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DARRYL BERGER

IN THE KINGDOM OF CHICKEN

In this kingdom, she thought, I make the chicken. Somewhere in the back of a blue-
lined book, on an antique telephone table in a hallway across town, was written her 
name and phone number and the word chicken. And when that name was pressed 
with a fi nger and half whispered her phone would ring and she would be invited to 
a dinner party. The married voice on the other end would talk in a hurry about how 
busy they’d both been and how bad it was that they hadn’t seen each other more and 
how that would have to change, starting now, we’re having some of our friends over 
for dinner and you just have to come, I insist, you can bring your fabulous chicken. 

The recipe book called it Indian Chicken Curry, golden slick and gleaming in its 
photograph. But when asked by the new people she said it was just chicken. Everyone 
said how delicious it was and made the appropriate noises, and while she could 
hear them and see how their mouths moved (how could she not, all chairs pushed 
together under one Chinese lantern, all hot shadows and elbows, careful), it felt like 
something careless and thick and rubbery inside, how hard she worked for these 
promised white moments that arrived instead like something pink and skinned and 
quivering. Sometimes she didn’t know what the hell she was doing, who she was 
trying to please, the faces so close around the table making it hard for her to breathe, 
especially this man across from her who just sat there and smiled, this man she had 
been introduced to so his name could fall right out of her head two minutes later. 
This tall, blonde man with his tight, shy mouth. 

Here and there, in little glances, she watched him eat. She had done this before, 
with other men. Sometimes it made her happy, too. There was something simple 
and physical and human about it, this thing about eating together, especially about 
a woman watching a man enjoy food, seeing his satisfaction, this man’s lips moving 
like an inside joke, like a secret story. After dinner she could walk up and put her 
hand on his arm and that secret would fl y right out of him: men never knew what to 
do when women did that. And then she would have him. Her hand could push and 
pull at him however she liked; he would have no more sense than a kite. 

They would have a connection then, tethered together for moments of close focus, 
wet eyes staring, a kiss in the kitchen, in the car in the park, telling her how fantastic 
she was, that voice in her ear on her neck, those weeks where everything is said with 
your hands, he would push her down and push up her knees and look up at her 
with his face like a furnace, greedily from between her legs, telling her how great she 
tasted, her hands in his damp hair to say what are you doing, what are you doing 
to me, it would be something to hold onto, to hold in her head, to feed her in those 
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empty moments while driving or watching television when there was nothing on 
or sitting there at lunch pushing a fork around, not eating, looking around to see 
if anyone was watching her, so conscious of herself these days, the way her body 
couldn’t be trusted, trying but always tired, making her late. She’d come home from 
work to see her face fi xed hard with lines, stand there in an ugly sleepiness, not 
knowing what to do with herself, not wanting to do anything except take a nap on 
the couch so she’d still have her bed to go to later on, waking up sweaty and sick, 
swearing tomorrow will be better because she had a list and the alarm set for fi ve 
a.m., she’d get up early and exercise, every day, if she could just lose tenfi fteentwenty 
pounds, in the meantime keep the list taped to the mirror: paint the bathroom grout 
the kitchen fi nish the book the yard the basement, maybe even plan that trip with 
her sister, and she’d get new glasses too, and some new clothes, and then steal into 
the realm of this blonde man and take all his princely power, and this time she’d 
keep it too, and be free, so she wouldn’t have to sit starving in this other once-a-year 
kingdom, as fl imsy as a leper’s tent, thinking next year you bastards, next year I’ll be 
ready and I’ll have you in my jaws.
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