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Just a Touch
  fiction 
Rebecca Andem

     My luggage is by far the largest. I would imagine most of the people here are 

simply on a brief weekend sojourn. They appear to be locals. Their faces have an Asian cast 

to them, and I’m not being racist at all, merely observant. I’m not sure at what point the 

observance and classification of human differences became taboo, but I imagine it’s put a 

dent in the field of anthropology. I wonder if Lillian and James had to adjust their research. 

Although once Lillian married a Filipino, I don’t imagine she was able to maintain an 

unbiased, scientific point of view—not that she’s worked in years. She’s an artist now, she 

says. She makes batik, which actually I find quite lovely. Perhaps she’ll make me a blouse or 

a skirt, something simple. I don’t enjoy a busy pattern. At any rate, I don’t imagine any of 

my fellow travelers were packing for an end-of-life adventure, so I’m not that embarrassed 

by the size of my luggage. I am, however, mortified that I am unable to lift it myself.

            “Hello, ma’am. May I help you, ma’am?”

            “Thank you. I’m fine.”

            “No problem, ma’am.”

            Before I can protest, a young man is walking away with my luggage. He smiles over 

his shoulder. It is a stunning smile. I am not too old to recognize that. I remember years ago 

Lillian mentioning something about ripeness. Yes, that is the word I would use to describe 

this sun-kissed face. Poor James never stood a chance.

            The crowd situation outside the airport is amplified by horns and engines, and I find 

myself in a press of bodies. Drivers line up with hand-written signs displaying names, and 

taxi drivers converge on the door. The young man with my luggage turns.

            “Taxi, ma’am?”

 I shake my head, but the effect continues beyond the effort. Is it possible to suffer 

heat exhaustion so rapidly? I must have swayed, for the young man touches my arm. His 

hand is like the woman’s in the airport, the security guard in Manila who patted me down. 

It is light, unobtrusive. If this is the way the people here touch, perhaps I will have a 

massage. Lillian swears by them.

 She is standing in front of me, real after thirty-eight years.

 “My friend,” I say in answer to the young man, but I needn’t clarify. Lillian swoops 

past the barricade and wraps me in a rocking hug. My feet shuffle to gain balance, and my 
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arms flail somewhat beside our bodies. Eventually I manage to stabilize myself by grasping her elbows, but 

then she pulls back. She touches my face, my hair. She squeezes my shoulders. I clutch at her fingers when 

they pass by mine, and she smiles.

            “Look at us,” she says, and she laughs. “We’re old ladies!”

            In my peripheral vision, I see the young man with my luggage smile once more. “Enjoy your stay, 

ma’am.” He disappears.

            My head twirls after him. “Should I have tipped him?” I ask Lillian.

            “For respecting his elders? I don’t think so.” She reaches for my bag and easily positions it behind her. 

“You’re going to love the people here. They’re so kind, so hospitable. It’s amazing what a society fostered on 

family can create.”

            Looking around the parking lot, I’m willing to venture that dependable transportation is not where this 

particular society focuses its creativity, but to say so would make me appear judgmental. Sarcasm has never 

been my forte anyway. It depends so much on the perspective of its audience, and with Lillian it’s hopeless. 

She always chooses to interpret mine as sincerity, which has a bit of a dampening effect. I wonder if James 

found that trait as frustrating as I do.

            To my delight—unfortunately, once the thought of sarcasm occurs, it’s rather difficult to suppress—

Lillian insists I experience the joys of local transportation immediately. We are to take a jeepney. Having 

studied many photographs, I am already well-informed about this local version of a bus. Painted in garish 

colors and designs, it’s an open-air cross between a bus and a jeep, and it’s outfitted with two long metal 

benches. Seeing how these benches seat a flexible number of people—that number dependent on the width of 

their hips, I suppose—they’re quite sensible. They’re not, however, comfortable—regardless of the width of 

your hips. In fact, as more and more people cram their bodies into this surprisingly airless vehicle, I find 

myself sitting on only one hip. I tilted in order for some man, who seems to be in charge, to pull a wooden 

stool out from under my legs, and when I did, the woman next to me seized the opportunity to scoot. 

Everyone else along the bench then seized the same opportunity. Now the man in charge, whose prediction of 

more passengers was right on target, has shoved the stool against my knees. Two women plunk themselves 

down on it, back to back.

 Across the aisle, Lillian smiles. “Don’t you just love the ingenuity?” she hollers.

            “Who would have thought?” I holler back. “Wooden stools.” Although in truth, I do find sarcasm to be 

a rather insipid form of communication, I can’t help myself. I have reached my daily allotment for new 

experiences. My head is reeling in tune to the disco beat pulsing from overhead speakers, and my bones are 

making small use of my cartilage as they shift permanently with each pothole. Meanwhile, my stomach 

threatens to overflow each time I inhale the mixture of diesel fumes, overheated bodies, and a rooster 

balanced serenely on a young boy’s lap.

            “Brilliant!” Lillian exclaims. She shrugs in amazement, but the gesture fades quickly. Perhaps it’s the 

weight of this heat, which would curb even the most abundant enthusiasm. Or perhaps she finally detected 

my sarcasm. Her brow furrows, and I brace myself for righteous indignation, but the furrow is one of concern. 

It’s been so long since I’ve read her expressions. The last time I saw them in person, the lines in her face were 

still only predictions. Now she leans between the heads of the two women on the stool. On one of the heads I 
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notice a singular white hair, wiry and separate from the others. I want to pluck it. “Are you okay?” Lillian 

asks.

            The bus lurches around a corner, and the woman with the white hair grabs my knee to steady herself. 

When I glance at her hand, she smiles and pats my knee. She seems the type of woman I should be eager to 

meet, that serene native with a steady wisdom, I’m sure, but I’ve had about all the smiling and touching I can 

manage for the moment. I grimace and shake my head. I would cover my mouth politely to guard against the 

bile surging up my throat, but my hands are otherwise occupied, clutching for dear life at the bar soldered to 

the ceiling.

            The woman removes her hand and says something in her language to the other woman sharing the 

stool. The woman who scooted in behind me listens and nods. She pats my shoulder and gestures toward the 

window.

            “Good idea,” Lillian hollers. “Get some air.”

             Turning my body in the tight space takes a bit of maneuvering and a few apologies, but I do manage to 

hang my head out the window. The traffic has thinned now that we’re out of the city, and aside from the odd 

bit of dust in my eye and an occasional cloud of diesel fumes, it’s quite pleasant. The sun glints off the ocean 

in that particular sparkly topaz that identifies itself as tropical. Palm trees sway gracefully, and brown-skinned 

children splash in the shallows. It is a paradise of sorts, and as I gaze at pastel houses and shady porches, I 

wonder—would I have made a good life of it?

            But then the scene gives way to a grubby little town. A decrepit stone church faces the market, where 

open storefronts piled high with animal feed and a startling number of potato chips are crowded together 

along a muddy walkway. Buses and motorcycles honk past each other while pedestrians walk in clusters. A 

group of teenaged girls hails our jeepney, and the man in charge bangs on the roof, yelling what sounds like 

“woops!” to the driver. The girls pile in, and we squeeze together. My body is now solidly glued to the 

woman under my hip and the young man in front of me.

            I have not been unaware of the young man.

            His skin has that scent, that particular aroma of sunshine and sweat and a day spent. I am not too old 

to remember. Only a man can carry that scent. On a woman it’s sour, but on a man it’s dusty and ripe. Like 

mangoes.

            James taught me to eat a mango.

            We were on a beach in Hawaii, a private cove we’d found. The sun had just flashed that bit of green 

luminescence before sinking into the sea. Our skin was still hot. We had bought the mangoes for a picnic, but 

all afternoon they had lain, forgotten, in the sun. They were covered in sand.

            “We don’t have a knife,” I said.

            “We’ll adapt,” James answered.

            Lying there, stunned inside my skin, I watched him walk naked into the sea, a mango in each hand. He 

washed them in salt water and returned to me. I had covered myself with the sarong we bought in a souvenir 

shop, and with an ironic flicker of amusement that fit his face so well, he knelt beside me in the sand. The 

surfboard he’d rented was upside down, and he dashed one of the mangoes against its fin. He handed half to 

me.

 “Taste,” he said.
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 I’d never tasted anything like it. “Sunshine seasoned with sea,” I said. My mouth was full, the juice 

dripping down my chin. I didn’t even care. Greedy, I reached for the other half. The sarong fell to my waist.

            When he turned to split the other mango, I rose and knelt behind him. I remember I didn’t touch him, not 

with my hands. I leaned my body against him, like a whisper. Then I leaned my face toward the back of his neck. I 

inhaled.

            “Sunshine seasoned with sea.”

            The young man in front of me turns his head. Was I talking to him? But I’m an old woman. I smell of fear 

and recycled air. The young man turns back to the front. He shifts his weight, finds a slightly more comfortable 

position. His skin is so close now. I lean forward, barely.

            I didn’t anticipate this possibility, that this climate would drench my memory.

            I remember the way James reacted. His skin quivered, and his body tensed, expectant. I knew he thought I 

was meek. I wanted to surprise him. Gradually, I dipped my head. My forehead brushed against his hair. It startled 

me, each strand a separate jolt against my skin. I leaned into it, and his scent expanded. It was so tangible—hot, 

textured, salty. I opened my mouth to taste it.

            “Aaaaayyyyiiiii!”

            The young man jumps. He is screaming at me in sounds I don’t know. A space forms around me. People pull 

away. They’re talking rapidly with each other, and the young man rubs fiercely at the back of his neck. On top of 

the vehicle, the man in charge pounds on the roof. He yells “woops!” My mouth hangs open.

            Across the aisle, Lillian watches me. I can feel the weight of her gaze. It’s the only one willing to rest on me, 

and eventually I turn to her. I brace myself for her judgment, but she’s smiling, sadly. She shakes her head.

            “I’m sorry,” she says.

             After a moment I nod. I close my mouth, my eyes. I am so tired.
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