FICTION

a

THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 23, 2019




111 said was that she must like
Abeige a lot. I was trying to put

my finger on why I disliked
her so much. Audrey. My brother’s new
girlfriend. I thought maybe it was the
different shades of beige she'd been
wearing all week.

“You must really like beige,” I said,
and she said: “What do you mean?”

“Your pants,” I said, “your shirts—
all beige. Or . . . oatmeal, maybe.”“Oat-
meal” sounded less aggressive. I'd been
told I was a little mean at times, in my
choice of words.

“My pants are green,” Audrey said.

“Jeanne is right,” my brother said, and
it was the first time he'd agreed with me
all year. “Your pants aren't green, babe.”

Just like that, Audrey found out that
she was color-blind.

She spent the rest of our family va-
cation (a ten-day biennial endeavor in
the south of Spain) pointing at differ-
ent things. “And what color is that?”
shed ask.

My parents thought it was so inter-
esting, Especially because they could
give Audrey clear answers, present them-
selves as experts on something they'd
never really thought twice about.

“Why, Audrey, this is orange,” my
father would say, and he'd describe or-
ange, trapped between yellow and red—
he'd talk about sunsets, the fruit, quote
Henri Bergson, tell her that maybe or-
ange was the only color there was, in
the end: “There’s just so much to say
about orange. I'd never really thought
about it.”

“The things you take for granted,”
my mother added.

I thought Audrey was faking it. How
could you make it to twenty-six and
not notice that you were color-blind?
She needed to be the center of atten-
tion, is what I thought. My brother
was a painter. Had they never talked
about color?

“No, Jeanne, we never talked about
color,” he said. “Why would we talk
about color? Did you and Matt talk
about color?”

“Matt teaches geography.”

Lino hadn’t liked my ex much,
though I'm not even sure he was aware
of that. For the past five years, during
my whole relationship with Matt, my
brother had only ever uttered Matt’s

name to isolate the qualities of an av-
erage human being, for the purpose of
illustrating a point he was making about
culture, or policy, or cultural policy.“Peo-
ple like Matt don't care about contem-
porary theatre,” he'd say. “They work
hard, they come home, they just want
a beer and a show.” T'd told him once
how condescending that was, using Matt
as the gold standard for the random
and the small, but he had pretended to
admire him, us—Don’t throw me into
this, I'd thought and not said—for our
pragmatism, our ability to focus on the
day to day. Hed also said that there was
no shame in normalcy, that I was right
to be drawn to it, especially after my
previous boyfriend.

udrey and Lino had been dating
for more than a year. But they lived

in the United States and I in Paris, so
I was meeting her for the first time. All
1 knew about her was what my brother
had told us over Christmas dinner, eight
months earlier, when their relationship
was new enough that she'd spent the
holidays with her own family.

“Where did she go to school?”T asked.

“Lewis & Clark.”

“What's that? Where the Daily Planet

ets its interns?”

“J ewwis & Clark,” Lino said.“Not Lois.”

I thought he was making this up. I
had to look it up on my phone. T knew
he must have had the same thought.
Watching “Lois & Clark: The New
Adventures of Superman” every Tues-
day night in the mid-nineties was on¢
of the only good moments we'd shared.

Matt, whom I was still engaged to
at the time, then told me everything
he knew—which happened to be a
lot—about the Lewis and Clark expe-
dition. So I knew a bit about Audrey’s
education, and I knew that she'd been
adopted, of course, which made me
envious. To be able to look at the peo-
ple who love you the most and not
have to worry that you'll turn out ex-
actly like them must be amazing, I
thought. An endlessly renewable source
of relief.

€ ow I wonder if one of my bio-

logical parents was color-blind,”
Audrey said one evening, a day or two
after finding out that she'd been wear-
ing beige all along. We were having

dinner on the beachside promenade—
seafood, tapas. It was about ten oclock
and people were still going into the sea.

I hated having to pretend that it was
tragic that Audrey would never get to
know what kind of eye problems her
real parents had had. What she truly
didr’t know was how lucky she was. In
fact, there was a part of me that be-
lieved that Audrey knew exactly how
lucky she was, but that she also knew
that, as an orphan, there were all these
strings she could pull to induce sym-
pathy, love, and guilt, to buy excuses,
to explain herself; and that she intended
to pull those strings until they broke,
which they never would, because when
you were a born orphan—that is, when
youd actually spent your first few months
or years in an orphanage—you got to
be an orphan for life. You're expected
to get over losing your parents if you
knew them, but not if you never met
them. Even when Audrey was in her
eighties, it would be one of the first
things people said about her: “She didn't
have it easy. She was an orphan.”

“That must be hard,” my mother said,
“not knowing anything about them.”

Audrey smiled and took a sip of wine.

One thing I didn’t understand was
how my mother could've read so many
novels and still take anything anyone
ever said at face value. As if deception
and complications were only tricks
that fiction had invented to compen-
sate for the lack of duplicity in actual
people.

“Tt comes in waves,” Audrey ex-
plained, “the wondering about them.”

I myself wondered how I could prove
that Audrey was faking color blindness.
There had to be tests, I thought. But
they would probably be easy to flunk.
It’s easy to pretend you can’t see cer-
tain things.

I got a whift of cigarette smoke from
the next table. I inhaled as deeply as I
could. Audrey coughed dramatically.

“I'll ask them to put it out,” Lino,
her savior, said.

“We're outside, for fuck’s sake,” 1
said. “And you can’t ask the locals to
put their cigarettes out. We're guests in
their country.”

“I'm sure they’re not even Spanish,”
my brother said. “I don't know if you've
noticed, but the people who actually
live here don’t go to the beach or the
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promenade. It’s all tourists in this area.”

“What are you talking about? Ev-
eryone’s speaking Spanish.”

(We were speaking French, by the
way. Our language. Audrey was fluent
in it, of course.)

We'd been coming to Almeria for
more than ten years; my parents had
visited one summer and fallen in love
with the place. I'd met countless locals
on the promenade.

“Your brother is right,” my father
said. “The people who live here live
with their backs to the sea. Just look at
Joaquin.” Joaquin was a chess partner
he'd befriended in town. “Doesn't even
own a bathing suit.”

“T’s quite natural, if you think about
it, to not take advantage of your own
city the way a tourist would,” Audrey
said.

“Im sure they swim early in the
morning,”I said. “Or in the off-season.”

“Yeah,” my brother said. “Like you
go to the Eiffel Tower in the off-season?”

“T’s not the same,” I said.

“How often do you go to the Eiffel
Tower?” Audrey asked me.

“There’s no such thing as the off-sea-
son for the Eiffel Tower,” I said.

“She’s never been,” my brother said.

I often felt a little betrayed by Lino,
which probably stemmed from the ini-
tial lie that had accompanied his birth.
When my mother was pregnant with
him, she'd decided to assuage a jealousy
I dor’t remember feeling by telling me
that the baby would come out of the
womb carrying a present for me. For
a whole year, I believed that Lino had
been born carrying my doll Polly. For
a whole year, I expected random toys
to fall out of my mother’s vagina. When
I realized that the doll had come from
the same shop that all my other toys
had come from, I became a bit wary of
Lino. It wasn't fair—#e hadn't been the
one to lie to me—but it was hard not
to look at him and my parents as a group
plotting against me, not to wonder what
else they were hiding. When Lino de-
cided to become a painter and my par-
ents were supportive, I'd felt excluded
from their group again. Because my
parents were both teachers (history for
him, French for her),Id grown up under
the impression that people matured
only in order to teach what they'd been
best at in school to the next genera-

78 THE NEW YORKER, DECEMBER 23, 2019

tion, and so on and so forth until the
species died off. (I teach algebra.) But
Lino deciding to pursue a career in
doing instead of teaching, encounter-
ing success in the doing—that had
opened a gate to possibilities I hadn’t
been aware of. I had no talent whatso-
ever and couldn’t have taken advantage
of the gate if I'd wanted to, but still. I
felt like an idiot for not having seen it.

“T can't wait to see the Eiffel Tower
again,” Audrey said. She'd been to Paris
once, as a teen. “T'll take you. It Il be fun.”

B ack at the apartment we were renting,
1 Googled color blindness. I learned
that color-blind people could sometimes
see things that those who saw all colors
couldn’t. They could see hidden patterns
formed by black-and-white dots swim-
ming among other black-and-white dots.
T looked at a series of Ishihara plates,
but the hidden figures for the color-blind
were actually quite distinguishable to
me. I could pass the test that proved I
was color-blind, as well as the one that
proved I wasn't. Online, at least.
According to how Audrey described
seeing things, she seemed to be the “pro-
tanopia” type of color-blind. Most things,
to her, were a little green. I Googled “how
do color-blind people see rainbows,”and
found a page that showed how people
with different types of color blindness
saw different things. Had Audrey truly
believed her whole life that the stripes
on the American flag were forest green?
Had she never wondered why almost ev-
erything was green? Protanopia was ex-
tremely rare in women, the Internet said.
Like, 0.03 per cent of women had it. 1
guess Audrey was very special, after all.

I knew why I disliked Audrey. I'd quit
smoking the week before the vaca-
tion, thinking that maybe I could be
spared my mother’s remarks about how
she couldn’t bear the thought of her
child dying before her, “of cancer.” Being
in withdrawal from nicotine, I knew
that T wasn't in the best state of mind
to meet new people, or to give anyone
a chance. What I did not know, how-
ever, was that no one was going to no-
tice that I wasn't smoking. And that, of
course, made me want to smoke. Peo-
ple make such a big deal of it when you
smoke, but then no one registers it when
you quit, or, if anyone does,it’s the quick-

est pat on the back—you're doing some-
thing good for yourself, after all, so how
hard can it be? Whereas being color-
blind? Tha# must be tough.

The next day, I went out to have
breakfast on the promenade, like I
always do. Audrey had risen early and
gone swimming. I could see her in the
distance from the terrace of the Delfin
Verde, the café just downstairs from our
apartment. ] ordered my coffee and or-
ange juice in Spanish from the same
waiter who'd taught me how to, years
before. He'd noticed right away that I'd
quit smoking. He'd made a big show,
since then, of taking the ashtray off my
table every morning.

“T saw you and your family last night,”
he told me, slowing his Spanish as much
as he could. “Your brother, he has a new
girlfriend!”

He hadn’t commented on Matt’s ab-
sence this year, though Matt had come
on our family vacation the past two times.

“Yes,” I said. “Her name is Audrey.
She cannot see colors.”

I didr’t know the Spanish word for
“solor-blind.” He thought that I meant
she wasn't racially prejudiced.

“No,”I said, and then 1 showed him
an Ishihara color plate on my phone.

“Ah! Dalténica,” he said.

«S7”1 said. “Daltonica.”

He thought that was interesting, but
I forgave him, because waiters have to
pretend that everything is interesting.

“They make glasses for the color-
blind now,” he told me, pointing at his
own frames to illustrate the Spanish
word gafas. “They put the glasses on,
and they can see colors.”

1 knew what he was talking about.
My Internet search had turned up those
glasses, but I hadn't bothered reading
about how they worked. I'd taken it for
granted that such a thing would exist, as
T took most scientific progress for granted,
the vaccines and the high-speed Internet.
It seemed normal to me that someone
would come up with these ideas and solu-
tions, fix every one of our physical prob-
lems, try to abolish space and time, until
we were left to deal with the truth of life
(once everything else was solved, we would
know what that was), but my waiter, and
the way he mimed putting the glasses
on, the joy that a color-blind person would
experience, apparently, seeing my half-



empty glass of orange juice (it was, in
fact, a pretty color)—it all reminded me
of how science used to feel magical.

My parents came out of our building
then, my father dressed to go play chess
in town, my mother holding her gog-
gles, swim cap, and flotation belt. She
knew how to swim, but sometimes, she
said, she didn’t feel like making the effort.

I -waved at them, and they took it as
encouragement to sit with me.

“Have you had breakfast yet?” my
mother asked. “I know it’s useless to
try talking to you if you haven't had
breakfast yet.”

My father nodded gravely. I pointed
at my glass of orange juice and empty
coffee cup.

“That’s not breakfast,” my mother
said. “You need solids in the morning.”

My father silently agreed with that,
too.

“Tall glass of water first, sure, to get
rid of the toxins, but then you have to
have a nice assortment of food groups,”
my mother added. “Your digestive sys-
tem needs variety. It’s like anything else:
routine kills it.”

These were the people whod told
me that if I swallowed chewing gum it
would make bubbles in my stomach
and T would explode.

“Is Lino up yet?” I asked.

I wanted to change the topic to one
that pricked her instead of me. It was
only a little past nine, and Lino never
got up before noon—he could even go
until 3 PM., if hed worked late, and he
never skipped his nap in the afternoon,
cither. This sleeping pattern was the only
habit of his that my mother couldn’t
fully get behind. Of course, he was an
artist, and artists had a different rela-
tionship to time, but fourteen hours a
day? Was he ill> Was he depressed?
Wastt all this sleeping a cry for help?
Shed gone over all these theories through
the years, but her son was perfectly fine.
A high-functioning artist. I, on the other
hand, had had two nervous breakdowns
in the past four years and, since the sec-
ond one, had been taking citalopram
steadily and Xanax as needed, but, my
sleeping schedule being what it was (e,
that of a person who had an actual job
to go to,a job she relied on for food and
shelter), my mother never worried. T'm
not saying that she should have, mind
you, or that she was a bad mother for

not doing so. I don't tell her everything.

“Have you heard from Matt lately?”
she asked me.

I guess she was learning to counter
my low blows with some of her own.

«T almost called him the other day,”
my father said. “I had a question about
sinkholes.”

“Matt’s a geographer, not a geolo-
gist,” I said.

“P'm sure he still knows about sink-
holes. He knows everything.”

“But he hates it when people just
assume he does,”I said. “Take his knowl-
edge for granted. He wants to surprise
you with it, to be admired, not be used
like a search engine.”

“Did you stop admiring him?” my
mother asked. “Did he stop surprising
you? Is that what happened?”

What had happened was that I had
found out Matt had been sleeping with
another teacher at our high school for
months, but I couldn’t bring myself to
tell my parents. I didn't want them to
think less of him. He'd been what they
liked best about me the past few years.

“I think Audrey and Lino still sur-
prise each other,” my mother said.

My father agreed, and they both
scanned the beach ahead of us for
Audrey and her pink towel, which she
thought was baby blue. They really liked
her, I guess. They wanted her to stay in
the picture. Audrey was done swim-

ming and now looked out at the Med-
iterranean like she was the only person
who really understood it, the only one
whod ever had deep thoughts about the
sea. What shade of green did she see
the water as?

My parents went on with their day,
my father to his chess game, my mother
to lay her towel next to Audrey’s,and I
stayed at the Delfin and looked at the
horizon. Id always been good at doing
nothing, but, since Td quit smoking, star-
ing emptily into the distance had be-
come the only thing I could do without
wanting a cigarette too badly.I watched
the ferry that left for Morocco cross
paths with the one that was arriving. 1
tried not to have any deep thoughts about
paths crossing, people never meeting, or
the refugee crisis. Deep thoughts made
me want to smoke. Pure boredom did,
too, though, so there was 2 balance to
find. T thought about how I could look
at the sea for hours without ever feeling
the need to go in, no matter how hot it
got.I loved looking at the waves the way
I loved looking at the Eiffel Tower when
it showed up on my commute. Never
occurred to me to go visit it.

My mother floated on her back, alittle
way from shore. Audrey was on her stom-
ach now, tanning and being accosted by
a teen-ager selling friendship bracelets.
He sat in the sand next to her and they
chatted for a while, pointing at different




“Be t/mn/eful it doesn’t look like someone you Eknow.”

bracelets he had pinned on his cardboard
panel.I assumed that she was telling him
about her recently discovered color blind-
ness, and how she would need his help
to pick out bracelets, since she couldn’t
trust her taste anymore. (Audrey spoke
a little Spanish, t0o.) Back at the apart-
ment, over lunch, she gave me onc.

“To thank you for making me real-
:ze 1 was color-blind,” she said.

She'd thanked me about 2 hundred
times already. It was now the only thing
she could think of to talk to me about,
as if T didn’t have any other purpose in
life than to discuss her disability.

“ also got one for Marion,” she said,
handing me a second bracelet.

(Marion is my daughter. Not with
Matt but with the man before—him,
my parents never ask about. Like me,all
they know is what they see on TV, 01 used
to see on TV, when he was a participant
in, and nearly won, 2 “Big Brother™-type
reality show, years after vanishing from
our lives.)

«“That is so thoughtful,” I said. “T'm
sure she'll love it.”

“] remember you saying that she
loved purple, that her whole room was
the color of eggplant, so that’s why 1
got her this one.”
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“How did you know it was purple?”
1 said.

«Well .. .1 asked the boy who sold
the bracelets if he had anything pur-
ple.1 think that's the one he told me to
get. . . . Wait, is it not purple?”

“Oh, it’s purple,” I said.

“Pyrple as it gets,” Lino added.

She sighed in relicf.

«P’m looking forward to meeting
Marion at Christmas,” she said.

“She’s a trip,” my father said, politely.
He loved his granddaughter——he just
Jidit like her much. Few people did. The
reason Marion was at camp and not with
us was officially because she needed to
learn to make friends—and I hoped that
that was what she was doing—but mostly
because 1 wanted to avoid quarrels be-
tween her and my father. Marion, who
was twelve years old, was the reason hed
started taking chess lessons, and practic-
ing with Joaquin when in Spain and with
some other old man when in France. The
previous winter, Marion had thrown a
chessboard at him and called him an
idiot, for castling when he had—for cas-
tling stupidly, in general, just to show that
he knew what castling was. After he asked
for an apology, she'd declared that be was
the one who should apologize, for all the

scholar’s-mate openings he'd inflicted
upon her over the years, all of them re-
peated insults to fer intelligence. My
father wasn't going anywhere anymore
without his two chess bibles: one about
openings, the other called “The Art of
Sacrifice in Chess,” two recommenda-
tions he'd got from Marion. Through me.

“T really hope 1 have a daughter one
day,” Audrey said. She didn't look at my
brother while she said this butat her plate
of goat cheese and tomato jam. “But 1
don't know that T'll ever be able to.”

“Why not?” my mother asked.

“T just read this book by a famous psy-
chologist that said thata woman couldn’t
have a daughter as long as she hadn't re-
solved all her issues with her own mother.”

“That can't possibly be true,” I said.

“Tt makes a lot of sense, actually,” my
mother said.

1 wondered how she’d ever been
trusted to teach anyone anything.

«A nd since Ill never know who my real
mother was,” Audrey went on, in case we
hadnit figured out that that was where she
was heading, ‘Tll never be able to resolve
our issues and have my own daughter.”

1 stared at Lino to get him to ac-
knowledge that his girlfriend’s reading
list was a little embarrassing.

“Maybe the fact that you have a good
relationship with your adoptive mother

will help?” he said.

Whﬂe they all napped, I watched
videos of color-blind people try-

ing on their color glasses for the first
time. In none of the videos was the re-
action subdued. Seeing in full color for
the first time was apparently akin to
having an orgasm. Some people shouted,
some people cried. Some people couldn’t
keep the glasses on—or off—for more
than a few seconds at a ime; they needed
to contrast the colorful and the bland.
1 tried imagining it: never having seen
the color of beer, the colors of a Ma-
tisse painting. Maybe I'd cry, too. Td
cried at less beautiful things.

Before I knew it, the glasses were in
my cart,and L was considering shipping
options. I entered my brother’s address
in Brooklyn, then backpedaﬂed and
checked the box for expedited interna-
tional shipping. 1 wanted to witness it.
T would witness it in forty-eight hours
or less: Audrey seeing her first real sun-
cet. 1 owed her a gift, what with the



thoughtful, ugly bracelets shed bought
from that teen on the beach.

I believed that having seen all these
videos of color-blind people discover-
ing color made me something of an ex-
pert; I'd be able to tell if Audrey was
faking it. I knew she would ham it up,
but I'd see through her bullshit, if bull-
shit there was, and I planned to be an
adult about it—not to call her on it and
expose her but just to derive satisfac-
tion from knowing that I'd given her
something she had no use for.

Lino woke from his nap. I told him
about ordering the glasses and regret-
ted it immediately—he would tell Au-
drey, who would have plenty of time to
prepare her act, by watching the same
videos I had.

“I want it to be a surprise,” I said.
“Please don’t tell her the glasses are
coming.”

“You hate surprises,” he said.

“Well, this one won't be for me,” 1
said. “And T get the feeling that Audrey
might like surprises.”

My brother wasn't an idiot.

“You don't have to pretend you like
her when it’s just me,” he said. “But do
try making an effort when she’s in the
room, O.K.? That’s all T ask. I think she
likes you. She always wished she had a
sister. She thinks maybe she had one and
they were separated in the adoption.”

“Come on,” 1 said. “We all wish we'd
had different childhoods, all right? I'm
not going to feel sorry for her. I wish
I'd had a sister, did you know that? Do
you find me more interesting as a result
of finding this out?”

“Actually, yes, maybe,” Lino said. “I
guess I wished I'd had a brother. Or
been an only child.”

“Who wishes they were an only child?”

“I'm joking. Just trying to point out
that whatever we fantasized about as chil-
dren doesn’t hold a candle to what an or-
phan wished for. It’s just not the same.
We knew where we came from, our fan-
tasies were for fun, they never really hurt.
We always went downstairs for dinner
when Mommy called. We could experi-
ence both the fantasy of being someone
else and the reality of knowing our bio-
logical family. We had more options.”

“But why would more necessarily be
better? I mean, the orphan who doesn’t
know anything about his birth parents—
who is he to claim that knowing is bet-

ter? He’s never experienced the know-
ing, after all, the way we haven't expe-
rienced orphanhood, so how can he say
it’s superior? Why not let us who've had
that experience decide?”

“You're insane.”

That was a bit of a compliment, in
his mouth, so I went on.

“Many people wish they'd grown up
orphans, for the perks—we just don't
say it out loud.”

“The perks?”

“Are you sure she’s even an orphan?”

Wed been whispering this whole
time, but Lino went back to his full
voice to say the next thing.

“Maybe you should start smoking
again” was what he said, at which mo-
ment Audrey walked into the living room.

“Jeanne!”she said.“T had no idea youd
been a smoker—your skin is so radiant!
Congratulations on quitting! Isn't it so
hard? My father, when he quit, he was
a real mess.”

“She 7sa real mess,” Lino said. “Jeanne
is usually much nicer than what you've
seen so far.”

I'was actually touched by that. I wasn't
sure if Lino believed it, or if he was just
making excuses for me, but still. Mak-
ing excuses for someone was proof you
liked them.

“It isvery hard,”I told Audrey. “Thank
you for asking. I'm sorry I'm a little on
edge these days.”

“One day at a time,” she said.

I clicked on Track My Package a dozen
times in the next few hours, then again
the following morning. The
glasses had made it to Madrid
overnight. They would be Au-
drey’s by tomorrow. At the
Delfin, I asked the waiter how
things were, and he said that
he was constipado, which I
thought was a little more than
I needed to know, until he
explained that being consti-
pado, in Spanish, meant
having a cold.I told him that
I had ordered the glasses for my broth-
er’s daltonica girlfriend, and he thought
that this was very thoughtful. Said that
he would love to see it when she wore
them for the first time.

“We could have a show right here
on the terrace,” he offered. “A party.”

1 said that would be nice.

My phone rang, and it was a cer-
tain Clara, from the director’s office at
summer camp. [ was told that Marion
had beaten up another girl, a fourteen-
year-old.

“Why?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter why,” Clara said.
“The kid’s in the hospital, with a bro-
ken nose and a concussion. They’re
going to keep her under observation
for the day.”

It wasn’t the first time that Marion
had hit someone (she'd beaten up a boy
the previous winter, for calling her “boxy”),
but she'd never broken bones before.

“Did they fight this morning or last
night?” T asked, somehow thinking that
it made a difference. I guess it did, or
I guess I thought it did—that hitting
someone first thing in the morning was
perhaps worse, a sign of terminal anger,
one that eight hours of sleep hadnt been
able to tamp down to allow the new day
a chance not to suck.

“It was this morning at breakfast,”
Clara said. “You have to come pick her
up as soon as possible. We cannot keep
her here with us.”

I said I understood.

Hanging up, I realized that my main
takeaway from the phone call was sur-
prise at not having been called sooner
about something that Marion had done.
It meant that she'd been trying hard to
behave. She'd promised me shed try,
and Marion didn't promise things lightly,
just to defuse or prevent arguments. She
loved arguing. I knew that shed tried,
and also that I could never congratulate
her for trying, because she
had to learn that trying was
not enough.

I decided to lie to my par-
ents and tell them that Mar-
ion was the one whod ended
up in the hospital, with a ton-
sil infection. They didn't need
to know. Rather, I didn’t need
to interpret their silent judg-
ment of the man I'd picked
to be Marion’s father. That [
was twenty-three at the time didn't sound
like a good excuse anymore, now that
Audrey had entered our lives, a trilin-
gual professional young woman in her
twenties with a good head on her shoul-
ders and excellent taste in men. Of course
she and Lino would have a daughter.
She would have a name like Célestine,
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or Zoya. Audrey would worry for a while
that the girl was color-blind, but she
would turn out to be perfect.

I watched Audrey shake the sand off
her towel. She didn’t know it yet, but she
would go back to America with sand in
her luggage that would never leave her.
Even I brought some home with me every
time. Books I never took to the beach
still managed to trap sand in their spines;
the sand then found its way to our couch;
Marion then complained about it irritat-
ing her sensitive skin. I wondered if Au-
drey ever thought about all the kids in
the orphanage who hadn't been picked.
That’s what I would've obsessed about
in her place, not my biological parents.

An hour later, I was at the airport,
too early for my flight. I kept for-
getting that, when you didn’t smoke,
you didn’t have to build time around
meetings and train rides for a final cig-
arette, or stand in front of bars and doc-
tors’ offices while you took your last
puffs. You could just go in.

At Orly, everyone looked disap-
pointed. Or mad. Even the lovers whod
just been reunited looked mad—mad
at the weight of the suitcase, mad that
he hadn’t brought flowers, mad at an
underwhelming reality. Marion’s camp
was in Normandy, so I still had a bus
and a train to catch. I bought a pack of
cigarettes at Gare Montparnasse. No
one was going to care if I started smok-
ing again, except maybe Audrey. I was
the only customer, and the cashier re-
sented me for disturbing
her phone conversation.

“I'm very sorry that you
lack privacy in your place of
work,” I said.

“What's that?” she said,
away from the receiver.

I said I hoped she was
having a nice day.

She was framed by trashy
magazines, and the cover of
one informed me that Mar-
ion’s father was single again. Who could
possibly care, I wondered, who still
cared? It had to stop, at some point.
The reality-T'V show hed starred on
had been off the air for three years. Other
shows had taken its place, even more
shocking and even more boring ones,
with hotter and dumber participants,
but Marion’s father was still interesting
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to some people. They wanted to know
if he was happy. He'd seemed so trou-
bled—a bit dickish, yes, but so vulner-
able, and honest about his past mis-
takes . . . the audience had loved that.

God, that cigarette was good. If all
cigarettes tasted the way one did after
three weeks of abstinence, no one would
consider quitting, I thought. O, really?
I berated myself immediately. Things
are better when you don’t have them all
the time? What a discovery! You should
write that down for posterity! Print it
on a mug! I smoked a second one. Not
as good. Not nearly.

M arion apologized for punching
the girl, but she didn't mean it.

She was glad about the punch, only
sorry that it had had consequences.

“What are we going to do with you?”
I said.

Marion didn’t do rhetorical ques-
tions. “I guess you'll send me to another
shrink,” she said.

She could have made excuses, her fa-
ther being a loser whod abandoned her
before she could even say a word, but
she never played that card. She vaguely
knew about the show—that her father
had confessed to another cast member,
on camera, that he hadn’t seen his daugh-
ter in years and felt lousy about it. I'd
got several calls from production after
that, asking if I would consider bring-
ing Marion to the set for a reunion on
live TV, and I'd said no. When they in-
sisted, I talked to Marion about it,and she
confirmed that she wasn't in-
terested. She thought he was
an idiot. I said, “Yes, he’s an
idiot for not having spent the
past nine years with you,”and
she said, “No, he’s an idiot
because he thinks that Leb-
anon and Libya are the same
country,” which indicated
that she'd actually watched a
few episodes. When produc-
tion insisted some more, I
told them to feel free to pass our number
on to Marion’s father, if he wanted to re-
connect off camera. He never got in touch.

e rode back to Paris in silence,
Marion reading her comics, me
looking at her reflection in the train win-
dow. On the Métro back to the apart-
ment, I received a video from Lino. The

glasses had arrived in Almeria an hour
before, and they were all having a party
at the Delfin to celebrate. Audrey had
insisted that my brother film her putting
the glasses on for the first time so that I
could share this moment with them.

Night was falling in Paris, and men
and women on the Métro looked con-
cerned, or angry at themselves for not
accomplishing what they'd hoped to ac-
complish before sunset. Almeria, the
video reminded me, though in the same
time zone, still had a good hour of day-
light ahead, and that seemed enough to
keep all hopes up. Audrey didn’t want to
wait for the sunset or anything special
to try on the glasses: she wanted her first
moment in full color to be a random one,
and to measure all beauty from there.
The first thing she looked at was my
brother, and she couldn’t believe it—she
kept touching his shirt, his skin, his face.
Then she looked at her tapas, the beach,
the sea. Faking it or not—it seemed like
she wasn't—she looked more joyful than
I'd ever been. Or than I'd ever seen Mar-
ion be. I showed her the video.

“That’s Lino’s girlfriend,”I said. “She’s
color-blind.”

To my surprise, Marion found the fact
worthy of interest. To my surprise and
relief, I should say. You don't always want
to see yourself in your children. Children
are no idiots—they see it, too, and they
resent you for making them in your image.

She watched the video with a focus
she usually reserved for scientific exper-
iments. “She looks too happy to be in-
teresting”was her conclusion. She handed
back the phone.

“She was adopted,” I said. “She’s not
happy.”

Marion looked at the video again and
shrugged. “Maybe now that she sees col-
ors she’ll dress a little better,” she said.

Now was perhaps not the moment
to give her the purple friendship brace-
let Audrey had bought for her. She
would deem it ugly, I knew; ugly as the
Eiffel Tower.

“Has my grandfather gotten any bet-
ter at chess?” she asked.

I just smiled, I didn’t know what to
say. I didn’t know anything about chess,
or about my father, in the end.

I'd been in transit all day, in the sky
and now underground, alone and now
with her. Our suitcases stood upright on
their wheels and swayed in front of us,



threatened to tip over with every stop
and turn, but Marion didn't seem to worry
that hers might fall, hit someone’s knees,
break open. She didn't pretend to attempt
to steady it by resting a hand on the han-
dle, so I put one hand on each suitcase.

What was so stupid about castling?
I wondered. Why couldn't she have given
my father a break about it? Why couldn’t
she give anyone a break, not hit them,
hold her own suitcase? I realized I hadn't
asked her what the girl had done to de-
serve the blow.

hen we got home, there was a
message from Clara, and I feared
that the girl had taken a turn for the worse,
that the broken bone in her nose had
perforated an eye, dug into her brain, or
paralyzed her, but the message was from
carlier that morning, before Clara had
reached me on my cell phone, when my
main concern had been to expose Au-
drey’s lie in front of those who loved her.
1 texted my brother to see how life

in color was treating his girlfriend.

“We're watching ‘Grease’ in Span-
ish,” he answered. “She says she’s never
taking the glasses off.”

“‘Grease’” 1 texted back.

“Her favorite movie.”

I wondered how one could like the
movie “Grease” if one didn't know the
color pink.

“Thank you,” my brother added.

I started writing a response, but de-
cided against it. I could stand to rest on
a small victory.

Audrey ended up taking the glasses
off, of course. At Christmas, when
my mother insisted that she take a “real”
look at the assortment of pastries she'd
spent too much money on, Audrey only
flashed the glasses before her eyes. Mar-
ion made an effort and wore the pur-
ple bracelet. She told Audrey, when Au-
drey arrived, that it was nice to meet
her, and for a moment it seemed as if
she'd never hated anybody.

In the kitchen, I joked to my brother
that Audrey had renounced access to
the full color spectrum after seeing his
paintings—too much to bear, she pre-
ferred the beiges and the greens. He
said the glasses gave her a headache.

“I can’t remember 70t having a head-
ache,” I said. “Maybe before Marion

was born?®”

QETTING THE NeIgHBOR To LOOK AFTER THE
CAT BEFORE THE HERO'S JOURNEY

“You shouldn'’t talk like that,” my
mother said. She was making coffee for
all, decaf for Audrey. “Marion could
hear you.”

I hadn’t meant that Marion’s exis-
tence had made me sick, only that I was
in pain all the time, that it was what
women had on their plate, the head-
aches, that they were not an excuse not
to fuck or not to wear glasses, that we
just had them, for real, all the time, did
we not?

“I haven't had a headache in years,”
my mother said.

I said that was because she wasn't of
childbearing age anymore.

When we came back to the living
room, my father had taken his chess-
board out and was showing Marion the
move-by-move sequence of a game he'd
committed to memory, the Levitsky-
Marshall. She was enthralled. My fa-
ther had figured out that the best way
to communicate with her was to pre-
sent only facts, other people’s plays. Au-
drey watched the game and knew bet-
ter than to ask questions—she wasn't a
chess player, but she could tell when her
ignorance would not be perceived as
cute. My mother brought her a cup of
decaf and sat in the club chair closest
to her. It was all very Christmassy, if you
ask me, people in knit sweaters blow-

ing on steaming cups, some of them
playing, some of them content to sim-
ply be there digesting among loved ones.

My brother started sketching the
scene on one of the drawing pads my
mother kept around the house because
he could be inspired at any time. I don't
think Lino was ever inspired, he just
liked drawing, and he drew when he
was bored, drew what was in front of
him. Hed tried teaching me a bit, long
ago, said I should try to picture spaces
and people as shapes, that this would
help me see order in chaos and build
balanced compositions. He never drew
self-portraits. Sometimes he drew me.
Td even made it into a painting he sold
to a collector in Switzerland, a pool-
party scene in which everyone looked
murderous and I wore a turtleneck.
Now I sat beside him on the couch, to
insure that he wouldn't include me in
the Christmas sketch, and also to allow
myself to glance at his progress. He
started by drawing intersecting lines,
separating the paper into clear sections.
I guess he thought that the way the
family had arranged itself made for an
elegant composition, triangles overlap-
ping, or something. ¢

THE WRITER’S VOICE PODCAST
Camille Bordas reads “Only Orange.”
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