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Role-Play
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Harriet and Ralph were halfway to Felton when Ralph told her that they were on their way to a Civil War reenactment. The traffic, which had all but stopped, started moving again, and Harriet was able to get away with saying, “We are?” in a way that she hoped sounded more enthusiastic than she felt. It was the first blind date she’d ever been on, and she wasn’t sure how these things were supposed to go. 

Their mutual friend, the one who had set them up, was a high school history teacher. Somehow Ralph must have gotten the idea that Harriet was as well. No matter. She studied the scenery, determined to be a good sport. 

It was Memorial Day weekend, and the other cars were packed with families on their way to the beach. As soon as they’d gotten on the road, the thought had unspooled: a lazy day walking on the shore, a bucketful of seashells, white wine and oysters for dinner. 

On the phone, when they’d arranged the date, she’d asked where he wanted to go, and Ralph had said that he wanted to surprise her. She hated surprises. He sounded so eager, though, that she couldn’t bear to say so. It had been a long time since someone had wanted to please her. 

The parking lot was unpaved, and once they were outside the car they could hear cannons in the distance. Nearby, a toddler was crying and clinging to his mother. Harriet could feel her heart beat faster. Ralph took her arm as they picked their way through the dirt and stones toward the battleground. He wasn’t her type. She’d known that immediately. But maybe they could be friends? There was something comfortable about him. Reassuring. 

They watched the soldiers shoot each other and fall to the ground. “Don’t worry,” a woman said to the younger of two little girls. “He’s not really dead. This is like a play.” 

After the battle, Ralph bought Harriet an oversized hot dog and a bag of chips, and they ate at a picnic table while a band played country music. Before they went on the train, Harriet bought them ice cream. 

Most of the souvenir shops and concession stands were closing by the time they got back. A man was sweeping with a long-handled broom. Ralph drove her back to his place. It was dusk and the traffic was slow again, but Harriet didn’t mind. She looked out the window. 

Earlier, a woman role-playing a nurse had lifted her props off a table one by one, demonstrating the use of each rudimentary medical tool. She said that she only had two dresses, and they were both dark to hide spilled blood. On the train, the leaves of the trees had shone in the sunlight. A branch had whipped in under the canopy and almost knocked someone over. As the train continued around a curve, the branch snapped. 

Ralph put the kettle on for tea. Harriet sat on the couch, looking around at his living room. 

She was the one who brought up chickens, saying that she wanted to keep some when she retired, and Ralph agreed. His sister, Beverly, lived in Arizona with her five children and three chickens that they kept in the back yard. Two of the chickens often picked on the third, Ralph said, and that was why he wanted an even number. 

His sister had been a surprise baby, he said, born the fall he went to college. So in many ways, though they were siblings, he had been an only child, and then she had been. 

Their parents were dead now. Every year, Ralph visited Beverly in Tucson for a week or two at a time. On one of the bookshelves in the living room, he had a shelf of photographs, and he pointed out several of his sister and brother-in-law and the children. Sometimes they would go in the back yard, where even in the summer it was cool in the shade of an enormous mesquite tree, and gather eggs from the henhouse. Beverly would boil them and make egg salad sandwiches for lunch. 

What else do you want? Ralph asked. 

A pair of goats, Harriet said. Someone she knew had had one when she was a child, and she still remembered learning how to milk it. A vegetable garden. And maybe . . . She hesitated, blushing, but then she didn’t know why. Maybe honeybees. 

Ralph nodded. He was smiling. From the other room, Harriet heard the whistle of the teakettle.
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Elise in Italy
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It’s late, but she can’t sleep. Instead, she’s lying in bed in her hotel room watching a movie on MTV. It’s Footloose, but dubbed into Italian, so she can only understand a word here or there. She’s at the point where John Lithgow stops the townspeople from burning the books. He gives an impassioned speech, shaming them just enough that he can hand the books back and send everybody home. 

It’s been several years since Elise has seen the entire movie, but she’s found it often enough while flipping channels at home that she knows the story backwards and forwards. The preacher father, the rebellious daughter. She was that kind of daughter herself, at one time. 

They’re already past the scene where the girl’s boyfriend slaps her and says, “You’ll wrap those skinny legs around anyone.” Or, at least, that’s the way Elise remembers it. She hates that part, and she’s always relieved when she watches the movie on American cable and it’s been edited out. 

Now, to her surprise, she wants to see it—at least, to see the crescendo of anger and sexual jealousy filtered through this particular lens—to see what Italians make of the moment when the daughter’s boyfriend is sure about Ren. The first time Elise was in Italy, she saw a bus driver who had narrowly avoided a collision with a small car lean out the window of his bus to scream and wave his arms at the other driver. No one else seemed to find this remarkable. Then both men finished screaming and drove away. 

It’s only been two days, but on this trip, Elise hasn’t left the hotel since she checked in. It’s all she can do to pull herself together and go downstairs for meals. Ciao. Buongiorno. It’s been so long since she’s been to Italy that she had to look up the word “breakfast” when she got back up to the room. She can’t remember how to communicate. The best she can do is offer a weak smile and say grazie, but it is all right. In the hotel restaurant, they smile back. They accept her limitations. 

Kenny Loggins is singing. Now I gotta cut loose. Footloose. Kick off your Sunday shoes. The preacher is outside with his wife. She has already spoken in her soft voice and pressed up against him in the dark. The music from the television suddenly seems too loud. 

In the middle of the night, Elise wakes and can’t go back to sleep. She stands at the window in a white nightgown and looks outside. Under the darkness there are churches and piazzas that have been here for hundreds of years. One afternoon, she sat at a table in an outdoor square and ate a green salad with lemon while the voice of a woman singing opera floated from the upper windows of a neighboring school. At night, though, alone in this hotel room, Elise could be anywhere. If she didn’t know better, she might think she was back in Ohio right now. 

She walks away from the window, touching everything in the dark. Her suitcase, the tabletop, the back of a chair. The smooth gray floor is cold on her bare feet. It’s a business hotel, with rooms that are clean and quiet. There’s the flat-screen TV behind her. White pillowcases and a white coverlet on the bed. 

Elise picks up a hotel pen and turns on the little desk lamp. She takes out a piece of paper. Dear Michael. 

The therapist has told her that it might help to write him a letter. 

She stares at the wall. On my way here, I saw two young men carrying a mattress, she thinks. I asked the driver to stop the car. I turned to ask where you thought they were going, but you weren’t there. 

For several blocks down Via Genova, they carried it between them—a small mattress, suitable for a child. They walked slowly. It was dusk. A man on a bicycle rode past, illuminating them briefly with his headlamp. From the opposite direction, a teenage girl passed them with a giant stuffed bear clutched against her stomach. Inside a salon, a woman lay with her head in a basin while another woman rinsed purple foam out of her hair. Next door to the salon was a
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