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Introduction


Imagine a world in which lovers didn’t quarrel. Would pop music still exist? Opera? Ballet? Hollywood would certainly suffer. What would be the point of Shall We Dance if Fred and Ginger didn’t dispute ‘tomayto’ or ‘tomahto’ as they roller-skated through Central Park? Would you queue to see a remake of Bringing Up Baby in which Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn simply agreed to disagree? A literature without amorous disputes would also be a sorry thing. Imagine Shakespeare without lovers’ complaints, without ‘jealous’ Oberon and ‘proud’ Titania squabbling in the moonlight, without Antony’s sexy ‘sport’ with his ‘wrangling queen’, Cleopatra, without Beatrice’s and Benedick’s ‘merry war’.


BENEDICK: What, my dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet living?

BEATRICE: Is it possible Disdain should die while she hath such meet food to feed it as Signior Benedick? Courtesy itself must convert to Disdain if you come in her presence.



Lovers’ quarrels might be ‘much ado about nothing’, but they are the much ado that art thrives upon.

So what do lovers, and ex-lovers and wannabe-lovers, quarrel about? Pretty much anything. A ‘silly argument about where things hang in the wardrobe’ is just one sign that Hilary and Ruth are on the verge of splitting up in Jackie Kay’s ‘You Go When You Can No Longer Stay’, but such petty altercations are not confined to the end of the affair. No sooner is love declared than loving struggle begins. A new bride challenges her husband ‘Did you really like my veil?’ in Dorothy Parker’s ‘Here We Are’; in Lydia Davis’s ‘Disagreement’, he wants the screen door open and she wants it shut. ‘We see things differently,’ the narrator’s wife tells him in A. M. Homes’s ‘Do Not Disturb’; ‘meaning she’s right, I’m wrong’, he adds.


Seeing things differently is, of course, the necessary condition for contestation. In Jhumpa Lahiri’s ‘This Blessed House’, Sanjeev and Twinkle have been married for two months, but he doesn’t think he knows what love is. Initially they ‘concurred’ on many things – an ‘adolescent but still persistent fondness for Wodehouse novels, and their dislike for the sitar’ – but soon great chasms of taste emerge. Sanjeev likes Bach and Twinkle ‘hectic jazz’; he thinks their home should be elegantly understated and she revels in a ‘treasure trove’ of Christian kitsch. New couples like these worry a lot about their differences; they want, narcissistically, to be the same. The narrator of Harold Brodkey’s ‘The Quarrel’ is delighted to see himself in fellow student Duncan Leggert: ‘It seemed to me he was saying everything I had always thought and never expressed.’ But when the boys go travelling together the illusion of sameness vanishes. As their differences emerge so too does their mutual affection, although neither can stand anything the other does. One night they sleep next to a stable where the smell of horses mingles with that of roses. The odours are ‘oddly complementary’, something the boys are perhaps still too young to appreciate.

The idea that the personalities, and even the appearance, of lovers should complement one another goes back a long way, at least as far as Plato’s Symposium, where Aristophanes argued that the pursuit of love was really the pursuit of unity. The ideal couple, on this model, balanced each other out perfectly to create a harmonious whole, a ‘vision of completeness’ in George Eliot’s phrase. But if many writers imagined true love as a kind of merging, or even annihilation, of individual identities – ‘I am Heathcliff,’ declares Cathy in Wuthering Heights – still others have insisted on the impossibility of fusion. How might one remain true to oneself and yet love and be loved? In Jackie Kay’s story, Hilary and Ruth have been ‘in it so long’ that they have ‘grown to look the same, wear similar clothes and have almost identical expressions’ on their faces. Then Hilary starts changing everything from the way she looks to her taste in wine and books. ‘You become far too similar,’ she scolds an uncomprehending Ruth, ‘especially two women. It’s like looking in the mirror. You need a bit of difference to feel real passion.’ In some stories, quarrelling not only leads to sex, but also seems to be a form of sex. ‘Instead of fucking we fight,’ says the beleaguered husband in Homes’s ‘Do Not Disturb’: ‘It’s the same sort of thing, dramatic, draining.’ In Joyce Carol Oates’s ‘The Quarrel’, N. and S. no longer make love nor quarrel, and S. ‘could not have said which he missed more’. The two activities are intimately connected in Zora Neale Hurston’s ‘The Gilded Six-Bits’. Every Saturday afternoon, Joe initiates a ‘play-fight’ with his wife, Missie May, by throwing his wages through the front door. Happiness depends on some ‘rough and tumble’, and ‘banter that pretended to deny affection but in reality flaunted it’. How different these ‘mock battles’ are from any real dispute.

But if the sparking of opposites – think of ‘blond boy’ Andrew and ‘dark boy’ Nathan in David Leavitt’s ‘Dedicated’, or Pink and Blue in Frances Gapper’s fable – can lead to a happy sexual reunification it can also produce further discord. The tension between fighting and fusion has preoccupied many writers, but perhaps no one as much as D. H. Lawrence. In Women in Love, Birkin becomes disgusted and frightened by his love for Ursula, finding the very idea of ‘this horrible fusion of two beings’ to be ‘nauseous and horrible’. They stay together but continue to avoid nauseous fusion by quarrelling through to the novel’s final paragraph. In the story included here, ‘Two Blue Birds’, Lawrence presents a separated wife’s unhappiness with the comfortable life her novelist husband has established with his devoted secretary. It is not that she’s jealous – she’s been enjoying numerous ‘gallant affairs’ – rather that she doesn’t think that having ‘nobody and nothing to contradict him’ is good either for him or his writing. She sees it as her wifely duty to reintroduce the ‘silent ceaseless tension’ of marriage into his life. Two blue tits battle for love at the novelist’s feet, but although his wife and secretary both don blue silk dresses, theirs is no contest of equals. Lawrence describes the wife, admiringly and repeatedly, as a wolf.

Early twentieth-century fiction liked to present the ‘love-antics and dances’ of people in bird and animal metaphors. Darwin’s discussion of the numerous ‘love battles’ waged in the natural world was often evoked to support the idea that quarrelling was natural, even instinctive. But the representation of lovers as birds has a long history. Andrew Marvell, trying to argue his coy mistress into bed, speaks of ‘am’rous birds of prey’, and the narrator of Robert Browning’s ‘A Woman’s Last Word’ reflects on a past ‘debate’ by comparing her husband and herself to hawks. ‘What so wild as words are?’ she asks. These aggressive birds are in deliberate contrast to the turtle-dove, said to have pulled Venus’s chariot and the traditional emblem of pure, gentle and faithful love. An alternative, not altogether ironic, view of this creature is given in Katherine Mansfield’s ‘Mr and Mrs Dove’. The story begins with cats and dogs. Reggie leaves behind his ‘mater’ and her pair of repulsive Pekinese to declare his love to Anne. But Anne, who has firm ideas about romance, can only laugh at a marriage proposal from a man whose bow tie reminds her of a cartoon cat. The problem, she says, is how exactly they resemble her pet doves. ‘The one in front, she’s Mrs Dove. She looks at Mr Dove and gives that little laugh and runs forward, and he follows her, bowing and bowing. And that makes her laugh again.’ The comparison Anne evokes is unassailable, but when Reggie prepares to leave, she is not happy. ‘Come back, Mr Dove,’ she calls out, laughing. Perhaps she and Reggie can be love-birds after all.

In Mansfield’s story, the imaginative transformation of Reggie and Anne into birds threatens a relationship that has not yet begun. In ‘Lappin and Lapinova’, by Mansfield’s friend and rival Virginia Woolf, fantasy is all that holds the relationship together. The only way that Rosalind can ‘get used’ to her new husband – a ‘spruce, muscular young man’ called Ernest – is to turn him into something less threatening. The story begins, on their honeymoon, when Ernest twitches his nose in a rabbit-like way and she names him King Lappin. He reciprocates by casting her as a small, grey hare called Lapinova. By the time the couple have returned home, they possess a ‘private world’, a mutually sustaining fantasy designed to protect them from ‘the rest of the world’ and from their own adult selves. It’s a way of avoiding disagreement, for a while at least.

Near the end of Much Ado About Nothing, Benedick says to Beatrice, ‘Thou and I are too wise to woo peaceably.’ Their wisdom, it seems, lies in the realization that their ‘skirmishes of wit’ are a kind of testing of love that serves only to strengthen its bond. ‘Lovers’ quarrels are love’s renewal’ is the most common translation of a much-quoted phrase from Andria by the Roman playwright Terence. Amantium irae amoris integratio est was among Winston Churchill’s favourite mottoes – he telegraphed it to Franklin D. Roosevelt after one of their many disagreements threatened the Special Relationship. The phrase crops up in all sorts of literary makings-up. In Milton’s Samson Agonistes, Samson reassures Delilah that, ‘Love-quarrels oft in pleasing concord end;/ Not wedlock-treachery’, a theme which Tennyson developed in ‘The Princess’:


We fell out, my wife and I,

O we fell out I know not why,

And kiss’d again with tears.

And blessings on the falling out

That all the more endears,

When we fall out with those we love

And kiss again with tears!



To assume that breaking up leads to making up is to believe that lovers’ quarrels belong to the genre of comedy. That’s an assumption that the dastardly Robert Lovelace makes in Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. In letters to his friend John Belford, he tries to present his relationship with Clarissa as a piece of comic drama which he entitles The Quarrelsome Lovers. Surely, Lovelace says, again paraphrasing Terence, ‘lovers falling out occasions lovers falling in; and a better understanding of course’. This doesn’t work in their case, however, because, as he notes, ‘we fall out so often, without falling in once; and a second quarrel so generally happens before a first is made up that it’s hard to guess what event our loves will be attended with’. Perhaps the real problem is that Clarissa views the affair less as a comedy than a potential tragedy. When Lovelace eventually rapes her, it becomes apparent that Richardson supports her interpretation.

The present collection tends more often to comedy than tragedy, but even here it’s a risky strategy to assume that the calling-off will, at the midnight hour, be called off. ‘Am I supposed to come over there and sweep your enraged self into my arms?’ Dina asks her never-quite lover, Heidi, in ZZ Packer’s ‘Drinking Coffee Elsewhere’. ‘Like in the movies? Is this the part where we’re both so mad we kiss each other?’ Dina and Heidi don’t kiss and they don’t make up. Alice Thorpe, in Arnold Bennett’s ‘One of Their Quarrels’, cannot imagine how her marital quarrel will end, but she never doubts that it will end and that the ending will be ‘delicious’. Alice reflects upon the argument as if it were a story she was writing, with ‘a fine artistic interest’, and calmly contemplates its development and ‘different dodges for concluding it’. But the unpredictability of the quarrel’s progress and the arbitrary nature of its conclusion is what Bennett’s story is all about.


The nature of the quarrel partly depends on how well the lovers know each other, and so we’ve divided up the collection along those lines. We begin at the beginning, with the misunderstandings of those new to each other. Parker’s couple are a mere two hours twenty-six minutes into their marriage. Like their clothes, they’re still ‘stiff with novelty’ and feel that every word they tentatively utter is open to misinterpretation. ‘I mean, I mean’ is their uneasy refrain.

The everyday quarrels of established couples have less to do with uncertainty and more to do with the confidence that comes with intimacy; that is, each partner comes to know just what to say to annoy the other. Bickering can be the ultimate expression of togetherness; showing each other, and the world, how safe you feel together. The quarrel, Roland Barthes once said, is the ultimate lovers’ luxury, precisely because ‘it does not leave a mark, it does not sully’. ‘Isn’t general incivility,’ Elizabeth Bennett remarks in Pride and Prejudice, ‘the very essence of love?’ Austen’s heroes must work hard to deserve what Elinor Dashwood, in Sense and Sensibility, calls ‘the compliment of rational opposition’. And it is a compliment, although not always recognized as such. In Tove Jansson’s ‘B-Western’, Jonna would rather watch her favourite cowboy movies without interruption, but Mari stays close to needle her affectionately. The repetitive pleasure we get from genres like the Western, Jansson suggests, has a lot in common with the repetitive pleasures of quarrelsome love. In these stories, and elsewhere, love is defined as caring enough to answer back. The eponymous ‘he and I’ of Natalia Ginzburg’s piece have agreed on nothing for decades and seem set to drive each other crazy into perpetuity. How different, the narrator thinks, from twenty years ago, when they’d just met and were ready both ‘to judge one another with kind impartiality’ and to say goodbye for ever. Love is never impartial.

Yet often more is at stake than the subject ostensibly under discussion. ‘Protest March’, by the Depression-era Welsh writer Kate Roberts, begins with Bronwen setting off to demonstrate against the Means Test while her young husband, Idris, lies ‘coiled like a cat’ on the bed. ‘She still had hope. His had turned sour.’ The story weighs up these points of view, but ends with a sense that, whoever’s right or wrong, they’re in it together. That’s not always the case. Negotiations about power lie in the shadows of many seemingly less consequential disputes. In Lydia Davis’s story, the real issue is not how to get rid of the flies that buzz around the door but whether she’s disagreeing with him or he’s disagreeing with her – not a trivial matter at all. The very title of Arnold Bennett’s story, ‘One of Their Quarrels’, suggests the everyday nature of arguing for yet another pair of ‘married belligerents’, Alice and Jim Thorpe. ‘Like all their quarrels, it had arisen out of almost nothing, and a word, even a tone, might have stifled it at birth.’ Both recognize that they are being ‘idiots’ but both also have an overly developed ‘sense of dignity’. Can anything break the impasse?

The third section features stories in which the quarrel threatens to, and indeed sometimes does, get out of hand. Erich Segal famously said that love means never having to say you’re sorry, but often it’s a stubborn refusal to apologize that endangers the relationship. And if love really means acting contrite (even when you’re not), it also requires a willingness to let your partner have the last word, as Homes’s ‘Do Not Disturb’ so compassionately shows. Homes’s narrator and his wife both accept that they’re ‘a really bad match’, but as he points out, ‘we’re such a good bad match it seems impossible to let it go’. A similar weariness informs Alasdair Gray’s ‘Pillow Talk’; sometimes breaking up is just not worth the trouble.

A rather different problem faces the protagonists of Andrey Platonov’s ‘The Return’ – beginning again after a long separation, when they should know and trust each other but have forgotten how. Four years of the Second World War have passed since Captain Ivanov has seen his wife, Lyubov, and their children. His train home is delayed and on the platform he meets a young woman called Masha. Without the army, both feel ‘orphaned’ and are drawn together. Staying with Masha for a couple of days, Ivanov does not understand why he has put off the ‘joyful and anxious moment of reunion with his family’. When he does get home, he finds to his dismay that his young son has taken charge and that his wife has been unfaithful. They do nothing but argue.

The final section includes stories that explore the aftermath of the quarrel, whether just a few days or many years have passed since its fires raged. What D. H. Lawrence calls the ‘awful unspoken intimacy of the once married’ is a common theme. Even after decades apart, exes retain the power to hurt, to make just the right ‘narrow remark which, like a plumber’s snake, could work its way through the ear down the throat, halfway to [the] heart’, as Grace Paley so vividly puts it. But love too often remains, and with it, regret and acceptance. ‘I shouldn’t have let Kathy go,’ the narrator of Alan Sillitoe’s ‘The Fishing-boat Picture’ chastises himself. ‘You no longer hope to “bring me back to the fold”; I don’t count on ever converting you,’ concludes Colette’s letter to her ‘dear Valentine’. ‘I don’t argue when there’s real disagreement,’ decides Paley’s sensible narrator when she bumps into her still-ready-to-bicker ex-husband.

We’ve decided not to include poems or extracts from novels or plays in this anthology but to concentrate on short stories. In many ways, the short story and the quarrel are a match made in heaven. The confined space of the short-story form ideally suits the presentation of a single dramatic scene, a crisis point, with past tensions and future consequences merely implied. Many of the stories here present such scenes in a few pages or less; Lydia Davis needs only a single paragraph to stage her ‘Disagreement’. ‘Here We Are’, by the accomplished screenwriter Dorothy Parker, places its just-married couple on the train that is taking them, line by nervous line, ever closer to their much-anticipated wedding night. Joyce Carol Oates presents the crisis point of ‘The Quarrel’ in a police station where N. and S. fail to agree on a single fact concerning the doorstep attack on N. by a would-be thief. As the police officers look on, the lovers quarrel ‘quietly, yet wildly … unable to stop’. Later they are horrified and never again will they ‘risk another scene like that terrible scene’.

‘The House with the Mezzanine’, by Anton Chekhov, locates the scene within a complete, if ambiguous, play. The story is divided into four parts with the decisive quarrel taking place in the third. Subtitled ‘An Artist’s Story’, it initially seems to be the nostalgic recollection of a young landscape painter who spent a summer in the company of two beguiling sisters six or seven years earlier. The vagueness about the time-frame is the first of many uncertainties in this tale. Was the narrator in love with Zhenya, who both openly liked him and seemed to be like him? There was no squabbling between this pair. He greatly admired her, and in particular the way she gazed ‘so tenderly and admiringly’ at him. Or did that love disguise another, for Zhenya’s beautiful and bossy elder sister, Lida, with whom he argued vehemently about the value of social reform and politically engaged art? Did their passion stem from their firm convictions, or did their firm convictions mask their passion? Does the narrator, looking back, even now know his own heart?

‘The House with the Mezzanine’ is one of many stories in which a lovers’ quarrel extends beyond the expected pas de deux. Sometimes the third party exists only as a topic of jealous dispute – talk of a ‘knock-out’ bridesmaid detains Parker’s honeymooners; an imaginary ideal husband stands between Mansfield’s Reggie and Anne – but sometimes the third party actually gets into bed and the relationship, as Princess Diana put it, becomes ‘crowded’. In David Leavitt’s ‘Dedicated’, it is Nathan’s jealousy of Andrew’s affair with the ‘famous activist Joel Miller’ that adds heat to their debate about Gay Pride. In William Trevor’s ‘Access to the Children’, Malcolmson drinks to the day when his ‘happy marriage could continue’, even as his ex-wife plans her wedding to another man.

Some quarrels need an audience in order to get started while others need one in order to end. In ‘Dedicated’, Celia relishes her role at the heart of the ‘battleground’ between Andrew and Nathan. Only later does she come to recognize ‘that her happiness with Nathan and Andrew depended on Andrew and Nathan being unhappy with one another’. This is not how the children of quarrelling parents think. When, in ‘The Return’, Ivanov tells his son that he does not ‘understand’ adult affairs, Petya replies with great ferocity, ‘It’s you who don’t understand. There’s work to do, we have to go on living, and you two are quarrelling like stupid fools.’ A fresh perspective can change everything: whether it’s offered by a child, a friend, a shrink, or a stranger. It is only when Sanjeev, in Lahiri’s story, is able to view Twinkle through the eyes of his party guests that he understands that she’s not irritating but totally ‘wow’.


Fresh perspectives are also what anthologies offer, not least because they are always in dispute with themselves, as one piece bumps up against another, to qualify or contradict its unfamiliar neighbours. And the contention is not simply internal. Anthologies provoke disagreement as well as agreement in their readers and, sometimes, between their editors. Ali, Sarah and I have had some really good quarrels about what to include and what to leave out of this book. We hope you enjoy reading, and perhaps disputing, our selection. What is incontestable, though, is that love, as Shakespeare says, often approaches ‘armed in arguments’.

Kasia Boddy
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   WE’VE ONLY JUST BEGUN

   
       

   


argue, v.t. To attentively consider with the tongue.

Ambrose Bierce














Dorothy Parker

Here We Are


The young man in the new blue suit finished arranging the glistening luggage in tight corners of the Pullman compartment. The train had leaped at curves and bounced along straightaways, rendering balance a praiseworthy achievement and a sporadic one; and the young man had pushed and hoisted and tucked and shifted the bags with concentrated care.

Nevertheless, eight minutes for the settling of two suitcases and a hat-box is a long time.

He sat down, leaning back against bristled green plush, in the seat opposite the girl in beige. She looked as new as a peeled egg. Her hat, her fur, her frock, her gloves were glossy and stiff with novelty. On the arc of the thin, slippery sole of one beige shoe was gummed a tiny oblong of white paper, printed with the price set and paid for that slipper and its fellow, and the name of the shop that had dispensed them.

She had been staring raptly out of the window, drinking in the big weathered signboards that extolled the phenomena of codfish without bones and screens no rust could corrupt. As the young man sat down, she turned politely from the pane, met his eyes, started a smile and got it about half done, and rested her gaze just above his right shoulder.

‘Well!’ the young man said.

‘Well!’ she said.

‘Well, here we are,’ he said.

‘Here we are,’ she said. ‘Aren’t we?’

‘I should say we were,’ he said. ‘Eeyop. Here we are.’

‘Well!’ she said.

‘Well!’ he said. ‘Well. How does it feel to be an old married lady?’

‘Oh, it’s too soon to ask me that,’ she said. ‘At least – I mean. Well, I mean, goodness, we’ve only been married about three hours, haven’t we?’

The young man studied his wrist-watch as if he were just acquiring the knack of reading time.


‘We have been married,’ he said, ‘exactly two hours and twenty-six minutes.’

‘My,’ she said. ‘It seems like longer.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘It isn’t hardly half-past six yet.’

‘It seems like later,’ she said. ‘I guess it’s because it starts getting dark so early.’

‘It does, at that,’ he said. ‘The nights are going to be pretty long from now on. I mean. I mean – well, it starts getting dark early.’

‘I didn’t have any idea what time it was,’ she said. ‘Everything was so mixed up, I sort of don’t know where I am, or what it’s all about. Getting back from the church, and then all those people, and then changing all my clothes, and then everybody throwing things, and all. Goodness, I don’t see how people do it every day.’

‘Do what?’ he said.

‘Get married,’ she said. ‘When you think of all the people, all over the world, getting married just as if it was nothing. Chinese people and everybody. Just as if it wasn’t anything.’

‘Well, let’s not worry about people all over the world,’ he said. ‘Let’s don’t think about a lot of Chinese. We’ve got something better to think about. I mean. I mean – well, what do we care about them?’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I just sort of got to thinking of them, all of them, all over everywhere, doing it all the time. At least, I mean – getting married, you know. And it’s – well, it’s sort of such a big thing to do, it makes you feel queer. You think of them, all of them, all doing it just like it wasn’t anything. And how does anybody know what’s going to happen next?’

‘Let them worry,’ he said. ‘We don’t have to. We know darn well what’s going to happen next. I mean. I mean – well, we know it’s going to be great. Well, we know we’re going to be happy. Don’t we?’

‘Oh, of course,’ she said. ‘Only you think of all the people, and you have to sort of keep thinking. It makes you feel funny. An awful lot of people that get married, it doesn’t turn out so well. And I guess they all must have thought it was going to be great.’

‘Come on, now,’ he said. ‘This is no way to start a honeymoon, with all this thinking going on. Look at us – all married and everything done. I mean. The wedding all done and all.’


‘Ah, it was nice, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘Did you really like my veil?’

‘You looked great,’ he said. ‘Just great.’

‘Oh, I’m terribly glad,’ she said. ‘Ellie and Louise looked lovely, didn’t they? I’m terribly glad they did finally decide on pink. They looked perfectly lovely.’

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I want to tell you something. When I was standing up there in that old church waiting for you to come up, and I saw those two bridesmaids, I thought to myself, I thought, “Well, I never knew Louise could look like that!” Why, she’d have knocked anybody’s eye out.’

‘Oh, really?’ she said. ‘Funny. Of course, everybody thought her dress and hat were lovely, but a lot of people seemed to think she looked sort of tired. People have been saying that a lot, lately. I tell them I think it’s awfully mean of them to go around saying that about her. I tell them they’ve got to remember that Louise isn’t so terribly young any more, and they’ve got to expect her to look like that. Louise can say she’s twenty-three all she wants to, but she’s a good deal nearer twenty-seven.’

‘Well, she was certainly a knock-out at the wedding,’ he said. ‘Boy!’

‘I’m terribly glad you thought so,’ she said. ‘I’m glad someone did. How did you think Ellie looked?’

‘Why, I honestly didn’t get a look at her,’ he said.

‘Oh, really?’ she said. ‘Well, I certainly think that’s too bad. I don’t suppose I ought to say it about my own sister, but I never saw anybody look as beautiful as Ellie looked today. And always so sweet and unselfish, too. And you didn’t even notice her. But you never pay attention to Ellie, anyway. Don’t think I haven’t noticed it. It makes me feel just terrible. It makes me feel just awful, that you don’t like my own sister.’

‘I do like her!’ he said. ‘I’m crazy for Ellie. I think she’s a great kid.’

‘Don’t think it makes any difference to Ellie!’ she said. ‘Ellie’s got enough people crazy about her. It isn’t anything to her whether you like her or not. Don’t flatter yourself she cares! Only, the only thing is, it makes it awfully hard for me you don’t like her, that’s the only thing. I keep thinking, when we come back and get in that apartment and everything, it’s going to be awfully hard for me that you won’t want my own sister to come and see me. It’s going to make it awfully hard for me that you won’t ever want my family around. I know how you feel about my family. Don’t think I haven’t seen it. Only, if you don’t ever want to see them, that’s your loss. Not theirs. Don’t flatter yourself!’

‘Oh, now, come on!’ he said. ‘What’s all this talk about not wanting your family around? Why, you know how I feel about your family. I think your old lady – I think your mother’s swell. And Ellie. And your father. What’s all this talk?’

‘Well, I’ve seen it,’ she said. ‘Don’t think I haven’t. Lots of people they get married, and they think it’s going to be great and everything, and then it all goes to pieces because people don’t like people’s families, or something like that. Don’t tell me! I’ve seen it happen.’

‘Honey,’ he said, ‘what is all this? What are you getting all angry about? Hey, look, this is our honeymoon. What are you trying to start a fight for? Ah, I guess you’re just feeling sort of nervous.’

‘Me?’ she said. ‘What have I got to be nervous about? I mean. I mean, goodness, I’m not nervous.’

‘You know, lots of times,’ he said, ‘they say that girls get kind of nervous and yippy on account of thinking about – I mean. I mean – well, it’s like you said, things are all so sort of mixed up and everything, right now. But afterwards, it’ll be all right. I mean. I mean – well, look, honey, you don’t look any too comfortable. Don’t you want to take your hat off? And let’s don’t ever fight, ever. Will we?’

‘Ah, I’m sorry I was cross,’ she said. ‘I guess I did feel a little bit funny. All mixed up, and then thinking of all those people all over everywhere, and then being sort of ’way off here, all alone with you. It’s so sort of different. It’s sort of such a big thing. You can’t blame a person for thinking, can you? Yes, don’t let’s ever, ever fight. We won’t be like a whole lot of them. We won’t fight or be nasty or anything. Will we?’

‘You bet your life we won’t,’ he said.

‘I guess I will take this darned old hat off,’ she said. ‘It kind of presses. Just put it up on the rack, will you, dear? Do you like it, sweetheart?’

‘Looks good on you,’ he said.

‘No, but I mean,’ she said, ‘do you really like it?’

‘Well, I’ll tell you,’ he said. ‘I know this is the new style and everything like that, and it’s probably great. I don’t know anything about things like that. Only I like the kind of a hat like that blue hat you had. Gee, I liked that hat.’

‘Oh, really?’ she said. ‘Well, that’s nice. That’s lovely. The first thing you say to me, as soon as you get me off on a train away from my family and everything, is that you don’t like my hat. The first thing you say to your wife is you think she has terrible taste in hats. That’s nice, isn’t it?’

‘Now, honey,’ he said, ‘I never said anything like that. I only said –’

‘What you don’t seem to realize,’ she said, ‘is this hat cost twenty-two dollars. Twenty-two dollars. And that horrible old blue thing you think you’re so crazy about, that cost three ninety-five.’

‘I don’t give a darn what they cost,’ he said. ‘I only said – I said I liked that blue hat. I don’t know anything about hats. I’ll be crazy about this one as soon as I get used to it. Only it’s kind of not like your other hats. I don’t know about the new styles. What do I know about women’s hats?’

‘It’s too bad,’ she said, ‘you didn’t marry somebody that would get the kind of hats you’d like. Hats that cost three ninety-five. Why didn’t you marry Louise? You always think she looks so beautiful. You’d love her taste in hats. Why didn’t you marry her?’

‘Ah, now, honey,’ he said. ‘For heaven’s sakes!’

‘Why didn’t you marry her?’ she said. ‘All you’ve done, ever since we got on this train, is talk about her. Here I’ve sat and sat, and just listened to you saying how wonderful Louise is. I suppose that’s nice, getting me all off here alone with you, and then raving about Louise right in front of my face. Why didn’t you ask her to marry you? I’m sure she would have jumped at the chance. There aren’t so many people asking her to marry them. It’s too bad you didn’t marry her. I’m sure you’d have been much happier.’

‘Listen, baby,’ he said, ‘while you’re talking about things like that, why didn’t you marry Joe Brooks? I suppose he could have given you all the twenty-two-dollar hats you wanted, I suppose!’

‘Well, I’m not so sure I’m not sorry I didn’t,’ she said. ‘There! Joe Brooks wouldn’t have waited until he got me all off alone and then sneered at my taste in clothes. Joe Brooks wouldn’t ever hurt my feelings. Joe Brooks has always been fond of me. There!’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘He’s fond of you. He was so fond of you he didn’t even send a wedding present. That’s how fond of you he was.’

‘I happen to know for a fact,’ she said, ‘that he was away on business, and as soon as he comes back he’s going to give me anything I want, for the apartment.’

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I don’t want anything he gives you in our apartment. Anything he gives you, I’ll throw right out the window. That’s what I think of your friend Joe Brooks. And how do you know where he is and what he’s going to do, anyway? Has he been writing to you?’

‘I suppose my friends can correspond with me,’ she said. ‘I didn’t hear there was any law against that.’

‘Well, I suppose they can’t!’ he said. ‘And what do you think of that? I’m not going to have my wife getting a lot of letters from cheap traveling salesmen!’

‘Joe Brooks is not a cheap traveling salesman!’ she said. ‘He is not! He gets a wonderful salary.’

‘Oh yeah?’ he said. ‘Where did you hear that?’

‘He told me so himself,’ she said.

‘Oh, he told you so himself,’ he said. ‘I see. He told you so himself.’

‘You’ve got a lot of right to talk about Joe Brooks,’ she said. ‘You and your friend Louise. All you ever talk about is Louise.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sakes!’ he said. ‘What do I care about Louise? I just thought she was a friend of yours, that’s all. That’s why I ever even noticed her.’

‘Well, you certainly took an awful lot of notice of her today,’ she said. ‘On our wedding day! You said yourself when you were standing there in the church you just kept thinking of her. Right up at the altar. Oh, right in the presence of God! And all you thought about was Louise.’

‘Listen, honey,’ he said, ‘I never should have said that. How does anybody know what kind of crazy things come into their heads when they’re standing there waiting to get married? I was just telling you that because it was so kind of crazy. I thought it would make you laugh.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’ve been all sort of mixed up today, too. I told you that. Everything so strange and everything. And me all the time thinking about all those people all over the world, and now us here all alone, and everything. I know you get all mixed up. Only I did think, when you kept talking about how beautiful Louise looked, you did it with malice and forethought.’

‘I never did anything with malice and forethought!’ he said. ‘I just told you that about Louise because I thought it would make you laugh.’

‘Well, it didn’t,’ she said.

‘No, I know it didn’t,’ he said. ‘It certainly did not. Ah, baby, and we ought to be laughing, too. Hell, honey lamb, this is our honeymoon. What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘We used to squabble a lot when we were going together and then engaged and everything, but I thought everything would be so different as soon as you were married. And now I feel so sort of strange and everything. I feel so sort of alone.’

‘Well, you see, sweetheart,’ he said, ‘we’re not really married yet. I mean. I mean – well, things will be different afterwards. Oh, hell. I mean, we haven’t been married very long.’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Well, we haven’t got much longer to wait now,’ he said. ‘I mean – well, we’ll be in New York in about twenty minutes. Then we can have dinner, and sort of see what we feel like doing. Or I mean. Is there anything special you want to do tonight?’

‘What?’ she said.

‘What I mean to say,’ he said, ‘would you like to go to a show or something?’

‘Why, whatever you like,’ she said. ‘I sort of didn’t think people went to theaters and things on their – I mean, I’ve got a couple of letters I simply must write. Don’t let me forget.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘You’re going to write letters tonight?’

‘Well, you see,’ she said. ‘I’ve been perfectly terrible. What with all the excitement and everything. I never did thank poor old Mrs Sprague for her berry spoon, and I never did a thing about those book ends the McMasters sent. It’s just too awful of me. I’ve got to write them this very night.’

‘And when you’ve finished writing your letters,’ he said, ‘maybe I could get you a magazine or a bag of peanuts.’

‘What?’ she said.

‘I mean,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t want you to be bored.’


‘As if I could be bored with you!’ she said. ‘Silly! Aren’t we married? Bored!’

‘What I thought,’ he said, ‘I thought when we got in, we could go right up to the Biltmore and anyway leave our bags, and maybe have a little dinner in the room, kind of quiet, and then do whatever we wanted. I mean. I mean – well, let’s go right up there from the station.’

‘Oh, yes, let’s,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad we’re going to the Biltmore. I just love it. The twice I’ve stayed in New York we’ve always stayed there, Papa and Mamma and Ellie and I, and I was crazy about it. I always sleep so well there. I go right off to sleep the minute I put my head on the pillow.’

‘Oh, you do?’ he said.

‘At least, I mean,’ she said. ‘Way up high it’s so quiet.’

‘We might go to some show or other tomorrow night instead of tonight,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think that would be better?’

‘Yes, I think it might,’ she said.

He rose, balanced a moment, crossed over and sat down beside her.

‘Do you really have to write those letters tonight?’ he said.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I don’t suppose they’d get there any quicker than if I wrote them tomorrow.’

There was a silence with things going on in it.

‘And we won’t ever fight any more, will we?’ he said.

‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘Not ever! I don’t know what made me do like that. It all got so sort of funny, sort of like a nightmare, the way I got thinking of all those people getting married all the time; and so many of them, everything spoils on account of fighting and everything. I got all mixed up thinking about them. Oh, I don’t want to be like them. But we won’t be, will we?’

‘Sure we won’t,’ he said.

‘We won’t go all to pieces,’ she said. ‘We won’t fight. It’ll all be different, now we’re married. It’ll all be lovely. Reach me down my hat, will you, sweetheart? It’s time I was putting it on. Thanks. Ah, I’m so sorry you don’t like it.’

‘I do so like it!’ he said.

‘You said you didn’t,’ she said. ‘You said you thought it was perfectly terrible.’

‘I never said any such thing,’ he said. ‘You’re crazy.’


‘All right, I may be crazy,’ she said. ‘Thank you very much. But that’s what you said. Not that it matters – it’s just a little thing. But it makes you feel pretty funny to think you’ve gone and married somebody that says you have perfectly terrible taste in hats. And then goes and says you’re crazy, beside.’

‘Now, listen here,’ he said. ‘Nobody said any such thing. Why, I love that hat. The more I look at it the better I like it. I think it’s great.’

‘That isn’t what you said before,’ she said.

‘Honey,’ he said. ‘Stop it, will you? What do you want to start all this for? I love the damned hat. I mean, I love your hat. I love anything you wear. What more do you want me to say?’

‘Well, I don’t want you to say it like that,’ she said.

‘I said I think it’s great,’ he said. ‘That’s all I said.’

‘Do you really?’ she said. ‘Do you honestly? Ah, I’m so glad. I’d hate you not to like my hat. It would be – I don’t know, it would be sort of such a bad start.’

‘Well, I’m crazy for it,’ he said. ‘Now we’ve got that settled, for heaven’s sakes. Ah, baby. Baby lamb. We’re not going to have any bad starts. Look at us – we’re on our honeymoon. Pretty soon we’ll be regular old married people. I mean. I mean, in a few minutes we’ll be getting in to New York, and then we’ll be going to the hotel, and then everything will be all right. I mean – well, look at us! Here we are married! Here we are!’

‘Yes, here we are,’ she said. ‘Aren’t we?’










Jhumpa Lahiri

This Blessed House


They discovered the first one in a cupboard above the stove, beside an unopened bottle of malt vinegar.

‘Guess what I found.’ Twinkle walked into the living room, lined from end to end with taped-up packing boxes, waving the vinegar in one hand and a white porcelain effigy of Christ, roughly the same size as the vinegar bottle, in the other.

Sanjeev looked up. He was kneeling on the floor, marking, with ripped bits of a Post-it, patches on the baseboard that needed to be retouched with paint. ‘Throw it away.’

‘Which?’

‘Both.’

‘But I can cook something with the vinegar. It’s brand-new.’

‘You’ve never cooked anything with vinegar.’

‘I’ll look something up. In one of those books we got for our wedding.’

Sanjeev turned back to the baseboard, to replace a Post-it scrap that had fallen to the floor. ‘Check the expiration. And at the very least get rid of that idiotic statue.’

‘But it could be worth something. Who knows?’ She turned it upside down, then stroked, with her index finger, the minuscule frozen folds of its robes. ‘It’s pretty.’

‘We’re not Christian,’ Sanjeev said. Lately he had begun noticing the need to state the obvious to Twinkle. The day before he had to tell her that if she dragged her end of the bureau instead of lifting it, the parquet floor would scratch.

She shrugged. ‘No, we’re not Christian. We’re good little Hindus.’ She planted a kiss on top of Christ’s head, then placed the statue on top of the fireplace mantel, which needed, Sanjeev observed, to be dusted.


By the end of the week the mantel had still not been dusted; it had, however, come to serve as the display shelf for a sizable collection of Christian paraphernalia. There was a 3-D postcard of Saint Francis done in four colors, which Twinkle had found taped to the back of the medicine cabinet, and a wooden cross key chain, which Sanjeev had stepped on with bare feet as he was installing extra shelving in Twinkle’s study. There was a framed paint-by-number of the three wise men, against a black velvet background, tucked in the linen closet. There was also a tile trivet depicting a blond, unbearded Jesus, delivering a sermon on a mountaintop, left in one of the drawers of the built-in china cabinet in the dining room.

‘Do you think the previous owners were born-agains?’ asked Twinkle, making room the next day for a small plastic snow-filled dome containing a miniature Nativity scene, found behind the pipes of the kitchen sink.

Sanjeev was organizing his engineering texts from MIT in alphabetical order on a bookshelf, though it had been several years since he had needed to consult any of them. After graduating, he moved from Boston to Connecticut, to work for a firm near Hartford, and he had recently learned that he was being considered for the position of vice president. At thirty-three he had a secretary of his own and a dozen people working under his supervision who gladly supplied him with any information he needed. Still, the presence of his college books in the room reminded him of a time in his life he recalled with fondness, when he would walk each evening across the Mass. Avenue bridge to order Mughlai chicken with spinach from his favorite Indian restaurant on the other side of the Charles, and return to his dorm to write out clean copies of his problem sets.

‘Or perhaps it’s an attempt to convert people,’ Twinkle mused.

‘Clearly the scheme has succeeded in your case.’

She disregarded him, shaking the little plastic dome so that the snow swirled over the manger.

He studied the items on the mantel. It puzzled him that each was in its own way so silly. Clearly they lacked a sense of sacredness. He was further puzzled that Twinkle, who normally displayed good taste, was so charmed. These objects meant something to Twinkle, but they meant nothing to him. They irritated him. ‘We should call the Realtor. Tell him there’s all this nonsense left behind. Tell him to take it away.’

‘Oh, Sanj.’ Twinkle groaned. ‘Please. I would feel terrible throwing them away. Obviously they were important to the people who used to live here. It would feel, I don’t know, sacrilegious or something.’


‘If they’re so precious, then why are they hidden all over the house? Why didn’t they take them with them?’

‘There must be others,’ Twinkle said. Her eyes roamed the bare off-white walls of the room, as if there were other things concealed behind the plaster. ‘What else do you think we’ll find?’

But as they unpacked their boxes and hung up their winter clothes and the silk paintings of elephant processions bought on their honeymoon in Jaipur, Twinkle, much to her dismay, could not find a thing. Nearly a week had passed before they discovered, one Saturday afternoon, a larger-than-life-sized watercolor poster of Christ, weeping translucent tears the size of peanut shells and sporting a crown of thorns, rolled up behind a radiator in the guest bedroom. Sanjeev had mistaken it for a window shade.

‘Oh, we must, we simply must put it up. It’s too spectacular.’ Twinkle lit a cigarette and began to smoke it with relish, waving it around Sanjeev’s head as if it were a conductor’s baton as Mahler’s Fifth Symphony roared from the stereo downstairs.

‘Now, look. I will tolerate, for now, your little biblical menagerie in the living room. But I refuse to have this,’ he said, flicking at one of the painted peanut-tears, ‘displayed in our home.’

Twinkle stared at him, placidly exhaling, the smoke emerging in two thin blue streams from her nostrils. She rolled up the poster slowly, securing it with one of the elastic bands she always wore around her wrist for tying back her thick, unruly hair, streaked here and there with henna. ‘I’m going to put it in my study,’ she informed him. ‘That way you don’t have to look at it.’

‘What about the housewarming? They’ll want to see all the rooms. I’ve invited people from the office.’

She rolled her eyes. Sanjeev noted that the symphony, now in its third movement, had reached a crescendo, for it pulsed with the telltale clashing of cymbals.

‘I’ll put it behind the door,’ she offered. ‘That way, when they peek in, they won’t see. Happy?’

He stood watching her as she left the room, with her poster and her cigarette; a few ashes had fallen to the floor where she’d been standing. He bent down, pinched them between his fingers, and deposited them in his cupped palm. The tender fourth movement, the adagietto, began. During breakfast, Sanjeev had read in the liner notes that Mahler had proposed to his wife by sending her the manuscript of this portion of the score. Although there were elements of tragedy and struggle in the Fifth Symphony, he had read, it was principally music of love and happiness.

He heard the toilet flush. ‘By the way,’ Twinkle hollered, ‘if you want to impress people, I wouldn’t play this music. It’s putting me to sleep.’

Sanjeev went to the bathroom to throw away the ashes. The cigarette butt still bobbed in the toilet bowl, but the tank was refilling, so he had to wait a moment before he could flush it again. In the mirror of the medicine cabinet he inspected his long eyelashes – like a girl’s, Twinkle liked to tease. Though he was of average build, his cheeks had a plumpness to them; this, along with the eyelashes, detracted, he feared, from what he hoped was a distinguished profile. He was of average height as well, and had wished ever since he had stopped growing that he were just one inch taller. For this reason it irritated him when Twinkle insisted on wearing high heels, as she had done the other night when they ate dinner in Manhattan. This was the first weekend after they’d moved into the house; by then the mantel had already filled up considerably, and they had bickered about it in the car on the way down. But then Twinkle had drunk four glasses of whiskey in a nameless bar in Alphabet City, and forgot all about it. She dragged him to a tiny bookshop on St Mark’s Place, where she browsed for nearly an hour, and when they left she insisted that they dance a tango on the sidewalk in front of strangers.

Afterward, she tottered on his arm, rising faintly over his line of vision, in a pair of suede three-inch leopard-print pumps. In this manner they walked the endless blocks back to a parking garage on Washington Square, for Sanjeev had heard far too many stories about the terrible things that happened to cars in Manhattan. ‘But I do nothing all day except sit at my desk,’ she fretted when they were driving home, after he had mentioned that her shoes looked uncomfortable and suggested that perhaps she should not wear them. ‘I can’t exactly wear heels when I’m typing.’ Though he abandoned the argument, he knew for a fact that she didn’t spend all day at her desk; just that afternoon, when he got back from a run, he found her inexplicably in bed, reading. When he asked why she was in bed in the middle of the day she told him she was bored. He had wanted to say to her then, You could unpack some boxes. You could sweep the attic. You could retouch the paint on the bathroom windowsill, and after you do it you could warn me so that I don’t put my watch on it. They didn’t bother her, these scattered, unsettled matters. She seemed content with whatever clothes she found at the front of the closet, with whatever magazine was lying around, with whatever song was on the radio – content yet curious. And now all of her curiosity centered around discovering the next treasure.

A few days later when Sanjeev returned from the office, he found Twinkle on the telephone, smoking and talking to one of her girlfriends in California even though it was before five o’clock and the long-distance rates were at their peak. ‘Highly devout people,’ she was saying, pausing every now and then to exhale. ‘Each day is like a treasure hunt. I’m serious. This you won’t believe. The switch plates in the bedrooms were decorated with scenes from the Bible. You know, Noah’s Ark and all that. Three bedrooms, but one is my study. Sanjeev went to the hardware store right away and replaced them, can you imagine, he replaced every single one.’

Now it was the friend’s turn to talk. Twinkle nodded, slouched on the floor in front of the fridge, wearing black stirrup pants and a yellow chenille sweater, groping for her lighter. Sanjeev could smell something aromatic on the stove, and he picked his way carefully across the extra-long phone cord tangled on the Mexican terra-cotta tiles. He opened the lid of a pot with some sort of reddish brown sauce dripping over the sides, boiling furiously.

‘It’s a stew made with fish. I put the vinegar in it,’ she said to him, interrupting her friend, crossing her fingers. ‘Sorry, you were saying?’ She was like that, excited and delighted by little things, crossing her fingers before any remotely unpredictable event, like tasting a new flavor of ice cream, or dropping a letter in a mailbox. It was a quality he did not understand. It made him feel stupid, as if the world contained hidden wonders he could not anticipate, or see. He looked at her face, which, it occurred to him, had not grown out of its girl-hood, the eyes untroubled, the pleasing features unfirm, as if they still had to settle into some sort of permanent expression. Nicknamed after a nursery rhyme, she had yet to shed a childhood endearment. Now, in the second month of their marriage, certain things nettled him – the way she sometimes spat a little when she spoke, or left her undergarments after removing them at night at the foot of their bed rather than depositing them in the laundry hamper.


They had met only four months before. Her parents, who lived in California, and his, who still lived in Calcutta, were old friends, and across continents they had arranged the occasion at which Twinkle and Sanjeev were introduced – a sixteenth birthday party for a daughter in their circle – when Sanjeev was in Palo Alto on business. At the restaurant they were seated side by side at a round table with a revolving platter of spareribs and egg rolls and chicken wings, which, they concurred, all tasted the same. They had concurred too on their adolescent but still persistent fondness for Wodehouse novels, and their dislike for the sitar, and later Twinkle confessed that she was charmed by the way Sanjeev had dutifully refilled her teacup during their conversation.

And so the phone calls began, and grew longer, and then the visits, first he to Stanford, then she to Connecticut, after which Sanjeev would save in an ashtray left on the balcony the crushed cigarettes she had smoked during the weekend – saved them, that is, until the next time she came to visit him, and then he vacuumed the apartment, washed the sheets, even dusted the plant leaves in her honor. She was twenty-seven and recently abandoned, he had gathered, by an American who had tried and failed to be an actor; Sanjeev was lonely, with an excessively generous income for a single man, and had never been in love. At the urging of their matchmakers, they married in India, amid hundreds of well-wishers whom he barely remembered from his childhood, in incessant August rains, under a red and orange tent strung with Christmas tree lights on Mandeville Road.


‘Did you sweep the attic?’ he asked Twinkle later as she was folding paper napkins and wedging them by their plates. The attic was the only part of the house they had not yet given an initial cleaning.

‘Not yet. I will, I promise. I hope this tastes good,’ she said, planting the steaming pot on top of the Jesus trivet. There was a loaf of Italian bread in a little basket, and iceberg lettuce and grated carrots tossed with bottled dressing and croutons, and glasses of red wine. She was not terribly ambitious in the kitchen. She bought preroasted chickens from the supermarket and served them with potato salad prepared who knew when, sold in little plastic containers. Indian food, she complained, was a bother; she detested chopping garlic, and peeling ginger, and could not operate a blender, and so it was Sanjeev who, on weekends, seasoned mustard oil with cinnamon sticks and cloves in order to produce a proper curry.

He had to admit, though, that whatever it was that she had cooked today, it was unusually tasty, attractive even, with bright white cubes of fish, and flecks of parsley, and fresh tomatoes gleaming in the dark brown-red broth.

‘How did you make it?’

‘I made it up.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I just put some things into the pot and added the malt vinegar at the end.’

‘How much vinegar?’

She shrugged, ripping off some bread and plunging it into her bowl.

‘What do you mean you don’t know? You should write it down. What if you need to make it again, for a party or something?’

‘I’ll remember,’ she said. She covered the bread basket with a dishtowel that had, he suddenly noticed, the Ten Commandments printed on it. She flashed him a smile, giving his knee a little squeeze under the table. ‘Face it. This house is blessed.’


The housewarming party was scheduled for the last Saturday in October, and they had invited about thirty people. All were Sanjeev’s acquaintances, people from the office, and a number of Indian couples in the Connecticut area, many of whom he barely knew, but who had regularly invited him, in his bachelor days, to supper on Saturdays. He often wondered why they included him in their circle. He had little in common with any of them, but he always attended their gatherings, to eat spiced chickpeas and shrimp cutlets, and gossip and discuss politics, for he seldom had other plans. So far, no one had met Twinkle; back when they were still dating, Sanjeev didn’t want to waste their brief weekends together with people he associated with being alone. Other than Sanjeev and an ex-boyfriend who she believed worked in a pottery studio in Brookfield, she knew no one in the state of Connecticut. She was completing her master’s thesis at Stanford, a study of an Irish poet whom Sanjeev had never heard of.

Sanjeev had found the house on his own before leaving for the wedding, for a good price, in a neighborhood with a fine school system. He was impressed by the elegant curved staircase with its wrought-iron banister, and the dark wooden wainscoting, and the solarium overlooking rhododendron bushes, and the solid brass 22, which also happened to be the date of his birth, nailed impressively to the vaguely Tudor facade. There were two working fireplaces, a two-car garage, and an attic suitable for converting into extra bedrooms if, the Realtor mentioned, the need should arise. By then Sanjeev had already made up his mind, was determined that he and Twinkle should live there together, forever, and so he had not bothered to notice the switch plates covered with biblical stickers, or the transparent decal of the Virgin on the half shell, as Twinkle liked to call it, adhered to the window in the master bedroom. When, after moving in, he tried to scrape it off, he scratched the glass.


The weekend before the party they were raking the lawn when he heard Twinkle shriek. He ran to her, clutching his rake, worried that she had discovered a dead animal, or a snake. A brisk October breeze stung the tops of his ears as his sneakers crunched over brown and yellow leaves. When he reached her, she had collapsed on the grass, dissolved in nearly silent laughter. Behind an overgrown forsythia bush was a plaster Virgin Mary as tall as their waists, with a blue painted hood draped over her head in the manner of an Indian bride. Twinkle grabbed the hem of her T-shirt and began wiping away the dirt staining the statue’s brow.

‘I suppose you want to put her by the foot of our bed,’ Sanjeev said.

She looked at him, astonished. Her belly was exposed, and he saw that there were goose bumps around her navel. ‘What do you think? Of course we can’t put this in our bedroom.’

‘We can’t?’

‘No, silly Sanj. This is meant for outside. For the lawn.’

‘Oh God, no. Twinkle, no.’

‘But we must. It would be bad luck not to.’

‘All the neighbors will see. They’ll think we’re insane.’

‘Why, for having a statue of the Virgin Mary on our lawn? Every other person in this neighborhood has a statue of Mary on the lawn. We’ll fit right in.’

‘We’re not
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