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( .an t ( lO I lomc Now
"

I (lon'l s(H' what ihc hi^deal is.

"^()ll \\(M-(' naked in Ironl ofnic like nin(*ty percent of the last twelve hours."

She uncrossed her and aiMus and felt any notion of \ ictorv slip awav from her.

It was a hollow feeling that welled u[) niid-torso and l)ubhled up to her throat.

"So we both have issues."

"^eah. Basically. But mine are consistent."

The hollow filled with the makings of anger in her. He w ent to the sink and

rinsed off the apple.

"W hat do yon mean.'^"

He flicked his w rist and sliook off the w ater and then took a paper tow el to

finish the job.

"Well, as I see it. I drink w henever I like. I don't have a special time for it.^ou

dress in the closet after w e get out of bed, but are naked as a jaybird as soon as

w e get through the door."

Her brow furrowed and lips mo\ ed. But no soimd came out. She didn't have

a point yet. She took a lesson from liim and tried humor.

"What's a jaybird?"

"A nudist."

He had taken a bite of the apple and the juices ran down his chin. She walked

over to the paper tow els and ripped off one for him.

Let's just drive you home.

She bought it because With another bite he nodded and followed

1 . 1 1 •
. r her towards the door, dropping the apple into

she was told it was a sate ,u . i tu . .n i 7 v iT >the trash. 1 he cat still hadn t moved from its

car. It was grey. She was sleeping spot.

.II', r» 1 After locking the door and ^roins^ down the
told it was a sate color. . , J , , , .nnQ u i rstairs they settled into her zUU8 Honda Civic.

She bought it because she was told it was a safe

car. h w as grey. She was told it was a safe color

"Your car is practically camouflaged on mornings like this."

The pale, lifeless atmosphere outside was filled was spastic fall wind and

cartwheeling leaves of autumn hues. The wind waged war on the lea^es. h blew

some ofthem aw ay, tore some in half, remnants stuck to the glass. The battlefield

rumbled as the engine came alive.
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"I (loiTt think it is."

TluM-e was no point in del^atiiig \\cv on it/ronirny jus! hiicklcd his scalhdt

and leaned hack in his seat. Accelerating as she hit the Keverc licach Parkvsav,

his eyes hecame wistful as he saw the road sign.

"Let's go to the heach."

She shi\ered at the soiuid of heach, rememhering the wind outside her car,

"Too cold for the heach."

Tonuny wished he had kept the ap})le. WouldVe made the dr'we more

pleasurahle.

"Take me to the Geary's then."

"They're not open."

She knew she was a terrihle liar The response was too quick and loo cautious.

She just hoped he was too tired to dehate her on it.

"They open at 9AM eveiy Satiu'day"

"Why do they open so early.^^"

She wanted to deflect the conversation. She wanted to hring it somewhere

long and drawn out so w hen he was done talking she could stop the car in front

of his house and go on with her day with a clear conscience.

"They used to offer hreakfast."

'*Or he moved... or whatever."

Why'd they stop.^"

Breakfast guv died."

Oh my god... that's awful."

\ou asshole.

'A\ell I don't rememher I just rememhcr that the guy left.'

Her slender fingers reached out for the ra(ho kuohs altei- a st(\jlth\ gro\\l.

I^'idcfling with the knohs she foiuid something solt and kept it low. It was pui'cl\

To I' a distraction. But as she mouthed the words, she realized that she had to sa\

soiiK'lhing.

"Tni no! taking \ou to the har. \'\\\ taking nou home."

"That's ok.'

Slie was relicNcd until she noticed how last he spok(\



"I can jiisl walk iIum'c^ aimNay. It's chilly outside so Til |)rol)al)ly catch a cold.

Th(Mi lh{M"c'll be IK) bViday ni^ht sex. So you're only hinting yourself."

"That's a stn[)id thing to sav."

"Because it's ti'ue?"

''Because it's stupid. Stop acting like a child."

"(]an't go home now."

She subconsciously pushed on the brake and looked at him. His eyes were

straight ahead and there was melancholy in his face.

"W% not?"

He shrugged quickly and tiu^ned his hands up and let them drop.

"Just don't want to."

After a couple more turns she ended up on his street. There were cars up and

down and on both sides. People in black suits and dresses and pant suits and

skirt suits walked towards his house. The brown three-level home seemed alive

for the first time in however long. People standing on the porch talking could

see their breath floating out of them.

"When are they leaving.^"

"About 11."

Nodding she pushed down on the accelerator and passed his house. She

didn't know if he noticed. Turning right and right again she pulled over into a

spot behind a truck.

"How about you buy me a drink.^"

He breathed in deeply and pushed all the air out he coidd.

"I can do that." [>





\ KcslaiiranI

Danny wonki always remember the restaurant for the way its air felt. It

was a thick and smoky creature, hanging aHve between the walls with|

scents of cinnamon and jalapehos and fried beans riding it in waves. If you

stepped into the restaurant for an instant you could already taste food on your

tongue. Even years later, even when Danny's worst fear came true and he had

grown old, into a toothless old man in a retirement home, Danny had but to close

his eyes to taste it. The air had permanently seeped into his bones. Something

nestled inside him woidd forever be eleven years old and surrounded by that

foggy restaurant air

The year he was in sixth grade, Danny spent each sweatv afternoon paused on

the edge of the table nearest the takeout counter Danny would kick the chairs

out of the way and sw ing his legs l^ack and forth until liis sneakers sHpped from

his feet. Left exposed by shorts, his knees seemed too pale against the night-

black tal)lecloth. His skin was a soft l)ro\vn, the cok^r of churros. Compared to

the deep Ijrown complexions and wild black hair of his mother's three yoimger

sisters, they seemed like the knees of a ghost.

The restam^ant was owned by Danny's three aimts, his mother's sisters. The

sisters were all three the same: plumj) women with wide eyes and frizzy black

hair splayed out violently behind them, as if they were constantly alarmed by|

something. Danny, bored between the times he left school and his parents left
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.J;ic(|l|f|lt)r I'. Pcil-\

the office, adopted the liahit of visilin^^ his aunts' restauranl cacli da\ hcforc

dmner. The restaurant sat two hlocks IVoin llic middle school, an casx Icti-

minute walk through Danny's neat, oakdined neigldjorliood. Il occupied die

last door of a skinny strip mall, its rickety "Open" sign oul of place in a row of

chain coffee shops and fast food restaurants.

Perched atop his tahle, Danny studied

his aunts as they went excitedly about DannV WRS faSCinalcd f)\ lllC
their work. The three of them exploded

around the room. One burst from waV lliej prOnOUIlCed Cach
the kitchen with an armful of dinner

j ^ , . , ,

platters; another burst out in breathless OlilCFS tiaiI16S! llKe IHUSIC,

thought, the syllables trilling
"4); Dios mio! " Clarisa, the eldest and ^ . , ,

clumsiest, would cry as she sent a plate heaVlly Oil tlieir tOllglieS.

of enchiladas clattering to the floor. Then

she woidd wink at Danny, ""^"ou didn't see that."

The sisters were named Clarisa, Catalina, and Garmelita. Dannywas fascinated

by the way they pronounced each other's names: like music, he thought, the

syllables trilling heavily off their tongues. When there w ere no customers, the

aunts disappeared into the kitchen and re-emerged with heaping food trays

balanced about their heads and arms. Without warning, they pliuiked dishes

o^picadillo and carnitas in front of Danny and piled themselves into the chairs

around him.

"Eat," one would urge him. "Aren't you hungry, my boy.^ Eat." Danny nodded,

still sitting on the table, and accepted a bundle of silverware. The four of them

clutched their forks and jabbed impatiently at massive piles of food. The sisters

did not stop talking, not even to eat.

"Did you see that Senora Rodriguez's daughter walking arm-in-arm w ith Uiat

blue-haired boy again today.^" A pause for a mouthful of food.

"5/, she was in the neighborhood. ^La visTe?T\\e bov looks Wke a clow u." riieii.

with sudden shrill laughter, they would erupt into gossip, iheir lips spew iiig oiil

wSpanish as effortlessly as they accepted forkfids of pinto beans.

'\'Pe veins? Sf? iQiie raroT And more laught(M' spi'inging off Uu^ walls.

Dannv made no futde ehoi'ts lo iiMderslaiid; die words were so delieioiisU

foreign, histead he would close his e\es and lei liiniscH' he siii'roinuled. TIumi"

\oiees seemed to somersault through his hearing, he noticed; the s\ llahl(\s simek

oul with a certain shaip lla\ or. The woi'ds pai'adcd ihi'ongh llu' air. w l apped \\\

is of beef and cheese and pep[)ei"s. and Damn closed his exes against it.

11^1



\ \\c l\(\slaiii"aiil

ixdisliiiii;- lIuMuoiiKMil of not -understanding. I low was it, he wondered, that these

words could hold such meaning lor his aunts, yet pass l)y his ears as nothing

hul meaningless clicking? It should have upset him, yet he foimd it magical.

\\ hy coidd he not remember, he thought angrily, a time when all language was

incomprehensible to him? Had he not been a baby at one point? Why could he

not remembc^r? He picked up a take-out menu from the table and unfolded it;

the lines of text flowed into his head immediately: Open seven days a week. We

deliver'. Qiiesadillas, $6.99;EnehiIadas, $7.99. Why could he not remember a time

when it ^vas all simply confused scribbles on a page?

If he thought too hard, one of the aunts would frown at his furrowed brow

and wave a quesadUla in his face.

"Are you upset, mi amor? Here, eat something. Have two. Do you want

another?" Danny obediently swallowed whatever they gave him. When the food

was gone, the three sisters rose in sync and cleared the emptv plates from the

table. One by one, they each planted a kiss on Danny's cheek before shuffling

l)ack into the kitchen. Their lips were moist. Then they each wrapped him in a

tight hug, their plump arms and bellies nearly suffocating him.

"1 love vou," each one crooned, "7p

2 The restaurant filled baek guiero.'' quiew:' Danny would repeat

^ 1 1 •
daringlv, savoring the wav it rolled off his

rr up With supper-rush duierS tongue. He Uked the strange syllables, the

1 , way they filled his mouth, almost spicy. Ye\

as tne sun set. Uanny
he' detected a strange flatness in his voice:

would SaV his ^rOOdbveS he couldn't roll the R the way ins aunts did,

like drumbeats. His voice was flat. English

was flat, he decided. Void of flavor, English

words just sat on the air after he uttered them, stale. They lacked their own

particular taste. He longed to not imderstand.

The restaurant filled back up with su})per-rusli diners as the sim set. Danny

would say his goodbyes, receiving three tight hugs from his aiuits before

scurrying out the door. His mother and father both returned from work each

night at seven, and he always wanted to be home first to meet them when they

pulled in the driveway. Danny's house was grey and orderly; it held the same

routine within its walls each evening. Danny sat at the table across from his

father and finished Geometry homework while he watched his parents. His

father, still dressed in a suit and tie, sipped coffee while flipping through the

day's new spaper His mother leaned against the kitchen counter, dicing tomatoes

and cucumbers to toss into a salad. She hummed calmly, her movements quick

and airv. She always prepared the same meals: salads, vegetable soups, hummus
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raps, light foods that never quite filled Danny's slomacii.

Sometimes, bored and finished with his homework, Danny wandeicd into

le kitchen and wrapped his arms about his mother's waist. She would pour a

iblespoon of salad dressing onto the vegetables and then pause to pat Danny's

ead. She was the eldest of her sisters; her face was beginning to set into an

xpression of stern wrinkles, and a few grey strands poked out of her knotted

am.\et she did not seem to match the other three. She was a spiiidlv woman,

ler figure slim and petite as if she were one long bone. She smelled of laundry

etergent and department -store perfume, and her knoljby elbows prodded

)anny's back when she pulled him in for a hug.

"Love you," she'd say tersely. She never wasted a word. Her voice was laced

viih flatness around the edges, Danny noticed; she'd learned how to pronounce

mglish without the accent of her sisters. She was named Cristina and said her

>wn name dullv.

"I'm Chris-tee-nuh," she'd mutter, pinching a new acquaintance's hand in

ier bony grip.

The day Danny began to formulate his plan was a painfully ordinary Tuesday

n April. It was oddly cold for the time of year, a fact people blamed on the New
England weather. Danny was bundled into his coat and hat when he arrived at

he restaurant.

"\ou look cold," said Catalina, the middle

ister, frowning. She waved her sisters into

he kitchen. "T e/?, Clarisa, come help me get

ome food into this boy."

I

They circled the table as usual, plates of

rijoles charros and stuffed burritos filling the

ipace between them. Catalina took a chomp

rom a burrito and eyed Danny curiously, her

^hin propped on an elbow.

She sinelled of laiiiidn^

detergent and department

-

store perfume, and her

knohby elbows prodded

Danny's back when she

pulled him in foi^ a

nili

-hti:

0

"You sad, my boy?"

"No."

"\ou look sad.\ou're frowning."

"I'm bored."

"Hmm." She |)ushed a ])uiM'il() towai'd him. "Ti-\ on(\ Cai*melila made thcin

lerself, our own family I'ecipe. ^()u uiighl find bui'rilos all ihe world, hul

/ou'll never eat one as good as one made from oui" own scH'rel i'ecipe. \iiuca''



\ l\(vs(aiii"aii(

" thanks," Daniiv said/riic hui'rilo was Cull of peppers; they stung his mouth

hut he (lid not ivaeli Ibi- waler

C.armelila, elunNing, hdgeled in her seat.

'Mfs cold." she chirped. "Already spring, and still frost on tlie ground! Imagine!]

We're going to freeze!"

Ghu'isa sucked her teeth.

"hi Mexico it was never this aAd. Nunca. Ahvays heautiful and warm, the sun

beating down on your skin remember.^" Slie chitched at her sisters' hands.

''Reci/err/en? You remember.'^ The sim.^"

"Yes," Catahna recalled, "Remember the summers.^ When we were children,|

running barefoot through the neighborhood..."

"Your mother would remember," Clarisa told Danny with a sly smile. "She

was the worst one! Parading through town in her bikini, spent half her life at

the beach— she loved the sun, that one."

"And the boys, too," Garmelita insisted. "W hy do you think she went to the

beach so much? Drove our poor mother crazy. Yes, she was a real head-turner.

5 our Cristina and she knew it too!"

^ Danny imagined himself

running away to some foreign

country^ perhaps Mexico. He
could go to the beach.

some other girl, some other life. Was that what happened? Did people gro\\ old

and become a different person, shedding their old selves like snakeskin? W hen

his mother was young under the siui, did she expect she would one day become

a terse skinny woman smelling of laundiy soap?

"\sk vour mother," Carmelita went on now, "Ask her if she remembers. She

will. She'll be embarrassed and pretend she doesn't, but she will!" More frantic

laughter.

Danny imagined himself riuuiing away to some foreign coimtiy, perhaps

Mexico. He could go to the beach. He could lie on his back in the water; the sun

would beat down on his face and the saltwater woidd caress his skin, forevei

warm. He could close his eyes against the world and listen to peo})le talking:
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With this, the three ofthem dissolved

into wild roaring laughter and scattered

memories. Danny timed them out and

tried to imagine his mother young, a|

starrv -eyed girl with her hair down and(

her eyelashes batting to tempt men

under the Mexican sun. No matter how

hard he tried, he could not equate this

image to his mother It seemed to be



u'ir language would (loat pasi his cars uu-uudecslood. hicuditig iti willi I lie

imhling calls of scagidls overhead. Mayhe llieu he could he ahle lo l)readie.

)ann\ eyed his reflection in the glass of ice water hei'on; him. His skin was

mned and his hair a dark hrown. He looked enough like his mother and aunts,

e thought, to hlend in. Mexican, sort of. The laci I hat he did not understand

le words would he his little secret. He would run du'ough die streets shouting

flo/a! Te qi/iero! A(^/ios!'' reUshin^ the way it purred off his tongue. Other people

oiild understand him but he would not know what he was saying. He would

elong and not belong. Snapping out of his daydream, he licked his li|)s in

iiclden hunger

"Look at \ou, all staring off into space," Catalina teased. ''What are you

linking about so hard?" She shook her head. ''Just like your mother. Always

linking, always ([uiet and silent Init thinking. Aren't you?"

Danny shrugged.

'^Tienes hambre? \oii want another burrito?"

He shrugged l^ut took one anway. He guessed he was always himgrv.

Their plates nearly empty, the aunts began looking around the room,

ispecting their customers with a sort of prying curiosity. There was no one in

,lie restaurant aside from one couple in the corner, nearly finished with their

leals. He held her hands in his.

M//ra," Carmelita exclaimed, "Look, look over there. See that couple? Yomig

)ve, so cute. Isn't it?" She gazed at them wistfully, toying with the diamond ring

n her left hand. It had appeared there a month ago, but Carmelita refused to

iividge any details to Danny. She preferred instead to shrug slyly at him, then

vhisper secrets into her sisters' ears and leave Danny to shake his head while

lie three dissoh ed into girlish giggles.

raiii

The other two turned to look, not bothering to be nonchalant al)out

here was one thing they loved as much as eating and talking, it was people-

i^atching. The couple did not notice them.

''No, there's something not (piite right," Catalina suggested, "\lira. See how

he's not looking at him? He's holding her hand but she's looking at the table."

he paused and raised her eyebrows at her sisters. "What do you ihink I heir

tory is?"

rlu

If

Yo no seT (.lai'isa sighed, "I don'l know. Il's lo\e. ui\ dears. Do(\s anxone

ver know?" She was uiel w id) Iwo spii'iled headshakes from Ium- sisters. (
".lai i>a

epeated, "Love, is'/ <'////o/: " She to\ed al I'olling die woi'd aiound in hei" nioulh.

Amor You know auNlhiu"- aboul el tutior. Daiun?"Slu' wink(Ml al hini.


