of them shoveling mouthfuls of the casserole.
"I have never seen this dish. I did not know that there was such a thing," he
scooped the soupy casserole soaked into the rice with a cube of beef, plopped it into
his mouth and began chewing exaggeratedly fast, "it is so tender! Yes, Nolan, this
lamb is like none other I've ever tasted. I cannot put my finger on it?"
I didn't just want to save myself from damnation in Neelam's eyes, I genuinely
wanted he and Daya to like me-love me. They were the closest to family I had, so I
decided I would tell them the truth.
"You can't put your finger on it, Neelam, because it's not lamb," Shanti looked at
me, bug-eyed, "I made a huge mistake, and forgot-"
"Forgot what, Nolan?" said Neelam, fork loaded and suspended above his plate.
"This meat is beef."
"Beef... Beef like, like cow! Like bull!"
"I am so sorry Neelam, Shanti just reminded me. I feel really, really bad and
so stupid-"
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"Seriously, what is that?" She lunged at me, forced her hand into my pocket and
grabbed the box. As soon as she pulled it from its hiding, she held it in the palm of
her hand in front of her face like a small animal she was afraid to crush. She had the
same look that my little sister had the night that she walked in on me and my dad
wrapping her Christmas presents in his bedroom. I feared when Shantie opened the
box the same disappointed smile would come over her face that came over my sister's
when she'd spotted the of cheap knock-off Barbie half-wrapped in funny paper.
"It's what I could do. I wanted to ask your parents, but I don't think now is the
time. Will you?" I grabbed the box from her hand and flipped the top offering it up to
her like communion with two hands.

Neelam spit his partially chewed food in a gray ball on his plate and Oaya daintily
spit her mouthful onto a paper napkin she folded into a neat package.
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He had a blank canvas, started with something in his head, made the first
stroke. He drew his paradise. I felt like my blank canvas had passed me by.
I

I
"Yes! Yes, of course," she caught herself yelling and began to cry. Her tears weren't
all joy; there were about fifty other emotions mixed in. She hugged me, ring in hand,
wetting my shoulder with tears as I wetted her neck with kisses.
Neelam barged his way through the door.
"We have decided that this was an honest, yet horribly, horribly stupid mistake,
and we will forgive you," he reported like a press statement. "What is that? What are
you holding princess?"
"Oh, it's nothing. Just a present." She shut the box and set it on the counter.
"Let me see it."
He rushed past Shanti and picked the box up off the counter, opened it, plucked
the ring from its slot and examined it like a strange insect.
"This is no present, Nolan. This is a wedding ring." He shook his head in disap
pointment. "You have been dating for what, six years 'now, and you propose to her
after you make a fool out of her and her family? And you do it without our blessing?"
He breathed hard out of his nose and tensed his eyes looking to the side. "You are not
fit for this girl. No. No, no, no."
"I wasn't-I mean she wasn't-she wasn't supposed to see it yet."
Shanti's black mascara was dripping in streaks from the bottom of her eyes. Oaya
peered through the kitchen door standing silently.
"Yes, yes of course my son," he said re-examining the ring. "I would not have given
this ring yet either. Shanti, you do not want this man, who cannot even buy a decent
sized diamond. See this," he pointed to the diamond in Oaya's nose, "that is how you

treat a woman. That was a birthday present!" He slammed the box on the counter, "I
am leaving. Come Oaya. Shanti," he clapped his hands.
"Please! I'm sorry, I'm really sorry. I can explain.,-"
"He's sorry daddy, he really wasn't going to do it without asking."
"Good bye." He drug Oaya out by the wrist.
Shanti cried into an armrest of the sofa as I stroked the felt box on the other side
staring at the Van Gogh. He had a blank canvas, started with something in his head,
made the first stroke. He drew his paradise. I felt like my blank canvas had passed me
by. I thought I'd have a fresh start with this house; that marrying Shanti would be the
beginning of my family, that it would erase myoid family, my history, and all of our
differences. But I was beginning to think that fresh starts did not exist. This could
have been Van Gogh's prison. Maybe whoever donated the picture to the Goodwill
no longer cared for a reprint of a lonely man's lonely room. I think that the only
blank slate is when we are born; the rest is just breaking down and fixing up until
we die. If I shrunk my house into myoid apartment, my apartment into my dorm
room, into my wretched little trailer bed in high school, through the dirt of my
childhood, and into the black of my mother's womb; there I could start from scratch.
But there was no use wanting what I couldn't have, and I needed to start mending
the things and relationships in my life before they were beyond repair, before I was
beyond repair.
I reached for Shanti and she collapsed on my lap. I set the box on the floor and
kissed her on top of the head.
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