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“During the Cold War we ran satellite code through that dish,” he said
. id

“Now it’s for cable.”
The director led his interns into the high-rise. The drab living room £

o o
their eighth-floor apartment was empty except for a nylon-covered couch
left shoved against the wall. '

« .. .
If you want a television, snoop around in the other rooms,” the dire,
tor said, waving like a beneficent Czar on his way to the door.

“Mao
- Most are
unoccupied.

He tossed the keys to Christine and frowned at Jean, who had slumpegd
against the wall to pick at a hole in the cuff of her sweatshirt.

“I'll send a translator by,” he said. “Tomorrow YOu can start putting the
screw to your neighbors.”

The director’s exit launched a cloud of dust. Christine, overtaken by
allergies, nearly fainted her way to the balcony. A washing machine wa;
wedged, inexplicably, between the railing and wall.

Christine jabbed helplessly at a button that did not turn it on. Outside
it was sweltering; also choked with dust,

“How do they expect us to live in conditions like this?” Christine asked.

Jean joined her roommate at the balcony’s edge. Together they stared
into the alley behind their building where garbage was piled. ‘

Six other high-rises, identical to their own, crowded the huge parking
lot. Beyond them a red-cheeked Bulgarian toddler, unsupervised among tin-
kling goats, beat his chubby fists, flinging handfuls of pebbles at clover
flowers that surrounded him in a small, sparsely treed field.

Christine pointed. “How cute.”

Jean's eyes misted over: see he, the oppressed, whom she had come there
to save. The girls stared at the boy until a bee, rising on vents of composting
garbage, made Christine scream.

Jean waved until it wheeled off

“It’s not just flowers,” she said. “They like your red hair.”

Christine reacted with an icy smile, lips flat against glittering braces.

Jean covered her embarrassment by bending down behind the washing
machine. She identified the problem immediately.

Frayed wires twined together, the spin cycle started.

All summer I did laundry on a washboard,” Jean said. “I volunteered on

..' kolkhoz in Sokol.”

| Christine pulled a stack of white blouses from her suitcase and searched
| for a washing machine setting that did not exist.

«The Russian countryside sounds very quaint,” she said. She meant
quaint in a nice way, fairy-tale like, but Jean snatched her oil-stained dutfle-

| pag from the entryway and, without even asking Christine which room she

4

wanted, closed the door to the first one.

:i Jean's sheets were too small to tuck in at the corners. The bedsprings
i Pokgd while she, back against the headboard, chewed already ragged nails,
i

| [istening to her fellow intern open and shut drawers in what sounded like a
much more spacious master bedroom down the hall.

Even Christine’s snores came out queenly. The next morning Jean's

| under-eye bags joined Christine’s, immed with mascara, as they prepared to

| start work, softening up the foreigners in their hall.

4
| “On commercials democracy fit like a tight jeans,” a beckeeper with chipped
| teeth told the girls when they, translator in tow, stopped him in the stairwell.

- | “US. were winning by the television radiation more than atom bomb.”

i A The beekeeper claimed to be twenty-five but Jean and Christine, con-

| sulting in giggles, measured his wrinkles and gaunt stoop by American
| ~ | standards. They wrote the man’s occupation and age as “goatherd, close to

: fifty” and sneered at the sweet, almost rancid smell that breathed from his
clothes.

: “Carnauba wax,” Christine said. Jean guessed fresh pears.

“You can take the day off,” they told their translator. “All Communists

| had to learn Russian. We want to practice our language skills from school.”

Conjecturing next about a wrinkled woman reading a book underneath
a swarming bee tree, they did not notice their translator’s grimace. Christine
b swept off to the movies while Jean added finishing touches to their inter-
views. The document they turned in the next day reported that Bulgarian cit-
| izens are paranoid about the new telephone lines the USIA helped fund (as
. away to open the country to AT&T).

The power lines are down. It has been dark for a while. Nearly midnight, Jean
thinks dramatically though it’s only nine-thirty. Christine, once again, is out

' L.
L.

GOAT MILK AND HONEY « 143










148 o EIREENE NEALAND

and abroad, Jean knows from reading unclassified embassy reports.

Sergei says he’s an actor. He has the gun and minivan as part of his real
work, smuggling chemicals down to Turkey for a vigilante group named G-1-.

“It’s an important sitcom,” he says. In fact he only clerks at the desk,
checks actors in, answers the phones when they’re working,

Jean has never seen her rescuer’s favorite American soap opera, 90210, but
she tries to be enthusiastic. Sergei, after all, has brought his Beretta from the
car. From across the table it is impossible to make out the insignia on the burt
of the gun but the meaning is clear: gray and cold-looking stretched across his
thick leg, the barrel tapers, pointed accusingly, polished brightly as Christine’s
nails. She, Jean, is lower-class, a loser, someone to be taken advantage of.

The chicken in Jean's stomach compresses into a tight unladylike growl.
She rumples her hair to make herself look as ugly as possible and picks at the
strings of her shorts. I have nothing, she telepaths at the Bulgarian’s pocked
forehead. There is nothing that you can take from me.

Sergei notices only Jean's outward nervous smile. He's spent half a
month’s salary to take this American girl out. Adrenaline still pumps through
his veins, this is democracy, he thinks: the rhythm, the tempo. He wishes he'd
rescued someone raller, a blonde. Bulgarian women never leave the house
without brushing their hair and fixing their makeup but here he is stuck,
even if she is American, with a girl who dresses like a beggar. He hopes, ar
least, thar the L.A.PD. will give him a medal.

“My roommate will be worried sick,” Jean says. This is the line she
always uses to end a bad date. For the first time she engages her rescuer’s
eyes. He reaches across the table and drops two bullet shells in her hand.

“A souvenir,” he says, enjoying the way her hand trembles. Her skin is soft.
He moves his hand across hers so she can feel how his is callused. He closes
both hands around her free one, the one not clutching Christine’s brogue.

“Bark protecting the soft wood of an American pine,” Sergei says. He
stares into her suppliant brown eyes and, beginning to see beauty, closes her

fingers over the bullets and s
queezes. He does not mention anything about
driving her home.

“He pr-j:ssed me,” Jean tells Christine. “I gave him the number at the front
desl_: mih one digit changed.” Her mother had taught her that, to give out a

7 Fst partly wrong number, to change the truth just enough to make the lie
u]]]'lﬁ out easily, self-assured.
| Christine shifts on her pillows and Jean digs deep in the pocket of her
| shorts for Sergei’s bullet shells. She deposits them loudly on Christine’s desk
1 nd pmceeds to tell the worst parts: how, before driving to the café, the
' ctor-mafiosi waved her into the back of the minivan, herded Jean's attacker
ﬂ;mugb the headlights, forced him against the hood and then stepped three
naces back, a fair target zone. When his captor wisely froze, the mafiosi shot
; rmoe one bullet across cach wrinkled cheek.
f “Scars from that'll remind you not to play with American girls,”
ﬁusn velled as the man scrambled away on all fours.
. Sergei stopped o spit in the bushes before returning to Jean, crouched
ind the backseat of his van. She kept her head bent, hands clasped over the
back of her neck, the way she'd been taught to do in an earthquake. When
' Sergei motioned for her to take a place beside him in the front seat, she
obeyed. In elegant British-English he reminded her to buckle her seatbelt.
At least he didnt kill the goatherd,” Jean says. She runs her hand along
l:he mirror above Christine’s dresser and, without looking at herself, leaves
Engﬂpnnts there. “I would have felt so guilty, if my jealousy had caused a
man to be killed.”
' Eyes]nwered,sheletsherhandmake Jean knocks over a bottle of
Magnolia perfume that Christine’s mother sent only days ago. The spill spreads
'_- ' as]owpuddlcalongtbempufmedtesser leaks drip hydnptntheﬂom:
~ “Sorry,” Jean says. “And you were going to tell me something too.”
.': Christine directs Jean to the packaged Kleenex, stacked neatly in her
-::'. nderwear drawer, and shakes her head to settle the champagne.
- Jean's blubbering apologies are no match for the heroine in her story.
Ba.dgmqrsofuendie in the movies, or are pushed off cliffs. In the film she saw
lnmghtaman threw rocks at a three-legged dog. Later the dog slunk back to
lick grease off the man’s plate. Hard to know what to make of it, especially
| with the marine’s hand on her knee.
i Jean holds up a perfume-drenched Kleenex and sneezes. Christine tucks
| back a hair that's gone stray Overwhelmed by the smell of Magnolia, she rises
and throws her bedspread off, widens her eyes and puts a hand on

| her roommate’s arm.
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“The front desk,” Christine says. “He’ll never get through.”

The next day the State Department realizes how many Bulgarians really have
guns. The Bulgarian soccer team has won the World Cup. To ce]ebrate:mnbs
of soccer fans drag tires into the streets and burn them along with trash
mounded in the alleys from the previous week’s general strike.

“Not that we don't always throw our trash behind buildings,” a goatherd
comments to an American journalist, shipped in to cover the riots. Those
who have cars swerve in and out of the fires. Dogs howl and velp. Bottle
corks pop. Whoever has a gun shoots it, mostly in the air.

The tram lines are stopped. Christine listens lazily from her bed while
Jean prepares for a two-hour walk to a lecture at the embassy, given by Sandra
Day O'Connor. This too is part of the USIA’s democratization aid.

“A Republican,” Jean complains as she ties up her sneakers, “talking
about Feminism.”

“She is after all the first woman justice on the Supreme Court,”
Christine says. She does not mention that her father is a Republican, that sh‘e
herself does not vote.

“Selling out is how she got there,” Jean says. “We should go just to sneer”

“I'm waiting for a call from my Marine,” Christine tells her,

“You're staying home for that?” Jean departs with an angry snort.

The call does come but it isn't the message Christine is expecting. Her marine
has been instructed not to go out. He is calling Christine to cancel their date.

“My roommate’s gone,” Christine says. “I'm afraid for her.”

" }:shrisrjne is afraid of many things. The marine is tired of hearing them.
ate;he b:l:t a Bulgarian girl who is drunk. He thinks he will have a good time

“Just keep the door locked,” he says.

Chnstmt hangs up the phone and bites her knuckles. She wants to bash
the recciver and scream in both the marine’s ears but he's gone now, can't
hear her, of course. She slams the door like Greta Garbo and rushi.ng to
catch up with Jean, clacks down the stairs in her rhinestone heel's

In_the parking lot Jean is nowhere to be seen. It’s noon but the sky is
Ea:k_wa stripes of black smoke from tire fires raging in the alleys. The rub-

verv air makes Christine choke. She feels for the inhaler she’s been pre-
':w'i_bed for allergies. Her breath catches when she realizes the dress she put
' on for her date doesn’t have pockets.

| “The inhaler must be in my purse,” she decides. The air draws tight in
" | .round her. From every balcony in their apartment complex, Bulgarian flags
flap, stamped with the green and gold lions that Christine does not recognize
as derived from the crest of an old Bulgar baron. They look like the griffin
1' go imprinted on the cheap bottles of Lowenbrau beer that her marine
drinks. Right now she wants to kick them all crushed. That’s what Jean
| would do. Christine concentrates on stretching her lungs like thick rubber
‘bands. She stamps on a picce of flapping newspaper but not hard. Her rhine-
- rone heels aren’t very stable.

“Jean would call this a revolution of oppressed peoples,” she tells herself.
Sh pushes through the smell of burning tires and stomps, fists clenched,
across broken glass and baby diapers; potato peelings, cigarette butts, dog
‘air and old spoons. Even if she doesn't arrive in time for the embassy talk,

o

e i T

' che needs to sit down and have a bare, honest talk with her roommate.
7. Ar the tram stop there’s no train, just a peasant squatting, small and
unshaven. The way he grimaces reminds her of Jean's tennis shoes, so
creased and dirty that Christine offered, just last night, to have her mother
eplace them.

- “She won't even blink if T tell her my shoe size shrunk,” Christine had
said. “I could have you new shoes here in four days.”

I Jean hadn't been polite about the offer. She'd run to her room and
slammed the door. Even the round puckered jealousy of this peasant’s mouth
% eminds Christine of how Jean’s face looked, refusing the shoes.

Rising from his squat, the peasant lifts one eyebrow and then the other.

He stares back at Christine, falls into step beside her.
 “American,” he says. He looks at Christine’s breasts, points at her red hair.
i All of Bulgaria’s heat seems concentrated in the sour milk smell of this
| dark. wizened man. Cars swerve on and off the sidewalks. Women shriek and
dogs bark. BuLGARIA BITES BACK, newspaper headlines yowl. SOFIA GOALIED
- ONTO WORLD MaP. Soot swirls in Chyristine’s eye. She has to blink hard. No
‘one has told her it’s just a soccer match. The constant gun pops seem to mir-

ror the pounding in her temple.
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“I'm from California,” she tells the peasant. That's where Jean lives.
“Otakland.”

Just having a conversation makes her feel strong. She's refusing to sit
home alone. She’ll go to the bar if she has to. She'll find a way to get into the
barracks and confront her marine.

“California,” the peasant says. “Los Angeles. Hollywood. Sex.”

“No,” Christine says, impatient with the way his accent slaps the §'s hard
underncath. “San Francisco. Sailboats. Fog.”

“Dude,” he says. “Man. Surf USA. You live Beverly Hills 9o210%” Jean
would love this, Christine thinks. She brushes soot from her arm and waves
to a thin man at the yogurt stand. He winks and the peasant beside her
smiles. This is the kind of adventure Jean always has. Christine widens her
shoulders and swaggers a little, peers into the smoke and points in whar she
hopes is the general direction of the embassy.

“Bibliotek,” she says in Russian. “Can I walk there?”

“No Bulgari,” the peasant says. “ Turkey. Drive truck.”

He curls one hand around a mock steering wheel and makes the sounds
of revving a Corvette. His other hand sweats onto a loaf of bread. He is
squishing it.

“Bread,” he says. “Hurry” He points to a Khrushchev-era apartment
bloc on the other side of the field. Christine shudders. Khrushchev's build-
ings have the same repetitive cereal-box sag that Stalin’s have but they are
plywood prefab instead of concrete.

“Nice meeting you,” she says. “Farewell.”

"Seeyaulate:r,’themanmys.Hissmﬂestmsmeﬂmcﬁn]deufhis
eyes, slow; like a sneaker bending to run. “Alligator.” He is grinning so hard he
looks as if he has just won a prize. He grabs Christine by the wrist. A car
charges the couple but veers to the side when Christine holds her ground.

“Later Alligator,” the man jabbers repeatedly. “Bread away. Then walk.”
He points to a layer of dust on the bread. Christine recognizes the screwed
tightness of the man's chin as somehow akin to her roommate’s. She tries to
endear herself to the bread though she can’t like the man, Jean has often

chided her for being a snob. Jean, at one with a worker’s concerns, would see
the importance of keeping bread fresh,

— 8 —

| The Turk’s apartment is dark, slightly mysterious, unfurnished except for
two plywood-framed beds, shoved each against a different wall. The floor
space is so narrow there is barely room for the small battered nightstand,
squeezed in between the beds for a table. There are no windows in the room
just a small lamp, dimmed by a gray rag, suspended by a crudely twisted coat
‘hanger. Christine has to squint to make our the faces in Polaroid portraits of
girls, tacked to the wall. Their hair is dyed blonde. They wear their
akeup very thick.

| The Turkish trucker motions for Christine to sit down on the bed far-
' thest from the door. He clumps away to the kitchen but does not put the

‘bread away. He slices it, shows Christine a plate with crudely cut salami, leaves
his knife sticking in the uncut end of the log. He sets the plate on the night-
d and hands Christine green Kool-Aid in a flimsy plastic cup. She is thirsty
d wants to be polite but the rim of the cup looks Doberman-chewed.
ithout even pretending to drink, Christine puts the cup down on the floor
' mear her feet. She folds her hands and stares at a piece of salami fat, hanging
white off the edge of the knife. She concentrates on that, afraid to let her gaze
op any lower, to the dusty bread. He's sweated on it, she is certain.

“I really have to be going,” she says, “I was on my way to meet—"

The Turk creaks down next to Christine on the bed. His weight is heavy
agh to make the cheap bed frame split, the tips of two nails squeak out
d glitter. He smells particularly Bulgarian, like a dung heap with onions.
Christine scoots a discrete inch towards the wall. She points to the Polaroid
closest to her as an excuse to stand up.

“Your sisters?” Christine asks. “I could give them some beauty rips.”

‘When Jean comes at her with the Pepsi bottle, Christine flinches. From the
‘edge of her newly blurred vision, the brown liquid ar first looks like a hand-
ful of mud Jean's come to fling in her eyes.

 “What could you do?” Jean says. “He attacked you with a knife, held
' lose on your neck.”

4 “It was a bread knife,” Christine says. “He'd been cutting bread. ‘Fresh,

| very soft.” "

' “It is silly holding up a girl with a bread knife,” Jean agrees. She presses
the bottle firmly against the bump on Christine’s eye. Christine winces at the
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cold touch.

It wasn't silly at the time. It was all too polite.

“Take off your shoes,” he told me. “No shoes in the house.”

“So neat for a crook,” Jean says. Christine laughs and lets some of the
numbness fly from her scabbed back into Jean's mistake.

“He wasn’t just a crook.”

He had frightened Christine with both the knife and salami.

“I'didn’t give up until I found out the door was locked,” she tells Jean,
She digs her chipped fingernail into the arm of their embassy couch, trying
to feel herself aloof, as Jean always is when she narrates a new tale. “For some
reason there was no handle inside.”

It isn't working. Christine’s back itches. Her neck feels wrung out. She
looks at a tuft of grass sticking out of a hole in Jean's sneaker and memories
buzz back through every pore.

The Turk’s face had been so dirty, deep-creased. The bread knife wrig-
gled and the veins popped out on his hand. One thumbnail was smashed.
What really repelled Christine though was the knife steel, straight once and
clean, now grimy, smeared with dark grease in the Turk’s grip.

“Niet,” Jean says. She shakes her roommate by the shoulders. “Out.”

But Christine didn’t say that.

“I have to go now,” she had said. “Please.”

She backed away from the knife until splinters pricked the back of her
knees. There was the bed and then his arm around her, his tongue in her
mouth, gummy and warm, worming that grease along the side of her cheek.

All around her the smell of goat dung rose like flames. Panic made her
breathe hard, suck the smell in. She sneezed, violently, snotty but there was
no Kleenex in the Turk’s nightstand drawer. Christine hesitated and finally
wiped her nose on the shoulder of her dress, '

“Acheo. Achoo.”

. Desperate to stop her allergies as he had been to stop his previous vic-
tims’ screams, the Turk lifted Christine by her hair and threw her face-first
against the wall.

She scrabbled at a rack to stop her fall, dragged one of the Polaroids

domandthenitwashermfm:cwas ‘
pressed t the foul i _
twess, too thi agains| -smelling mat

“I still have the picture,” Christine says. All nighr she held the crumpled
girl tight. She has the picture in her fist still but she doesn’t tell that to Jean.
.~ “Lleftit in my room,” Christine says.
i ‘ Her swollen eye is obvious enough proof but she knows that Jean will
;;;’amper off, thinking of newspaper stories later, vengeant publicity that
could stop more abuse.
~ Christine concentrates on the moment, waiting for her roommate to
wurn the corner to the hallway before she picks up Jean's tennis shoes from
the floor and, carrying them by the tips of her fingers, steps out to the bal-
«cony and lets them drop.
Eight stories down.
~ “It must have been terrifying,” Jean yells through the wall. “You couldn’t
help but bawl a lirtle.”

L"' oat hadn't been clogged. The whole length of her shin broke into rash,

his dirty calluses berween her legs.

tening on their slimy backs, their greedy antenna, bulging bug eyes.

- elt buckle jangled. She felt herself slammed by a sharp sting.

front of her, is unaware that Jean is still far away down the hall.
 “Thank God he didn't kill you,” Jean yells but Christine does not hear.
“He made me eat lice,” she continues.

were closed but she felt the bugs one by one crawl into her ears.

Christine would have bleated like a herd of slaughtered lambs if her
irritated by the Turk’s itchy blanket, when he flicked her skirt up, scratched

 “Skinny as a goat in winter,” he spat. He unslung his belt and slid his
',I-»- iry hand up her back. Christine sneczed a sneeze that shook her, head to
‘epileptic toes. The Turk mashed her face in the pillow and Christine bit
gratefully into it until she realized the white, stained cloth was stuffed with
straw. There were lice crawling in it. She coughed and tried to pull her face
back but the Turk had his hand on her shoulder. He pressed her straight into
the lice where she could see every one of each bugs six legs—the milky glis-

~ Just when she thought she'd retch from the sickly crawl of the lice, the

~ “I'was glad for the pain,” she tells Jean. “It distracted me from the lice.”
er eyes are open in the embassy apartment but she does not see the space

The belt clawed her back, forcing her mouth to splay open. Her eyes

At the end of hallway Jean covers her mouth—styrofoam peanuts,
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brought it to her bed and slit the tape with her jagged pointer finger, not
afraid of breaking the nail. Out came a pink bathmat, twelve packages of
microwave popcorn, last week’s National Enguirer and a stack of college mag-
azines her mother had sent.

Dutifully, she tiptoed down the hall and, as always, slipped the Nationai
Enguirer under Jean's door. She listened for a second, ear pressed to the wall
but, hearing only fake snores, staggered back and threw the pillows from her
bed. She shaped a hive from the Styrofoam peanuts her mother used for
packing even the most unbreakable presents.

In the morning, when Jean yelled that they'd be late for work, Christine
made an attempt to get dressed. She put on blush and base; polished shoes and
clean socks. Her work blouse, porous and thin, irritated her already itchy skin.
It covered the scabs on her back but of course Jean saw the bite over her eye,
allergically swelled, bleeding where all night Christine scratched and scratched.

“I'think I should go to the emergency room,” she says, pressing her nails
into her palms to stop herself from picking at the scabs.

Ashamed at not having thought of that herself, Jean drops the hanger
she’s been slashing in the air and digs the phone from under the couch, where
Christine kicked it during her fight with the marine.

The phone lines are back up. The dial tone buzzes and stops and
returns. Communism abolished phone books. Jean has to sit through several
cycles of buzzing before the operator comes on.

“Hospital,” she says firmly. “American.”

“Probably they don’t even have ambulances here,” Christine says. She
collects Jean's blanket closer around her shoulders and forces herself to fan-
tasize about who her rescuer will be. Judging from Jean’s stories, a hero is
needed to erase the gricty creep in her jaw:

“Sunday,” a disinterested voice says. “Americans no work.” The operator
hangs up.

Jean dials again. This time Russian won't do. She gropes behind the couch
for the embassy’s Welcomre to Bulgaria folder, which has an “Introduction to
Bulgarian” page photocopied on the back of restaurant recommendations.

“Emergency,” Jean says. “Ambulance.”

“Sunday,” the operator repeats. “No work.”

The next time Jean asks for the marines. The operator connects Jean to a

i

' putcher shop, then to the Bulgarian police. They ask where she is calling from.
. “Yes, two of us,” she says, translating hard. She listens to the slur in their
| voices and realizes how lucky she was to have been helped by Sergei. If it had
| peen the police theyd have wanted a bribe.
. Jean slams the receiver down.
. “I know how to get to the British embassy” Christine offers calmly, as if
] ean’s the one in distress now: “It’s across from the library. We could walk there.”

ean runs. The Bulgarian sky is unclouded at this dawning hour, the innocent,
dlear blue a fresh hue that ought to soothe her frayed nerves. It only inflames
them. Few Bulgarians are out, up too late celebrating their soccer victory,
ean guesses. She’s relieved to see the gaudy white walls, flimsy waiting room
chairs, the pile of glossy magazines set in front of the reception desk of the
British Embassy’s medical ward.

 “WWait here out of the way,” the doctor says. “I've been wanting to try out
: e ambulance.” Jean sinks into a chair and distracts herself with horoscopes,
sex tips and mascara ads, ready to leap up and offer her protection should
istine need a liver or kidney in the operation she imagines is now taking
place. She is surprised when, barely twenty minutes after she’s arrived, a
blonde nurse emerges, her hand not supporting but pressing gently on
Christine’s shoulder. They haven't even washed her hair.
':_ “No infections,” the nurse says. “Now listen, you Americans watch so
;f nany movies, you overreact, ruin your lives by making yourselves into dra-
'.-- ric vicrims. That's a nasty bump you've taken but really you're no more
;-- than if you'd fallen down and scraped your knee. Keep a stiff upper lip,”
she advises. “Don’t make it into a movie.”

The nurse lifts Christine’s chin and pushes her forward. When
Christine refuses Jean's arm the nurse turns away and smooths her starched
skirt, cut professionally so it stops halfway up her thigh.

“We'll both stay home,” Jean says, accepting the doctor’s offer of a taxi to
take them back to their apartment. “I'll call and tell them we're doing field
research.”

 “Don’t even bother,” Christine says. “That fat director will be happy

ve're gone.”

GOAT MILK AND HONEY » 159 |




160 « EIREENE NEALAND

When they don't show up at ten, the director calls them.
O - .
Christine’s sick,” Jean lies automatically “I'm staying home to take

care—

aTe .
It’s rather urgent,” the director says. “The Ambassador has requested
to see you.”

As the nurse suggested, Jean chatters on about bathmars, yogurt and bread,
pointing out four old crones who, in a moment of uncharacteristic concern.
push wide brooms to clear garbage from the streets. The broom crones are
followed by younger girls who scatter rose petals and freshly mown grass.
Christine stops at a newsstand and buys a dictionary. Together she and Jean
translate the latest headlines, big as the World Cup: BuLGaRs STann Up,
Savs Czar SIMEON LI; CHILD KING HOMECOMING! INVESTMENT BANKER
RETURNS To CLAIM ROYAL INHERITANCE. Already royalists have hoisted
bright, turf-green banners: LonG LIVE OUR SavioR.

Jean is skeptical about the return to feudalism but she tries to put a
cheerful face on.

“This will be the turning point for Bulgaria,” she says.

Walking slightly aside so as not to infect her roommate, Christine
laughs—a new sound, like a branch breaking and a hive crashing down.”

“The king will not come,” she predicts.

At the embassy it is already known: Czar Simeon I has been detoured by a
surprise birthday party that his fellow investment bankers sprang on him d;:r—
ing his scheduled “quick layover and toast in Rome.”

“The roses will rot in the streets for weeks,” the Public Relations
Director complains. He tells Christine to wait at the front desk. He waves
Jean in immediately.

Christine sits.

Jean pushes through the heavy oak door, feet sinking too easily into the
soft carpets. The Ambassador is balder than the director. He has hu._f.hier eve-
brows and longer jowls. He leans back in a tall leather lounger and, one ha;nd
ﬂ-:mdlinga tightly sewed suit button, waves Jean into an armchair on the other
side of his spacious oaken desk.

:The ]E_i_ritish Embassy had to report it of course,” he says. “The two of

| you, on a Sunday...” He cannot believe they brought their dirty laundry to the
tish; how could they involve the British in American affairs? “We've

- - arra ged to let her go home early if she wants.”

Jean leaps up as if she’s been slapped.
1 “Whoever did it is still out there,” she says. “We've got to carch him.
Have you negotiated an agreement with the Bulgarian police force? We
chould inform the press.”
" The Ambassador shuffles through the pile of newspapers on his desk.
ost Bulgarian citizens read five papers and try to reconstruct the truth from
what is left out but the Ambassador has access to the foreign papers too. The
embassy staff highlights important articles and cuts them out, pasting them
'_..n notebook pages with summaries about why this is important news. An
':,.. hassador doesn’t have time to look at everything but, just to scare his staff,
l__ ‘makes them bring him extra copies with the newspapers whole.
‘, ~ Jean scuffs her sneakers against the plush carpet until static electricity
nakes her hair stand. She clenches her fists and clears her throat several times.
" The Ambassador reads the AP headlines cut out, sees there were elec-
tions yesterday, local ones that were declared invalid because only 14 percent
_j, the population turned out. “This is what happens when you elect a poet as
:Vﬁ*' nt,” a goatherd selling yogurt is said to complain.

“It's the Americans.” another agrees. “You can't even trade two fish for
 chicken anymore. Those gypsies try to charge extra for throwing in the
‘hicken’s shadow so cheap.”

_ The voters were mostly old people, Communists. Probably voted
because they thought it was mandatory still, the Ambassador guesses. His
thumbs itch at the thought of the restored Cold War funding that a return
of the Communists will bring. This is especially true if the Republicans take
r-,- c the White House. Chances are good, he decides, he will be able to buy
s wife a new Lamborghini.
_ Jean leans in and sweeps a pile of newspapers off her side of the
Ambassador’s desk. She rolls the front page section of the Wishington Post
into a tight cylinder, ready to rap the Ambassador’s nose.
~ “My roommate was raped,” Jean says. Standing above the desk, her voice
omes out, louder, surer, than she’s ever heard it before. “The other night I -
as jumped on the side of the road.”
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The Ambassador’s cheeks puff in and out like a sultan’s, He leans farthe,
back in his chair, tips his head to indicate a red button that can call security
in through the door.

“And why didn’t you report it?” he asks.

“Christine is straight A’ at Amherst,” Jean says. “Her dad is a rock stay
Her mom ships us Macaroni and Cheese every week.”

The Ambassador rotates his chair sideways. He smooths a wisp of hair
back down on his bald spot and pushes a box of Kleenex towards Jean.

Her shoulders hunch. Her voice slips into the low buzzing mumble she
usually has around authority figures.

“How would a girl like that tell a thing like this to her parents?” she whines,

“Exactly,” the Ambassador says, standing to end the interview. “I think
we understand each other. Now do you want to explain it to her or shall 13*

Jean and Christine meet years later ar the Marin Film Festival where Jean's
documentary, Land of Goat Milk and Honey, has been nominated for the
Burnished Reel Award.

“Congratulations,” Christine says. “I knew you'd do well.”

Christine has recently been hired as a professor of Gynecologic
Oncology at Stanford. She feels very smart in her new suit.

It's possible that Jean is wearing the same cut-offs she had in Bulgaria.
She leads Christine to a reserved seat in the front row of the theater and
slides in beside her.

“I hope you'll like it,” Jean says. She squeezes Christine’s hand and they
both hold their thumbs.

Land of Goat Milk and Honey stars a beekeeper. He is thirty-eight now,
though American audiences guess sixty, foreign audiences twenty-five, With
so many wrinkles, viewers can barely make out the scars the beekeeper has
on his cheeks. He walks out across a large meadow, open except for an
ancient Bulgarian oak. Shaggy and behemoth-like beneath the low, unpruned
branches, a dung heap smolders. The smoke is used to paralyze any bees at
home in their hive. The beckeeper holds a cloth over his face while he lowers
the honeycomb into a wood bucket. Intent on this task he does not see sev-
eral bees on the ground regain movement. As he walks from the tree they
sting him on his back, on his neck, and in several places behind his ears.




