
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_4b4d74e48bd2301e505fdb4afae50a5a_XpXW9f_html_m7426baf2.jpg]

 


 


Nag Is Hindi for Cobra: A Short Story

T.K. Kenyon

 


Published by Malachite Publishing

Copyright 2011 by TK Kenyon

Smashwords Edition

 


Discover other books by TK Kenyon:

TKKenyon.com

 


 


TABLE OF CONTENTS




Nag Is Hindi for Cobra

TK Kenyon’s Bio and Links

Special Bonus: Sample of “The Law of Large
Numbers”

Reviews of TK Kenyon’s writing

 


 


 Nag
Is Hindi for Cobra

 


 


The conversation hung in the air between us,
unuttered. The first words would have been treacherous. Its end was
a mystery. Probably a murder mystery.

That conversation had no tradition, no
choreography, no scientific protocol to it. In life, the ending
should be known before you experiment, so I ate an Easterner’s
mistaken version of an enchilada and shut up. The green sauce was
barely spicy, warm like winter desert sun skimming my arms when I
was a girl in Phoenix. On the white plate, emerald cilantro specks
in thin sour cream cooled the ground jalapenos in the sauce. Not as
spicy as the fiery mahogany Madrasi sambar my Indian mother had
weaned me on, but okay, for Back East.

David had found the corner café Taste of
Mexico in Princeton, New Jersey, just off the pharmaceutical
industry corridor that clung to the jughandle exits along Highway
One: Johnson and Johnson, BMS, GSK. The window next to our back
table overlooked a commercially greened courtyard. Princeton
residential grass density varied with the scientist who walked by
it, shedding project compounds that dusted their clothes. Lush
grass in front of high ranch houses indicated hormonal research.
Browning, dead paths wound toward the stately Colonial homes of
cancer researchers.

“How’s work?”

“Fine,” he replied, “just fine.” He tucked a
lank of blonde hair behind his ear. All-American, that was the
euphemism for his blonde perfection. All-American, as if I, who had
been born in the Arizona desert, a brownie child of immigrant,
naturalized citizens who had disembarked a plane from the Asian
continent carrying only a suitcase each, I was merely partly
American, partly something else. A hyphenated hybrid. Not all of
anything. Certainly not All-American.

The All-Indian kids called us A.B.C.D.’s,
American-Born Confused Desis. Desi means Indian, the India kind of
Indian. In that asinine verbiage, Desi was the noun, to remind us
of our foreign place, our caste, our un-American status. American
was a modifier, a mere adjective. We called them F.O.B.’s or
Pindus.

“So when are you going to graduate?” David
asked.

God, this conversation again, and yet another
conversation to avoid. My mother had asked the same question in
Hindi last night, my grandfather two days before that in Tamil, and
a guy from another lab last week in English. “When I’ve done enough
research.”

David had completed his Ph.D. (a cookbook
project assigned by his micromanaging professor,) accepted
employment with Kinetics, and moved Back East two months ago.

My project was like reclaiming jungle for
civilization. The metaphorical saplings had trunks two inches thick
that required machete work. Bengal tigers snuffled.



“If you’d concentrate,” David said, “if you’d
focus on your thesis project and not skate off on all these
tangents that Bill thinks up, you’d finish in six months.” Under
the table, his strong, pale hand fumbled for my fingers.

“It’s only been four years.” Microbiology
department average was over five. Turning my hand over, my fingers
caught his, palm to palm. The warmth of it made me lonely for him
even because my return plane took off in three measly days. Three
days was never enough to drink my fill of him.

“Yeah, but then you can move out here. Once I
focused, I finished up in nine months.”

David had begun focusing during his seventh
year.

“Yeah.” I fork-scraped a four-stroke X
through the green sauce atop my enchilada. The tortilla underneath
was grainy white corn. His fingers massaged mine, and the rubbing
traveled with my blood to my chest.

“Really,” he said, “You could move here.”

“Yeah.” I scraped another X in the sauce. And
another. My nose stung as if with crushed onions.

“Kinetics wants to look at stem cells. They’d
like you. Have you done stem cells?”

Ah, Kinetics would like me, if I were to meet
them. Shaking off his hand under the table seemed easy, but my hand
froze in the Eastern air. “Not stem cells. Just regular tissue
culture. Kinetics looks into a lot of things. Tangents, you might
say.”

David sat back. “We’re a startup
company.”

“Kinetics doesn’t seem to be focusing on one
product.” Cross-hatching scored the enchilada on my plate.

“We’re diversifying.” David’s blonde hair was
tousled, and he looked every inch the popular, athletic guy who’d
fallen in with the geeks and deigned to lead them through high
school. “We don’t want to be caught with our eggs in one basket in
case someone patents one of the things we’re working on.”

“I certainly wouldn’t want to be caught with
all my eggs in one basket.” My eggs were in so many baskets that I
couldn’t keep track of all the damn baskets. “Is that ridge project
ever going to pan out?”

David glanced toward the front of the café,
toward the Mexican guys gathered around the television watching the
FIFA World Cup and a few lunching Princeton undergrad students
conspicuously dressed down in last year’s designer clothes. “We
shouldn’t talk about that here.”

That probably meant the super-secret ridge
project that Kinetics was delving into. Jetlag fuzzed my head.
After a week-long conference in Germany, my feet had been on the
ground in Iowa for thirty-six hours before tramping onto another
plane to fly Back East to see David. My internal clock was still
blinking midnight.

David forked his green enchilada again.
“Kinetics needs to stay nimble.”

A globbet of green sauce slithered over to
the pink rice on my plate. “That’s a good idea, staying
nimble.”

We minced around the hulking, terrible
apparition that was the unspoken conversation for three more days,
which could be attributed to jetlag, and then we avoided it on the
phone for another two months, which was cowardice. The whole
subject became the perfect, beautiful experimental result that
refuted my whole model. It was the fire-breathing monster under the
bed and the unmentioned Asian elephant occupying the living room
corner.

But A.B.C.D.s are adept at stepping lightly
around lurking monsters.

When I was five years old, my parents had
enrolled me in Carnadic dance lessons, a South Indian classical
dance form with traditional choreography decreed a millennia ago,
every fingertip and toe tip placement designed and rigorously
enforced. All the positions are rigid caricatures of grace, because
actual grace is too individual. Specific elbow and knee angles can
be defined.

Ballet, with its emphasis on an individual’s
ability in strength and grace and talent, was verboten in my
childhood. Tap was taboo. Jazz, good Lord. The mere suggestion of
jazz would have brought on my mother’s hysterics.

It’s easy to place one finely turned toe
precisely on the line and not over it.

So blame the jetlag for my silence, and
assume that there was no good reason to start a fight on our last
day together or with a thousand miles between us, but that flight
back to Iowa was long and turbulent above black clouds that held in
their rain.

 


*

 


At the restaurant Los Dos Molinos in Mesa,
Arizona, the warning Green is hotter than red is understated in
small-fonted italics at the bottom of the menu. A few weeks later
during a guilt-induced visit to my parents, after waiting almost an
hour for a table to scorch our tongues, Kelly and I lunched.

Phoenix is an artificial oasis of grass and
palm trees watered by reservoirs and dams high in the mountains
that dole out mountain snowmelt to the cities below. The desert sun
enforced the melting pot concept, the torrid heat intensifying
passion, sizzling denizens into each other in each generation.
Kelly, a fourth generation Arizonan, was black, Apache, Welsh, and
Swedish. Her eyes were moss green, though she enhanced them with
shiny contacts to brilliant emerald.

“The best Mexican restaurant in Iowa City is
called Gringo’s,” I complained. Gringo is a lightly derogatory word
for a white person, like haole, or bilagaana, or ferengi, or
cracker. “And the food tastes like it was cooked by gringos. The
salsa is ketchup with onion bits. Small, mild onion bits.”

“You poor thing,” Kelly said. “Try some of
the green salsa.” She swished a blue corn chip in the verde salsa
and held it out. Reaching around the chip, my fingers pinched the
crisp corn near the back of the chip, near her fingers. My Madrasi
skin was browner than her charcoal African-descended skin and as
dark, but the blue corn chip was darker than any of our
fingers.

“I don’t think I can handle the green
anymore.” Crunching into the napalm-loaded chip anyway, the fumes
screamed out my nose and stung my eyes. Fire-breathing monsters
must wear goggles.

Because Kelly had nothing to prove, she
scooped a smidgeon of red salsa and crunched. She hid her mouth
behind her long, fluttering fingers and mumbled, “How’s
science?”

“’Bout like you’d expect. I keep jetting off
on things that are more interesting than characterizing the enzyme.
How’s work?”

She shrugged her bare shoulders. “I’m talking
to Harrison Ford’s people. He needs a desert for his next movie,
and I’m extolling the virtues of a right-to-work state. He could
make the film for half what it would cost in Cali yet balks because
SAG is tugging his short and curlies.”

“Sounds more exciting than the International
Herpesvirus Workshop in Buttfuck, Germany. You know how they say
everyone in Germany speaks English? Bullshit. In India, everyone
speaks English, but not in Germany.”

“Was there much fascinating herpes
research?”

“No. Had to freeze down all my work and then
resuscitate it all afterward. It took three weeks to go to a
one-week conference.”

The question was forming in Kelly’s head but
there wasn’t anything provocative enough to say to distract her and
so she asked it: “And when are you supposed to graduate?”
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You can only pretend
for so long.
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