KAREN E. BENDER

Eternal Love

FROM GRANTA

AFTER LENA AND BOB were married in the Chapel of Eternal
Love, Ella told them that new husbands and wives were not allowed
to share a hotel bedroom. Married couples, she told her retarded
daughter, learned to be married slowly, in separate rooms. For the
first two days of the honeymoon, Ella shared her room at the El
Tropicale with Lena, while her husband, Lou, slept in the other
room with Bob. The four of them elbowed their way to the two-fifty,
ninety-seven-item buffet table, piling their plates with fat-laced bar-
becued ribs; they lay, sun-doped, on a sparkling swath of concrete
by a pale blue swimming pool. The sounds by the pool echoed,
amplified by the water; even the children’s shrieks were trans-
formed into the caws of aroused, hysterical birds. Ella could pre-
tend she didn’t hear at first when Lena said very softly that she
wanted to share a room with Bob.

Ella told Lena about sex in a quiet lounge off El Tropicale’s main
casino. Her thirty-year-old daughter sat patiently, twirling a pink
vinyl coin purse embossed LAS VEGAS: CITY OF LUCK. “You're a
wife,” Ella began. Her daughter smiled. “There are certain things
you can do.”

“I'm called Mrs.!” squealed Lena.

A cocktail waitress holding an empty tray strode swiftly across the
lounge, her nylon stockings an opalescent orange under the sub-
dued light of the chandelier.

“First,” began Ella, then stopped. “Well, how do you feel when
Bob kisses you?”

“My mouth feels wet.”

i . A S AR

KAREN E. BENDER 117

“Do you — like it?”

“I like it.” Lena paused. “Sometimes he puts his tongue in too
much. [ don't like that.”

A sign by the Canary Room said: EIGHT P.M. TONITE: HILO
HATTIE AND THE HAWAIIANS. Loud tourists flowed eagerly
through the lounge toward the casino, flashing slabs of sunburnt
skin. “Married people — are naked in bed, Lena,” Ella said.

“Naked!” Lena said with a tiny shriek.

Ella felt something very tall collapse slowly inside her. “Don’t be
scared,” she said, trying to fit her voice around the immense gentle-
ness that surged inside her. “It’s just — skin.”

“I liked it when he touched — here,” Lena said, reaching up and
squeezing her breast.

“Where did he do —"

“In the bathroom. At House of Pancakes.” She giggled.

“No,” said Ella. “You don’t do that in House of Pancakes. You
don't do that in any — public place. You do it in your bedroom.
Nowhere else.”

“In my bedroom,” repeated Lena.

“After, you take a shower. You wash your hands with soap.”

“It smelt like the ocean.”

Ella let go of Lena’s hand.

“When he put his hand in my panties. I liked that. He took his
hand out and he smelt like me.” She clapped her hand over her
mouth and giggled, a guilty, thrilled sound.

“Lena,” said Ella, “when did Bob do —"

“We came in through the back yard.”

“You let him do that in my back yard?”

“Tliked it.”

“Soap,” said Ella, a little desperately. “You use soap.”

“Mother,” said Lena, “what about when we’re naked?”

Ella did not want to continue. Apparently Lena and Bob were
doing well enough on their own.

“If he’s ever not gentle with you, Lena, tell me.”

“Tell what?”

Far away, Ella heard the distant clink of breakfast dishes being
washed in the hotel coffee shop, the whir of a vacuum being
pushed across the lobby, the gentle sounds of maids and waiters
cleaning the guests’ messes of the day.
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“Well,” he said, “we’re not losing a daughter — we’re just gaining
another mouth to feed.”

Lou had never owned Lena the way she had. For thirty years he
had tried hard not to look too closely at their daughter, instead
cultivating a relentless optimism that Ella had found incomprehen-
sible, yet also necessary. Now it made her feel alone.

“We're not gaining anything,” said Ella. She grabbed her sweater
and followed the two figures walking down the street.

She walked briskly, but casually, keeping a block between herself
and her daughter. When Lena and Bob turned into a shopping
center at the corner, Ella stopped beside a hefty Buick that was
parked at one end of the lot.

They walked through the empty parking lot. It spread, like a dark
lake, between House of Pancakes and a Hallmark, an ice cream
parlor, a laundromat and a pet store. It was Sunday, and all the
stores were closed, but Bob and Lena stared hard at the windows
as though willing them to open. Ella waited for something to go
wrong. Bob went over to cars, rubbed their dusty tops, nodded like
an expert, returned to Lena. She put coins into a newspaper rack,
removed a paper and handed it to him; he rolled it up and tapped
it against his leg.

Lena and Bob walked around the parking lot slowly, once, twice,
three times. The orange flanks of House of Pancakes loomed, un-
real, candied in the pale light. Customers left the restaurant and
walked toward their cars with a casual confidence; Bob and Lena
watched them walk. As the two of them finally went through the
coffee shop’s glass doors, Bob touched Lena’s back, just for a mo-
ment; his hand reached for the yellow fabric, trying, gently, to
hold on.

Bob began to come to the house once a week. Lena was always
dressed and ready an hour beforehand; she sat absolutely still on
her bed, as though the fact of his imminent arrival was so fragile
she had to take care not to disturb even the air. But she always made
him wait. One night, while Bob installed himself in the 'den and
waited for Lena to join him, Ella swept in to quiz him about his life.
“Where is your cot?” she asked.

“Near the garage.”

“Who are the Ensons?”
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“A man and a wife.”

She dragged out of him the following scintillating facts: he pre-
ferred lamb chops to chicken, and peas to potatoes.

Ella ruled that Lena and Bob had to spend part of the date
somewhere in the house. They sat on the patio while Ella washed
the dishes, observing them through the kitchen window. Toward
nine o’clock, when the sky had turned dark, Ella heard a jump and
rustle and the sound of running; she looked out a window onto the
shining, moon-silver lawn. Lena and Bob were not kissing or touch-
ing but just chasing each other, endlessly, like large, slow bears.
Their sound was of the purest joy, a soft, hushed giggling as they
followed each other through the dark yard.

Dolores told her that Bob lived with the Ensons — a couple — in
Sherman Oaks, and had a brother in Chicago, Hugh, who paid
them rent. Ella got Hugh’s number and called him up.

When she told him that Bob was dating her daughter, there was a
silence so hostile she wondered what she had actually said.

“I'm sending money,” Hugh said irritably. “I'm sending money.”

“I'm not asking —"

“It’s not easy, lady. Do you think it’s easy sending —”

“Sir,” she said, “I'm not asking for money. I just want to know
what he’s like.”

Another silence. “Well, you see what he’s like.”

“For the last few months. What about before?”

“What is there to know? He’s forty-one. Three years older than
me.”

“Where has he lived?”

“The folks had him at an institution for a while. They didn’t
know what the hell to do with him. He’s been at the Ensons’ six
years, since the folks died. They got him to Goodwill. He likes
driving, I hear.”

“What else?”

“You might want to know this. He had a vasectomy.”

She pressed the phone more firmly to her ear.

“They did that early. When he was sixteen, seventeen. No little
Bobs running around.”

Ella did not know how to digest this fact, so she decided to move
on. “Anything else? Health problems, disorders, anything?”
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“No, he’s just real slow.”

“And you?” she asked, in spite of herself.

“Me?”

“You, what do you do?”

‘I'm in insurance. Life and homes. I just got married two years
ago. I've got a son now,” he said, his voice suddenly soft and eager
to please.

“How nice,” she said coolly.

“I hope he and your daughter get along real well,” he said, his
voice high-pitched with false sincerity. “I'll call back to see how he
is —" He hung up. She never heard from him again.

One night, as Ella put on her sweater, preparing for her usual
reconnaissance mission to House of Pancakes, she felt Lou’s hands
on her shoulders. He turned her around.

“I have to go,” she said.

“Have dinner with me.”

“Dinner?” she asked. “But they're —"

“They’re just gomg to House of Pancakes.” He looked away from
her. “Who else is going to marry her?” he asked.

He was yearing an undershirt, and his shoulders were thinner
now, at sixty-two, almost girlish. She followed him to the kitchen.
Lena had recently discovered her own perfume, a chirpy lavender
scent from Sav-On, and it floated through the hall. In the kitchen
the shiny appliances hummed.

Lou paced around while Ella heated chicken with mushrooms.
“What do you think they’re doing?” she asked him.

“Eating,” he said.

“They’ll forget to pay,” she said.

“Then they’ll get arrested,” he said. He folded his arms. They
were caramel-colored, dusted with silver hair. His gaze stopped on
her, held her. “Let’s fool around,” he said, a soft huskiness in his
voice.

She stopped; she wished she could feel interested. “If you want
to,” she said, a little hopefully, “then come over here.”

She turned away from him and, gently, he wound her long hair
into his hands. His after-shave smelt drugstore-blue and sharp. His
breath was a hot current against her neck. His hands slid down her
bare arms and gently cupped her breasts, and Ella tried to let
herself go against him, but she couldn'’t.

B i
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Lou stopped, sensing her resistance. “She’s fine,” he said.

Delicately Ella disentangled herself from him.,

“I need you to0o,” Lou said. He lightly slapped her hip, as though
she were a cow, and she heard him walk away from her.

Lena and Bob marched into the kitchen one evening, their fingers
wound together tightly, as though they had been assigned to each
other as buddies on a school trip. Lena held up their hands. A
plastic yellow ring encircled her index finger.

“I'm married!” said Lena.

Bob swiped a bruised pear off the table and took a big, juicy bite.

“You’re what?” Ella asked.

“He gave me a ring!”

“You’re engaged,” said Ella.

“I'm going to have a husband!” screeched Lena She pulled Bob
to her side, like a purse.

Ella slowly laid her dishtowel on the sink. She touched Lena’s
taut hand, the yellow ring; it was the type that fell, encased in a
plastic bubble, out of a gumball machine. Bob’s breath was loud
and puppyish, and his bristly hair seemed a harder silver than
before. Lena giggled. She said to Bob, “Say what I said to —”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes.”

Bob slowly got to his knees in front of Ella. He rubbed his hands
on the sides of his gray pants and looked at the floor.

“Iforget,” he said to Lena.

“You know,” said Lena. She whispered loudly, “I want to —"

“I want to propose a marriage,” Bob said, addressing Ella’s knee.

“Lena,” Ella said, “honey, he's supposed to kneel in front of you,
not me.”

“But he’s asking you.”

Ella looked down at the rosy, bald circle on Bob’s scalp. He
looked like a gardener sprawled across a patch of lawn, pressing
seeds into a plot of dirt. He was inevitable, and perhaps because of
that, she felt an unexpected rush of love for him.

“Lou,” Ella called carefully. “Lou.”

“I’'m married!” Lena shrieked as her father came into the room,
and then she rushed into his arms. It was something she rarely did;
Lou was unsure how to hold her, and his arms curved awkwardly
around her. He stepped away and looked at her, blinking.
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130 Eternal Love

was strangely cool. She heard only a faint, staticky wave of audience
"laughter.

“Look!” said Lou. He knocked on the wall sharply, twice. “Hello!”
he called. Breathless, they awaited an answer; there was none.
“See?” he said. “They can’t hear us.” He turned abruptly and
walked away from the wall. “Come away from there,” he said.

She wanted, vaguely, to accuse him of something; she wanted to
see pain on Lou’s face, a sorrow she could recognize.

“Leave her alone,” he said, not sounding entirely convinced. He
sank wearily into the sofa and rubbed his hands vigorously over his
face. “Let’s have a drink.”

She couldn’t. Instead, Ella pulled the ice tray out of the refrigera-
tor and, in a gesture that felt both normal and alien, shook out
cubes of ice and dropped them into a glass. She sat on the bed and
crunched the ice cubes slowly and deliberately, trying to listen only
to the hard clink they made as they fell back into the glass.

Atabout one A.M. there was a sharp knocking. Ella opened the door
to Lena, who was shivering in her nightgown. Bob was right behind
her, naked, holding a white towel across his waist with only mid-
dling success.

“What?” Ella demanded. “What’s wrong?”

“I’'m bleeding, Mother. There’s blood —”"

Ella yanked Lena into the room. Bob toddled in behind her,
wearing the frozen, frightened smile of a child unsure what he was
expected to do. Lou stood up. “What's —” he began, and she saw
his face melt to alarm.

“I've got her,” Ella announced. She pulled Lena into the bath-
room. “Sit,” she said. Ella wound a long ribbon of toilet paper
around her hand. “Show me where.”

Lena sat on the toilet and daintily flipped up her nightgown. Ella
saw a smear of blood on Lena’s large beige panties; she reached up,
grapped the elastic and pulled the panties down to the floor. Ella
dabbed Lena’s vagina with the toilet paper; it came back pale red.

Ella knelt and peered critically between her daughter’s legs. She
had no idea what she was looking for; there was just a little blood.
She held a towel under warm water and gently dabbed Lena’s pubic
hair.

“Am [ okay, Mother?”
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Ella didn’t speak.

“Am I okay?”

“I'don’tknow.” Ella let Lena wonder a moment. “Answer me. Was
he nice to you?”

“I think so.”

“Does it still hurt?”

“I started bleeding.”

“Do you feel better now?”

Lena touched her vagina tenderly, then stood up.

Ella knelt before her daughter and reached for her hands.
“You've had” — Ella spoke slowly — “intercourse now, Lena.”

Lena slapped Ella’s hands away, impatient. “I have to go see my
husband.”

Bob was waiting in a chair, the towel arranged, like a large white
napkin, across his lap. Lou was sitting in a chair on the other side of
the room. They each had the alert demeanor of someone trying
very hard not to speak.

‘I stopped bleeding,” Lena said proudly to Bob.

Bob folded the towel around his waist and jumped up; he hur-
ried out of the room. Lena bounded after him, and Ella followed
into the hallway. “The TV's still on,” he called to Lena.

“Leave it on,” said Lena.

As Lena began to follow him into their room, Ella saw Lena’s
nightgown sticking, indecent, over her hips; she reached forward
to tug it down. But Lena pushed grandly past her mother. The pink
door shut, and Ella was left standing in the corridor alone.

Back in the room, Lou looked at her. “Is she all right?”

Ella nodded.

He gingerly lifted Lena’s beige lace panties off the floor. “She left
these,” he said.

She remembered when she had bought these panties for Lena —
on sale at Henshey’s, two for one. Lou folded them gently, barely
touching the edges, then handed them to Ella. She was moved by
the way he folded them. She went to the bathroom and threw them
out.

She opened the refrigerator and took out a perfect, tiny bottle
of Dewar’s. She unscrewed the cap, swallowed half the bottle and
handed it to her husband.
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There was only one thing she could think to do.

She went to Lou and kissed him.

They kissed in the strange, clean room, surrounded by lamp-
shades and bedspreads and dressers that were not their own.

Ella let her husband kiss her neck, her breasts, her knees, hard
enough to erase Lena. Ella had not expected to feel abandoned.
She had not expected that Lena’s closing the door would make her
turn to Lou. The kindest thing he could do was make her forget.
And as Lou had been, since Lena’s birth, second place to her
daughter, Ella sensed, in the muscular trembling of his fingers, how
much he wanted to make her forget. She felt the nakedness of their
lips in the deep, cooling dark.

Long after Lou had fallen asleep, she sat awake beside him.
Then she went to the window and looked down at the street. It was
the street Lena had walked down to her wedding, and it burnt with
the hotel’s twenty-four-hour lights. She watched the lit messages —
BINGO and POKER and wiN! — that flashed a brilliant display of
pink and orange and yellow into the empty street. Ella believed,
suddenly, absolutely, that Lena was also looking out her window.
She saw her daughter leaning naked on the ledge, her hair stream-
ing over her bare shoulders, gazing at the bright casino lights and
their strange, insistent attempts to illuminate the sky.

LEONARD MICHAELS

A Girl with a Monkey

FROM PARTISAN REVIEW

IN THE SPRING of the year following his divorce, while traveling
alone in Germany, Beard fell in love with a young prostitute named
Inger and canceled his plans for further travel. They spent two days
together, mainly in Beard’s room. He took her to restaurants for
lunch and dinner. The third day Inger told Beard she needed a
break. She had had a life before Beard arrived. Now she had only
Beard. She reminded him that the city was famous for its cathedral
and zoo. “You should go look. There is more to see than Inger
Stutz.” Besides, she’d neglected her chores, and missed a dental
appointment as well as classes in paper restoration at the local
museum.

When she mentioned the classes, Beard thought to express inter-
est, ask questions about paper restoration, but he wasn’t interested.
He said, “You could miss a few more.” His tone was glum. He
regretted it, but felt justified because she’d hurt his feelings. He'd
spent a lot of money on Inger. He deserved better. He wasn’t her
life, but he’d canceled his plans, and he wouldn’t be staying forever.
She didn't have to remind him of the cathedral and zoo. Such
things had been noted in his travel itinerary by the agent in San
Francisco. He also had a travel guide.

Beard had in fact planned to do a lot of sightseeing, but mo-
ments after he checked into his hotel there was a knock at the door
and he supposed it was a bellhop or chambermaid, and he saw the
girl. She was very apologetic and apparently distressed. She’d come
to the wrong room. Beard was charmed, not deceived. He invited
herin.




