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B r i a n  P h i l l i p  W h a l e n

NO TENGO
I Flew to Paris w i t h  my g i r l f r i e n d .  We stayed at a cheap hote l  at 

the edge o f  the Red L i g h t  D i s t r i c t .  O u r  conc ierge warned us not  

to w a lk  too close to doorways ,  somebody  m ig h t  pu l l  us in. O n  

ou r  last n ig h t  in the ci ty,  we ate d in n e r  at a cafe a lew b locks f r om  

ou r  hote l .  T h e  wai tress was the o w ner  and her husband the chef. 

T h e  place was decked o u t  in reds and greens, the tables made o f  

so l id oak. I ’d never eaten escargot.  It was de l ic ious.  M y  g i r l f r i e n d  

ordered us a b o t t le  o f  w h i t e  w ine ,  then a b o t t le  o f  red. She d rank  

most  o f  i t. W h e n  the b i l l  came,  I was a lmos t  d r u n k ,  b u t  i t  was the 

wai t ress w h o  fu m b le d  w i t h  the c red i t  card mach ine .  “ I t  w i l l  not  

opera te, ” she said. H e r  husband emerged f r o m  the k i t che n ,  his 

forearms decorated w i t h  m in ia tu r e  wheels o f  cut  chive. He,  too,  

fu m b le d  w i t h  the mach ine .  He shook  i t ,  he checked the batter ies.  

M y  g i r l f r i e n d  fo u n d  the w ho le  t h i n g  funny .  I fel t  her bare toes 

c ra w l in g  up m y  pant  leg. H e r  neck and chest were f lush.  “ Can 

you  b i l l  ou r  roo m ? ” I asked the wai tress, m y  pulse q u ic k e n in g .  I 

p o in ted  to the door ,  i n t e n d in g  the gesture to mean tha t  o u r  hotel  

was a b lock  in that  d i r ec t ion .  T h e  wai tress c lapped her hands. 

She seemed qu i te  pleased. Address ing her  husband in French,  she 

ret r ieved fo r  me my coat f r o m  the rack she’d hu ng  it  on when  

we ’d ar r ived,  then she disappeared in to  the k i tc hen .  I had the 

coat  on when the wai tress came back w i t h  a bo t t le  o f  C h ia n t i .  

She f i l l ed  m y  g i r l f r iend 's  glass, and my g i r l f r i e n d ,  w h o  fo u n d  all 

o f  th is h i l ar ious ,  f lashed me th igh  beneath her sk i r t  and raised 

her glass to toast me o u t  the door .  I t  was ra in ing .  I f o l low ed  the 

chef,  w h o  wore no coat.  He  spoke no Engl ish.  I he n ig h t  was cold  

and I fel t  a lmost  sober. I wa lked cau t i ous ly  in the street w h i le  the 

c he f  sought  cover  f r o m  the ra in  under  the s idewalk  awnings.  He 

eyed me queer ly.  I t r ied to exp la in  abou t  the doo rways  and the 

conc ierge and murder .  He d id  no t  unders tand.  It  was o n l y  when
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I u t t e r e d  “p u e r t o  o n  a w h i m  t h a t  we  d i s c o v e r e d  he  a n d  I s p o k e  
S p a n i s h ,  e n o u g h  to  c o m p l e t e  a h a n d f u l  o f  e x c h a n g e s .  1 t o l d  h i m ,  

m o r e  o r  less,  w h a t  t h e  c o n c i e r g e  h a d  sa id a b o u t  t h e  d o o r w a y s ,  

a n d  t h e  c h e f  w r a p p e d  hi s  h a n d s  a r o u n d  hi s  t h r o a t  a n d  let  his 

t o n g u e  rol l  o u t .  1 w e n t  a h e a d  a n d  j o i n e d  h i m  o n  t h e  s i d e wa l k .  

W e  a w n i n g - h o p p e d  for  several  b l o c k s  u n t i l  we  f o u n d  an A I M .  

T h e  c h e f  s t o o d  nex t  t o  me .  1 t y p e d  m y  p a s s c o d e  i n c o r r e c t l y  a n d  

m y  c a r d  s l id o u t .  M y  h a n d s  we r e  we t ,  t h e  b u t t o n s  we r e  s l i ck.  

T h e  c h e f  f r o w n e d  a n d  t o u c h e d  m y  s h o u l d e r ,  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  

H e  s t a r t e d  t o  wa l k  off .  I f o r g o t  t h e  w o r d  a c c i d e n t e ,  so I ca l l ed  

ou t :  “ P o r  favor ,  t e n g o  d i n e r o !  J us t  t h e n  a tal l  m a n  in a d a r k  coa t  

e m e r g e d  f r o m  t h e  s h a d o w s  o n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s i de  of t h e  s t r ee t .  I 

t y p e d  m y  p a s s c o d e  c o r r e c t l y  a n d  a m e n u  a p p e a r e d  o n  t h e  s c r een .  

Bu t  t h e  tall  m a n  in t h e  d a r k  c o a t  was  c r o s s i n g  t h e  s t r ee t ,  h e a d i n g  
s t r a i g h t  in o u r  d i r e c t i o n .  1 c a n c e l l e d  m y  t r a n s a c t i o n .  P o c k e t i n g  

m y  wa l l e t ,  I m o t i o n e d  for  t h e  m a n  in t h e  d a r k  c o a t  t o  go a h e a d .  

1 s t e p p e d  o u t  f r o m  u n d e r  t h e  a w n i n g  a n d  a p p r o a c h e d  t h e  chef .  

T h e  c h e f  g e s t u r e d  for  us t o  go,  b u t  1 t o u c h e d  hi s  a r m  a n d  sa id,  

sof t ly:  “u n  m o m e n t o . ” H e  w a i t e d ,  b u t  I d o u b t  he  u n d e r s t o o d .  I 

t h o u g h t  a b o u t  w r i n g i n g  m y  n e c k  o r  l o l l i ng  m y  t o n g u e ,  b u t  I felt  

e m b a r r a s s e d .  By n o w  t h e  ra in  h a d  w a s h e d  t h e  h e r b s  of f  t h e  c h e f  ’s 

a r ms .  M y  c o a t  was  s o a k e d  t h r o u g h ,  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  I p u l l e d  t he  

co l l a r  t i g h t  a r o u n d  m y  t h r o a t .  T h e  ch e f  r e s u m e d  o u r  c o n v e r s a 
t i on .  H o w  l ong ,  h e  a s k e d ,  h a d  1 h a d  b e e n  m a r r i e d ?  “ N o  e s p o s a , ” 

I sa id ,  a n d  in c o r r e c t i n g  h i m  1 t r i ed  t o  f i nd  t h e  S p a n i s h  w o r d s  to 
ex p l a i n  w i t h  s o m e  k i n d  o f  m e r i t  h o w  m y  g i r l f r i e n d  a n d  I h a d  jus t  

g r a d u a t e d  co l l ege ,  h o w  we  p l a n n e d  to  m o v e  t o g e t h e r  t o  C h i c a g o ,  

h o w  w e d  b o t h  f i n d s  j obs  a n d  e a r n  m o n e y  a n d  be  h a p p y  a n d  no  

m a t t e r  w h a t ,  w e ’d h a v e  each  o t h e r .  I t h i n k  he  u n d e r s t o o d .  H e  
s m i l e d  eve ry  t i m e  I sa id “a m o r .  Then  he  a s k e d  h o w  o l d  we  were ,  

a n d  I said “T w e n t y - t w o . ” H e  b u r s t  i n t o  l a u g h t e r ,  a n d  t h e  tal l  m a n  

in t h e  d a r k  c o a t ,  h a v i n g  f i n i s h e d  his  t r a n s a c t i o n ,  j o i n e d  us  in t h e
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street.  He said s o m e th ing  in French to the chef, and  the chef said 
s o m e th ing  back. The che f  po in ted  at me. Both men burst  into 
laughter.  Speaking rapidly, as if they were old friends who shared 
a sacred bond ,  the two men conversed in French while  I s tood  by 
and watched their  m o u th s  co n to r t  wildly in the d im- l i t  street.  
I he rain did not  let up. There were no red lights in this area. 
Everybody was a liar and a f raud. I s tepped  up to the ATM and 
slid my card into the slot. Behind me, the two men talked and 
laughed  and made  c o m m o t io n .  A m enu  appeared .  E N G L I S H ,  1 
selected. But I d i d n ’t use my passcode. Instead, 1 inpu t  r andom  
numbers .  My card slid ou t ,  and I slid it in again.  I punc he d  a n 
o the r  set o f  r andom  numbers .  My hands were cold from the rain 
and when I pushed my f inger hard against the bu t to n s  no blood 
showed beneath the nail. I repeated my t ransact ion  six, maybe 
seven t imes.  The laughing  had s to pped  by now. I pu t  my card 
back in my wallet ,  and  when I tu rned  a round  I saw the tall man  
walk ing off. He d i sappeared a ro u n d  a corner . T h e  che f  was wa i t 
ing, sopp ing  wet  but  smiling.  He tu rned  his palms face up. “No 
tengo , ’ I answered. We headed back the way w e’d come.  The chef 
asked me ques t ions  bu t  I acted like I did not  unde rs t and .  I had 
this feeling. I c o u ld n ’t shake the image o f  my girl f r iend,  flush and 
d r u n k  on stolen wine, wai t ing alone, and as I walked with the 
che f  in the rain I knew for cer ta in  that  she wasn’t mine  and that  
I ’d take her anyway.
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