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      Wedged in a crack in the asphalt, baking in the heat, sat a shiny, fresh penny reflecting sunbeams at the sky. Shoes brushed past it. Tires rolled over it. A soda can soaked it, stagnant like a tiny pond. The silhouette of Lincoln watched the amoebas and the rotifers and the insect larvae, chasing their dreams, making plans for the future, getting busy.

      Lincoln tanned in the glare, a crusader in copper. He knew it was over when they put him on a coin, and on a stamp, and when they sculpted blocks of granite in his image. By then they just wanted to look at him. They didn’t want to listen.

      They had heard it all before.

      

      Candy Carney was starving. She flicked off her desk lamp, pushed in her steno chair, and checked her lipstick in a pink compact. She slipped past the Xerox room and queued at the elevators. Since her coworkers at EverSafe Solutions had started teasing her about having the same thing for lunch every day, she had taken to eating alone on a bench outside.

      Last night had been the usual. Five years out of college, and she was still hanging out with her girlfriends at Curly’s Grill & Bar, singing Gretchen Wilson songs at karaoke. Everywhere she went, she found Bobby lurking, reeking of Axe Body Spray, claiming he just happened to be in the neighborhood.

      She toddled into the parking lot. The food trucks accosted her with alluring aromas and bright colors and whimsical designs. Her favorite truck was painted sky blue with yellow trim and plastered with cutouts of smiling Indian movie stars and clapperboards. She peered in the window.

      “Hi, Arjun!”

      “It is a beautiful day!” the young man said, beads of sweat dotting his forehead. “Would you like a curry eggroll? Perhaps a Delhi tea?”

      “Yes, please!”

      “Did you take my advice about your Bobby?”

      “He’s not ‘my Bobby.’ He’s just a creepy guy who likes me.”

      “You are tormenting him,” Arjun said.

      “Oh?”

      “I would not let you torment me. I would sidestep you. I would be nifty.”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Like quicksilver.” Arjun pulled the eggroll from the fryer, wrapped it in foil, and passed it through the window. “Okay, now let it breathe. Savor its aroma.”

      “Yes, I know.” She smiled.

      “And then take it into your system.”

      She sauntered to the park bench, which was bolted like a bus stop shelter to a concrete slab. Lately she had been waking up in the middle of the night and raiding her refrigerator for the closest thing she could find to a Bollywood Eggroll. In the glow of her kitchen, she gulped frozen entrées in a fever of fantasy.

      She lifted the eggroll to her lips. Her mouth watered.

      She was late for her two o’clock.

      

      Arjun wiped the stainless steel counters. As an only child, he had grown up playing in his father’s shoe store in the Lajpat Nagar neighborhood of Delhi. The little shop had carried fake Nikes from China. Arjun would drag his chair to the window and watch the mehendiwalas apply designs to the hands of tourists. He would see the same faces come and go each day, dark-eyed men who murmured with his father and lingered over masala chai.

      Don’t just sell them what they want, his father had whispered on a rainy day when the shop fell quiet. Sell them what they need.

      Arjun had played cricket in the streets, oblivious to adult business, sowing dreams of glory. He had fantasized about making the Indian national team, winning the Cricket World Cup, and catching on with a professional club as a charismatic wicket-keeper.

      In his mind, he had always been leaving for some faraway place where he would shed the shackles of his birth and clothe himself anew in the threads of possibility. He would meet a beautiful girl and settle down in a shining Western city. He would succeed in business. It was intoxicating.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. “Hello?”

      “Hi, sorry, I forgot to ask you before, but can you let me know if you see Bobby this afternoon? I don’t feel safe.”

      “How do I know if I see a Bobby?”

      “I’m scared, Arjun. He follows me. He watches me do things, like loading my laundry at the coin-op. Please tell me if you see anything suspicious.”

      “I know nothing about a Bobby.”

      “I’m afraid something bad is going to happen. Everywhere I go, he’s there. You’re the only friend I have in the lot and⁠—”

      “Okay, I will stop what I am doing and call you if I see a nondescript man in a car doing anything at all.”

      “Thanks, Arjun. You’re sweet.”

      He surveyed the lot for prospective customers, but aside from the pigeons encamped and sunning on the east flank, all was quiet. He returned to cleaning the counters.

      When Arjun was sixteen, his father had run afoul of the local police by declining to meet the request for baksheesh. Fearing for his kneecaps, he closed his accounts at the State Bank of India and rushed his family onto a flight west, settling just outside Tucson, Arizona. Arjun enrolled in the tenth grade, his mother clerked for the public library, and his father managed a Foot Locker at Park Place.

      Arjun ran cross-country and made the honor roll. He was hired on sight to wait tables at an Indian eatery in Oro Valley. And when he received his acceptance letter from the University of Virginia in a neat linen envelope with his name in an elegant serif font, his parents wept with pride and put him on a plane to the Old Dominion.

      Growing up with a single closet for all his worldly possessions, he had been used to living simply. But after seeing his father’s customers in Delhi leer at leather boots and pointed heels, he had noted the complexity of desire. Meet the needs of others, his father had said, and you make your own happiness.

      His phone buzzed.

      “Is he there?” Candy said. “Is he lying in wait for me?”

      “Lying in what?”

      “Please, Arjun. I don’t know what he might do.”

      “There is no one here. There is no one who might be a Bobby or not a Bobby.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Close your eyes. Imagine you are a great, powerful cat. You have no fear. You have no need to call Arjun.”

      “I have to go,” Candy whispered. “Thank you.”

      He lifted the basket out of the fryer. He swiped the net through the reservoir, removing chunks of burnt batter, shaking loose remnants of eggrolls past, and emptied it into a plastic bucket. He picked up his paperback about Preston Tucker, a 1940s magnate who had to shut down the world’s largest auto factory after producing only fifty cars.

      If you weren’t making moves, Arjun thought, you were a pawn in somebody else’s game.

      After graduating from the University, he had become a sous chef at an Asian fusion restaurant called Jiyū. The owner, Seiko Okuhara, blended her native Japanese cuisine with Chinese, Thai, and Vietnamese. She added cayenne and Parmesan to wonton soup. She put cinnamon in panang curry.

      Arjun had studied this visionary like a monk at the foot of a master.

      He watched a rusty, old Honda Civic creep into the lot. A young man waddled out the door and opened the trunk. He withdrew a long, narrow instrument from a hard case, mounted it on a tripod, and aimed it at the EverSafe Solutions building.

      Arjun thought at first the visitor was a surveyor. But then he noticed the man’s pants, sagging below his waist, hugging his abdomen. He tapped the number of his most recent incoming call.

      “Hello?” a voice whispered.

      “I see a Bobby, maybe your Bobby.”

      “Bobby? Here?”

      “I thought he had a gun, but it is just a telescope.”

      “What? What is he doing?”

      “I presume he is taking his measure of you.”

      “I told you he was stalking me! Oh my God, he is obsessed with me. He can’t stop thinking about me.”

      “No doubt.”

      “Can you tell him to leave?”

      “No, I cannot.”

      “Well, can you call the police? He is stalking me!”

      “I don’t know what he is doing.”

      “Oh my God, Arjun!”

      Arjun hung up. He wandered across the lot, in the young man’s peripheral vision, and lingered in the adjacent parking space.

      “Excuse me,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

      “What? No.”

      “May I ask what you are doing?”

      “No.”

      “Why are you on this lot?”

      “She is cheating on me,” Bobby said.

      “Candy would not cheat in open view of an office window.”

      “She would!”

      “I think she would at least go to a supply closet.”

      “Agh!” Bobby wailed.

      Arjun walked back to his truck and called Candy. “I talked to your Bobby. He is bereft, miserable, a shell of a Bobby. But you will be fine.”

      Candy hung up.

      Arjun returned to his paperback, but his concentration was broken by shouts. Across the corporate campus, he spied a woman sprinting across the manicured median, her long hair whipping in the breeze, her purse bouncing off her knees as she hurdled the curb. Her face was contorted in anger, or exuberance, or perhaps a capitulation to carnal need.

      “Baby!” Candy wailed.

      “Baby!” Bobby screamed.

      Candy leaped into Bobby’s arms, nearly knocking him to the pavement. He swung her around like a lasso, straightening her out in midair, and pulled her body close to his. He kissed her eyelids, stroked her hair, and locked his hands at the small of her back, whispering words that seemed to calm her.

      Arjun wondered if someone deep in the cosmos was watching, eating popcorn and rooting for the plucky, dysfunctional couple. The film was no Oscar contender, but he knew it was the formulaic fare, the grist, that resonated.
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      The Broadnax County Courthouse gleamed in the sun. The lawyers and their clients huddled on the steps, sipping coffee and spinning fanciful adaptations of circumstances and state of mind. Before being arrested, each of the accused had endured a hard day at work. After stopping at the Curly’s bar on the way home, each had received bad news in a phone call from a distant cousin. And standing before the magistrate, each had worn remorse on his face like a plaintive tattoo.

      Looming over the food-truck lot, the courthouse held forth on Greco-Roman architecture—columns, arches, rolled-up scrolls molded into the grand edifice. Fountains.

      Drunks peed in those fountains all the time.

      Arjun recognized one of the defendants ambling through the lot, a young man clad in a Washington Redskins T-shirt and beanie. The prospective customer took off his earbuds and approached the window of Bollywood Eggrolls.

      “Yo, who these faces on yo’ truck?”

      “They are stars of Hindi cinema. They are celebrities.”

      “Why they on yo’ truck?”

      “They are from Bollywood.”

      “Put Beyoncé on there. Put Tyler Perry. Who the shorty with the spot?”

      “That is Katrina Kaif. She was in Jab Tak Hai Jaan. Did you see it?”

      “No, I didn’t see it.”

      “Would you like an eggroll?”

      “Fasho, no curry.”

      “The eggrolls are drizzled with curry.”

      “That’s wack.”

      “Then I cannot help you.”

      “I gots to eat.”

      “Go to one of the other trucks,” Arjun said.

      “What? You thinkin’ ‘homey wants fried chicken?’”

      “What is your name?”

      “Antwaan.”

      “Nice to meet you, Antwaan. I am Arjun. Do not take offense, but it would not kill you to broaden your horizons.”

      “Eggrolls is wack.”

      “It might open your eyes.”

      “Somebody gonna drop some science on you, Gandhi.”

      “I am not Gandhi. Did you win your case?”

      “I told the judge I don’t pee in my drawers. So, I peed in the fountain.”

      “And…?”

      “Case dismissed! Keep it gully, Ar-joon. I’m late for Mickey D’s.”

      Not everyone, Arjun thought, was a Bollywood Eggrolls person. Some didn’t like eggrolls, some didn’t like curry, some didn’t like curry in their eggrolls. Some would never try a Bollywood Eggroll, no matter whose face was on the side of the truck.

      Arjun had spent months in his apartment kitchen, experimenting with recipes. He grilled chicken instead of pork and seasoned it with his mother’s curry, along with ginger and garlic. He supplemented cabbage and carrots with romaine and onions. A splash of sriracha completed the creation.

      He knew eggroll wraps, like ramen noodles, all came from the same factory kitchens in Tianjin. So, he infused his blankets with a dash of cayenne and a hint of brown sugar. They were more like tortillas than eggroll skins, like soft little burritos waiting to be dropped in oil.

      

      “Help!”

      Arjun dropped his book and ran outside. A woman was waving her arms, her face pink with panic. A flock of pigeons had surrounded the Burger Bombs food truck and was invading its pass-through window.

      “They’re attacking!” the woman cried.

      Arjun ran to the truck and squawked like a giant bird of prey. The pigeons scattered, fluttering toward the front lawn of the courthouse. He peered into the kitchen and noticed a lone pigeon on the counter, its head submerged in sautéed shitakes, spearing them with its beak. He cupped the bird in his hands, holding its wings next to its body. He carried it out to the lot as the woman looked on.

      “He likes the food,” Arjun said. “I think he is a foodie.”

      “They’ll eat anything,” the woman replied. “Rats with wings.”

      He set the bird on the pavement. “I am Arjun,” he said, extending his hand.

      “I know. You’ll forgive me if I save the handshake for after you’ve cleaned up,” she said, laughing. She was tan and fit, with hard lines around her mouth and eyes. “I’m Melinda McCoy.”

      “I like your motif.”

      “My ‘motif?’”

      “The painted scene with the cows and the barn and the beautiful hillside.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “I will have to try a Burger Bomb sometime,” Arjun said.

      “Well, as of right now, I think you get free Bombs for life. Come wash up and I’ll fix you one.”

      Arjun followed Melinda into her truck, where she assumed the authoritative bearing of a chef. She shook a mixture of chopped onions and garlic out of a bowl and guided it with a spoon into a tray of ground beef. She slipped on a pair of plastic gloves and packed the mixture into a fat oval, something between a cue ball and a flapjack.

      “You want just a speck of steak tartare in the middle,” she said. “The core should be pink, the next layer tan, and the outside blackened.”

      “You are showing me your secrets,” Arjun said.

      “Well, the pigeons know them, so you might as well too.”

      “But we are competitors.”

      “I make hamburgers. You make eggrolls. Someone wanting one isn’t thinking about the other.” She tossed the patty onto the grill, pushing it with her spatula toward the back, away from the licking flames. “I’ll tell my customers about my buddy Arjun, and you introduce yours to your pal Melinda.”

      Arjun appraised this bright, calculating woman, commandeering a hot grill, swooping from one end of the truck to the other. “What did you do before?” he asked.

      “Before what?”

      “Before Burger Bombs. Before the lot.”

      “I was a lawyer.”

      “I am flummoxed.”

      “I practiced right over there,” she said, waving at the courthouse. “I got community service for the drunks. I charmed the judges. Before that I was a divorce lawyer.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “One day I realized I was rooting for my best friend to leave her husband. He flirted with the babysitter, and I told her, ‘screw that guy.’ I knew the value of her case. It hit me while listening to her bitch about picking up his socks off the floor. So, I walked out of Worthington Fairchild and left a sticky note on my computer screen. And I started hanging out on the courthouse steps, reeling in the lushes.”

      “How did that go?”

      “It went great. There were a lot of them, and they all wanted to hush up their problems. Drive a car after a few beers and you’re a pariah, worse than Madoff. So, I just hung out on the steps and asked them if they had representation. A lot of them didn’t.” Melinda turned the patty with her spatula, launching flames into the air. “They were deer in the headlights. And they became my clients.”

      “But you stopped doing that too.”

      “Yep.” Melinda flipped the burger once more and pulled it from the grill. “See that thin, seared shell? Delicious. It’s funny how in a restaurant they ask how you want it cooked, like it’s one way or another. Ground Angus, especially this stuff—locally grown—tastes different depending on the degree. I get three tastes out of one cut.” She slid the patty onto a pretzel roll and slathered it in sautéed onions. She grinned. “No worries. A Bomb isn’t just organic, it’s pigeon-free.”

      “Thank you,” Arjun said, cradling the sandwich in its polystyrene foam box. “It is beautiful. And please do not take offense, but you do not look as if you eat a lot of Bombs.” He took a bite of the sandwich, dripping grease on the plate.

      “I eat them. Just not every day.”

      Arjun’s eyes widened. “Swaadisht!”

      “Yep!”

      “So,” he said, wiping his lips, “how did you end up in the lot?”

      “Well, I used to see the perps in the hallways, slurping 7-Eleven coffees and eating those gross packaged doughnuts. They would pace back and forth, you know, nervously, and then bolt outside and get sick. I saw like twenty guys puke next to the statue of George Wythe.”

      “The Father of American Jurisprudence.”

      “Yes. And then Broadnax announced it was granting permits in the lot for six gourmet food trucks, which was wonderful, considering the ‘cuisine’ in the area. A couple grabbed spots right away—Saturday Sundaes was first, I think, and you were second—and I figured I had a shot. So, I bought a step van off Craigslist, and voilà.”

      “What about your clients?”

      “Well, at first, I was going to court in the mornings and working on my kitchen install in the afternoons. I’m talking from before dawn until after Jeopardy. Then I closed my practice and started cooking Bombs full time.”

      “Wondrous.”

      “Now… not to meddle, but there is something I wanted to ask you. The name of your truck… what is that about?”

      “It is a tribute to the movie stars of my country.”

      “Do people get that?”

      “Get what?”

      “The Bollywood part.”

      “Who does not know Bollywood?”

      “Um… most people?”

      A man approached the window and peered inside. Melinda took him through the script of order-taking: mix-ins, toppings, sides. Arjun looked around the packed kitchen, every inch designed to maximize space, and made a sad sighting on the floor. It was a motionless pigeon, wedged in the throes of a failed escape by the zucchini fryer. He tiptoed over to the bird, lifted it from its resting place, and shoved it in the foam box.

      “Thank you, Melinda!” he said, slipping out the side door. “I will be back soon for more organic goodness!”

      

      Friday evening brought a springtime rush to the lot. Men in unknotted ties and women in skirts and pumps were lining their stomachs before happy hour. Mature ladies, stuck together like peanut clusters in a tin, clutched their handbags and soft coolers. Arjun filled a basket with eggrolls and lowered it into the oil.

      He wondered if people truly were unaware of Bollywood cinema. When they saw the smiling face of Kareena Kapoor on the hood of his truck, who did they think it was? Indira Gandhi? Evita? He had noted during his decade in America that people didn’t much care if he liked improvisational jazz or cheered for a particular sports team. They cared that when he spoke, he sounded like the Dalai Lama impersonating the Queen of England. They cared that he had come to America.

      They liked eggrolls too, but their affection came from suburban Chinese restaurants, spots that catered to Americans but qualified as fast-food outlets to Chinese people. Arjun wanted to see their eyes light up when they visited his truck, to watch them share his eggrolls with others as proof of their good taste.

      He knew that by tinkering with a classic recipe, he might be ignoring his father’s advice. Someday, he knew, he might pay a price for following his dream. He had already declined an offer from Seiko to help her manage Jiyū. He had rebuffed his father’s invitation to help him open a shoe store. He had passed on an apprenticeship with a popular food truck downtown. He had avoided compromise, and with it, bosses, partners, and investors.

      The rush wound down, and the crowd headed for the watering holes. Maybe he could explain Bollywood to them. As they became regulars, they would see the bigger picture. He sat down, pulled out his notepad, and began to write.

      

      Dear Customer:

      This is a Bollywood Eggroll. Its flamboyant character honors the grand stars of Bollywood cinema. Created by Chef Arjun Chatterjee, it is prepared with the finest and freshest ingredients.

      It is a feast for all five senses, but especially taste!

      Bhojan ka anand lijiye!

      

      He drifted into a daydream of long lines of office workers winding around the statue of George Wythe and up the courthouse steps, into the halls of justice, and past the offices of the judges and bailiffs and court reporters. You can’t hide a good eggroll, he thought, surveying the glorious queue in his mind, throttling back adrenaline as it coursed through his veins.

      He thought of Thomas Jefferson, the founder of his alma mater. He remembered his family’s visit to Monticello, when he was welcomed into the realm of the Lawn, the Rotunda, and the Range. He recalled Martha Jefferson’s death at thirty-three, after she had produced six children, only two of whom survived beyond age two. He thought of Jefferson’s promise never to remarry, and of his subsequent fathering of six more children by his slave, Sally Hemings.

      Martha and Sally were daughters of the same plantation owner, John Wayles.

      Arjun appraised the statue of George Wythe, Jefferson’s mentor and teacher. He pictured Antwaan relieving himself at the base, emptying his bladder on the marble shoes of the Father of American Jurisprudence.

      He heard a sound—a rustling or scraping—at the rear of the kitchen. He checked the fryer, the sink, the range hood. He looked inside the cabinets. He sensed movement out of the corner of his eye, on the counter by the trash can. It was the foam box from his Burger Bomb, edging slowly, rhythmically, toward the sink. He placed his hand on the hinged top. Thump, thump, thump. He drew a breath, pried it open, and peered inside.

      It was the pigeon, eyes alight.

      Arjun carried the box outside, opened it to the asphalt, and watched the bird waddle into the wild.
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      Candy hit the snooze button on the alarm clock. She curled into a fetal position. Her thoughts were a jumble. She and Bobby had gone to Cottontail Park and downed a bottle of Boone’s Farm in the back seat of the Civic. He had cried and begged her to promise he was the only one. She had kissed his forehead and rocked him like a baby.

      Now she was searching her purse for an ibuprofen. But all she found were an eyeliner pencil, a packet of cheese crackers, and her diaphragm.

      She stumbled into the bathroom, threw open the vanity, and discovered only Bobby’s toothbrush. She rifled through her dresser and nightstand, tossing aside silk lingerie and plastic toys and edible creams. She dove into the kitchen drawers. Finally, she pulled a chair in front of the refrigerator and climbed up on it. Behind a PVC pipe in the cupboard sat half a pint of Old Crow.

      She took a swig, grabbed her car keys, and walked out the door.

      She glimpsed her eyes in the rearview mirror. Darting behind her bangs, they looked desperate, sad. Her emotions ran like wild horses while her mind tried to take the reins. Why did she always end up with clowns? Was she a clown? Was she born to mate and nest with other clowns? She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. She wanted a fresh start. She wanted Bobby out of her life. And yet she felt close to him somehow.

      During her junior year of high school, her mother had lost patience with her when she started skipping class and smoking pot in the woods. After screaming nonstop for eighteen months, Mom had gone silent, denying Candy her affection. She placed a plate of scrambled eggs in front of her daughter each morning without a word and disappeared at night to her bedroom while Candy curled up in the recliner, texting friends.

      In the end, Candy turned in her final project late and barely graduated, charming her government teacher, Mr. Franklin, with a sob story about the public library closing due to a broken water main. She had noticed him staring at her in her purple blouse and chemise. She had returned his teasing in line at the cafeteria. She had stayed after school to make up a quiz and accepted a ride home after missing the late bus. She had bragged about doing tequila shots on her eighteenth birthday, climbed over the stick shift, and strained to please him like a child performing in a school play.

      Now Bobby was trying to please her, and she was pleased, but it was the sort of pleasing that led only to heartbreak. She could see it as clearly as she saw the rows of pill bottles on the Cold & Flu aisle at Walgreen’s. If only Bobby could live and let live, he would be able to enjoy these fleeting moments. But he was oblivious, dreaming of a future of rascally little Bobbies and darling little Candies, of Little League games and birthday parties and family vacations to Disney World.

      Candy grabbed the bottle of ibuprofen and took it to the checkout. She recognized the clerk, a jittery high school kid with chin acne and a walleyed gaze that never seemed to connect with hers. His nametag read “BILLY.”

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      “Headache.”

      “Hangover?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That is so cool. I wish I had a hangover.” He scanned her Walgreen’s card and ran her Visa. “If you have a hangover, it means you were partying.” He handed her the bag. “Partying is awesome.”

      “Right,” Candy laughed.

      “Me and my friends,” Billy said, “we party pretty much constantly.”

      Candy smiled and headed for the exit. She thought of poor, pockmarked Billy, vending tampons and candy bars and photo prints, watching the clock until he could punch out and go home and watch reruns of That ’70s Show. Did he have a future? Or was he destined to descend into a cycle of partying and hookups and excruciating hangovers?

      She rued the disappearance of Bollywood Eggrolls on the weekends. It was as if Arjun was taunting her with pleasure just to yank it away. He was a sphinx, inscrutable, wise in ways she was not.

      
      Arjun’s apartment kitchen was littered with bags and boxes. He was making the curry, his mother’s recipe, and rolling the eggrolls for the coming week. His friends at the University had subsisted on curry and pho and sushi and sought out the most obscure dining spots. He had taught them how to order in a Punjabi restaurant and make palak paneer on a budget. He had imagined them as the future clientele at a refined, downtown bistro called Arjun’s.

      He fried the spices in the pan, cumin and turmeric and cayenne. He flashed back to his mother’s kitchen in Delhi, where she summoned the recipes of her mother, the dishes perfected by her grandmother and generations of stewards before her. He added chopped onion, browning it until caramelized. He turned down the flame and added coconut milk and ginger and garlic, stirring it to a thick yellow. Finally, he spooned in yogurt and breathed the aroma until his hands told him to remove the pan from the flame.

      He waited for the curry to cool, sealed it in a Tupperware bowl, and stacked it in the refrigerator. Small batches. The curry was his secret ingredient, his big idea. His mind basked in a reverie of long lines, restaurant reviews, and accolades. He envisioned his smiling face splashed across a spread in The Washington Post. Caption: “When you’re one of a kind, you win by default.”

      His heart pounded. He would ride the wave of attention. He would open other trucks around the city. He would start a foundation for the culinary arts. He would build his parents a home in northern Virginia with a vegetable garden and a sunroom and a Viking kitchen. He would write a book about being the person one was born to be. He would return to Independence High and speak in the auditorium.

      His head spun.

      He turned on the TV and ordered his favorite movie, Tucker: The Man and His Dream. Anyone could succeed in America. But it was best if you had money. With money you had power, and if you had power, you made more money.

      Tucker had designed an amazing car. But it didn’t matter in the end how reliable or beautiful it was, or whether it was as good as it could be.

      
      Candy lay face-up on the sofa, a damp towel over her eyes. She thought of Bobby in the back seat, kissing her tears. For all his macho posturing, he was sincere. He had risked rejection. He had removed his armor and shown himself to her.

      The pills were taming her palpitations, blunting the chaos in her mind. Five years from the graduation dais at Medford, here she was. Still. Except for her accrual of vacation days, little had marked the passage of time. Two years ago, she had been promoted from Administrative Assistant I to Administrative Assistant II and received a raise of two thousand dollars. Last year she had accepted extra duties without pay. This year she was doing off-the-books work for the executive office, planning the holiday parties and staff retreats. Her job was more demanding than ever, and for that she was getting forty dollars more a week. Her rent alone had gone up more than that.

      She breathed slowly, following the drift of her mind. She could still carry a tune. She could still perform. She thought of her father applauding her, the only person standing in the cafeteria until everyone joined him in thunderous cheers. She felt her mother’s embrace as she came off the stage, the way Mom wouldn’t let go even as they blocked the exits of the other performers. She saw her dreams as destiny. She would go to Julliard. She would perform on Broadway. She would share her gift. And then, gradually, after her father left, after her mother hit the brown liquor and they moved from Briarwood to the trailer behind Best Buy, the dreams faded like Candy’s old jeans, threadbare and ill-suited to adult life.

      The older boys at school had always looked out for her, bringing her along on joyrides into the flats and trips to the bars of Midland. She was their cute little arm candy, tagging along with a fake ID, kissing them playfully in the back seat of Randy’s father’s Ford. At night’s end, Randy would drop the boys off at the ice-cream parlor and drive Candy down the gravel road to Pioneer Park.

      He was a gentleman and never told a soul about her abortion after Christmas in eighth grade.

      
      Arjun freed the padlock on the pass-through and rolled the steel door into the ceiling. It was a crisp day punctuated by birdsong. He fired up the fryer. The lot was filling up with early risers. The Finn brothers at Three Bucketeers were setting up for the day, laughing and singing along with Cee Lo. Arjun smiled and inhaled the sugary aroma wafting across the lot from Doughnut Hounds.

      Melinda, clad in a bright red apron that matched her glasses, was packing Angus into Burger Bombs. Arjun waved at her. He liked the camaraderie, the sense they were all in it together. He remembered his father talking up the virtues of the other shops in Lajpat Nagar. A rising tide floats all boats. A customer who stopped by for a Saturday Sundae would return for a Bollywood Eggroll. A fan of Doughnut Hounds would sample ribs from The Pig Rig. Working together, the chefs would carve out a niche for each truck.

      Candy toddled on her heels across the lot. “Good morning, Arjun!” she chirped, sidling up to the window.

      “A nice weekend with your Bobby?”

      “He’s not my Bobby.”

      “Eggroll? Tea?”

      “He’s just a guy who likes me.”

      “Okay.”

      “I have been thinking about you all weekend. I can’t be happy without one of your delectable eggrolls!”

      “If you want to be happy,” Arjun said, “you must find your happy place.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “You have a map inside to guide you.”

      “To my ‘happy place.’”

      “Yes. When you find it, you will sleep happy and you will wake happy. And you will not want.”

      “Will not want what?”

      “Whatever you wanted this weekend.”

      “Everybody wants things,” she said.

      “Not always.” He pulled the eggroll from the oil, drained it, and wrapped it in foil. “Remember what I told you. Let the eggroll breathe. Savor its aroma. And then take it into your system.”

      Candy bid adieu with a wave of her pinkie. For a woman who was so high-strung, Arjun thought, she was quick to laugh. She was probably quick to cry too. Maybe she knew joy and sadness were two sides of the same shiny penny.

      He felt something flutter by his ear. He turned to find a pigeon on his shoulder. He held out his index finger. He noticed the bird’s markings—white lines on its breast—and recognized it as the stunned creature he had entombed in the foam box. The pigeon looked at him.

      “Hello again, Pidgey! To what do I owe this pleasure? Do you have a message for me?” The bird cocked its head, cooing in a language both universal and oblique. Arjun furrowed his brow. “What news do you bring, Pidgey?” The bird stretched its wing and dragged it over Arjun’s forearm.

      All was mystery, he thought.

      He grabbed a pen and a yellow sticky note from the drawer. On the note he scrawled the first question that came to his mind: Why am I here? He folded the scrap around the bird’s leg, glue against glue, and pressed it between his thumb and forefinger. “Go, little friend,” he said, cupping the pigeon in his hands and setting it free.

      
      Business was as brisk as the weather, a parade of attorneys and perps, all of them hungry, all of them hurried. Bollywood Eggrolls wasn’t as mobbed as Burger Bombs, but the rising tide was floating all boats, and Arjun filled a stream of orders. A group approached the window: a lawyer in a tailored suit, a young man in jeans, a young woman, and a little boy holding her hand.

      “I know it sounds funny,” the lawyer said to the young man, “but it’s actually better for you if you urinate next to the statue rather than on it. The law is very specific. Urinating in the grass is a natural act, but doing it on a monument is a desecration. Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Javier?”

      The young man nodded.

      “You are being charged with a desecration. So here is my advice, and I suggest you take it. The officer will testify he saw you urinating on the statue. You say you were relieving yourself in the grass and lost control of your stream. You say you didn’t mean to foul the monument. You say—and this is important—you have urgent bladder syndrome. Then you say you’re sorry.”

      “That’s a syndrome?” the young woman asked.

      “Mommy, I have to go to the bathroom,” the little boy
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