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For Dat, with love and gratitude








Natasha



Missy makes us real cupcakes.”

This is what my own son says to me, at 7:05 in the morning—​five minutes before we have to get out the door—referring to his father’s new girlfriend as he glares at the whole-grain minimuffin I just served him.

I’m standing at our too-shallow kitchen sink, rubbing a bloodstain with dish soap. The stain is on the yellow LYNX SPIRIT! T-shirt that my daughter just told me all kindergartners were required to wear to school today. It’s fresh from the pile of clothing in the corner of the bedroom that she shares with her brother. That corner smells like mildew. So before I could even start working on her T-shirt, I had to find the source of the smell. It turned out to be a pair of slightly damp Spider-Man underwear, and now I know that Alex sneaked a soda last night before bed. But his sheets aren’t wet, thank God. Regardless, we’re running late now, and I’m scrubbing as fast as I can, because Lucia’s front tooth finally fell out, just ten minutes ago, and of course her first instinct was to wipe the gum hole with her freshly Febrezed T-shirt and get blood right smack in the middle of it.

Fifty percent of my job as a mother is cleaning up bodily fluids. That’s what it feels like. And then the other fifty percent is worrying.

Lucia’s waiting in her camisole, sitting with her brother in the breakfast nook—or the breakfast square yard, as I like to think of it—at the table I put together with an Allen wrench a month ago, which barely seats the three of us. She’s picking at her own whole-grain minimuffin, which is not, as Alex has noted, a real cupcake. She’s looking back and forth between her brother and me, watching to find out who’s going to win the fight and which way, therefore, her loyalties should lie.

I pause midscrub to regard my son, Alex. Or Venom, which is the only name he’ll answer to this morning, since he’s wearing his Venom mask. Venom, the black Spider-Man. The first time Alex explained it to me, I thought he meant African-American. Maybe my son’s comic books were finally getting a little diversity, I thought. But no, Venom is actually black—Spidey’s literal dark side, the result of one of those scientific accidents he has a habit of getting into. This one was so bad it affected not only his personality but the color of his costume fabric, too. Serious stuff.

Never mind that this mask was a gift from me, Alex’s loving mother, for his birthday three weeks ago. Never mind that I’d spent two lunch hours trudging down Jefferson, looking into all those flea-markety little shops in search of something I could afford that was still cool enough for my beloved child.

I’d gone looking specifically for a luchador mask—the headgear of a Mexican wrestler. Not because I wanted to honor our Hispanic heritage or anything noble like that, but because Alex was temporarily obsessed with a Saturday-morning cartoon about luchadores. I searched the faces of skeletons, dudes made of gold, and what looked like robotic roosters, but none of them were good enough for my boy. Then I found him: Venom. Or at least the Coahuila knockoff version of him. The Mexican black Spider-Man, you could say. The perfect gift.

Alex loved the mask more than the Venom comics and action figure I’d also bought him. More than the cake and the ice cream. Not to be catty, but he liked it way more than the single present his father bought him—a video game for the wrong gaming system, featuring the wrong Spider-Man.

So now I find it a little ironic that Alex uses my gift to explore his own dark side and then aims the results at me. Missy makes them real cupcakes, he says.

If this kid is trying to hurt me, he’s going to have to try harder.

If he’d said, “Missy has way less cellulite than you, even though you’re the same age,” it might have stung a little.

If he’d said, “Missy has a happier, healthier relationship with Dad than you did, even though at first she seemed like a rebound,” it might have broken my skin. But my son, with stubbornness and smart-assery that are strangely familiar, isn’t trying to sting or scratch. No, he’s going in for the kill.

He says, “I want to go live with Missy and Daddy. I’m tired of living with you.” Then, to make sure I’m listening, he picks up his minimuffin and throws it at the wall.

Lucia immediately commits a copycat crime, pushing her own muffin off its plate so that it rolls in slow motion to the floor. Then she lets out a quiet noise, a cross between wicked glee and immediate regret.

I look Alex right in the face. Right in the eyeholes, so I can make sure he’s not crying and hasn’t lost his mind. No—his eyes are blazing. He’s glaring at me, daring me to lose it. And right now I think I might.

Right now I see his father in those eyes, and I feel like hitting him. Like maybe I can slap Alex hard enough to make Mike feel it, right through their shared DNA.

But instead I smile. “Well, sweetie, I’m sorry to hear you say that. Sometimes I wish I could stay home from work and make you cupcakes every day.”

His eyes are locked on mine. He’s listening.

“And sometimes I wish you could stay home from school and make me cupcakes. But, unfortunately, we all have to do things we don’t like, or else our lives would fall apart. Right? Like, right now I have to go to work so I can buy you healthy food, even though I know you’re going to complain about it. But I have to do it, because I love you and I don’t want you to get fat and have all your teeth fall out. You know what I mean?” He looks down. I wait for him to look back up at me. “And right now you have to clean up the mess you made and then go to school.”

He climbs out of his chair and picks up the muffin. I can see that he’s a little embarrassed, but also still angry with me. And that’s just the way it has to be for now.

Lucia sniffles and picks up her own muffin without being asked. Poor kid—a rebel without a cause, nipped in the bud.

For the rest of the hour, we move like soldiers, swift and silent. I wring and blow-dry the lynx shirt and pull it over my daughter’s head, then quickly repair her ponytail. The kids put on their shoes and the sweaters they don’t want to wear, the ones they won’t appreciate until they get out to the bus stop and feel that, hello, it’s October. Then we shoulder backpacks and purse and march out of the too-small apartment, past the broken elevator, down the nappy carpeted hallway, out the complex’s front doors, through the rocky parking lot and chipped front gate. As we wait on the sidewalk with the other kids, I hum and chat to Lucia until the bus materializes at the corner. Alex stays quiet but lets me squeeze his arm good-bye.

And then they’re gone. Not for long, but long enough to worry about, no matter how many times they go and come back again. Because half my job as a mother, I swear, is being worried. At least fifty percent of my life is mentally preparing for every single thing that might possibly happen when I’m not there to protect them.

I take a step back and draw a deep breath. Something’s poking me. Jabbing me in the chest, it feels like.

I feel it now, that thing my son said. And it hurts like hell after all.






Natasha



Chick-N-Bix is always the same, no matter what neighborhood you live in. The one I used to take the kids to, on the northern edge of Dallas, had a kids’ area filled by a two-story maze of red and yellow tunnels and slides and ball pits, which were all undoubtedly filled with bacteria. And so does the one here, adjacent to Oak Cliff, on the opposite side of town. The Chick-N-Bix up north, in the cute new suburb where we used to live, was filled with bored moms eating their kids’ leftover chicken biscuits and watching them navigate the germy tunnels. And so here we are, myself and my friend and former neighbor Kate, eating and watching in the very same way we used to, in this completely different neighborhood where I now have an apartment.

“Zach,” she says. “Zach! Zach. Zach!” Every time she says his name, Kate pops out of her red plastic seat, as if to run and save him from a fall, then slowly sits back down. With her yoga pants and stretchy T-shirt, it looks like she’s doing squats. Maybe that’s how she stays so thin. And the yoga pants must help. They fit tight around her butt, like a string around her finger, reminding her that she’s not supposed to eat more than two of the waffle fries. Meanwhile I’ve eaten all of mine and half of Lucia’s. I can’t resist waffle fries, and that’s why I wear really loose-fitting jeans.

Kate’s son scrambles through the lowest levels of the maze, rolling and tumbling along, never losing his determination to keep up with Alex and Lucia. And I remember when Alex was that young, so very long ago, when I still had only him to worry about and I lived in fear of everything. At least I lived in fear of totally different things than I do now.

“Do his legs look a little bowed to you?” Kate asks me.

“I don’t think it’s worth trying to judge until he’s totally out of training pants,” I say.

“Was Lucia that clumsy when she was three?” Kate asks me.

I say, “I don’t think she could do the slide as well as Zach’s doing now until she was four.” It’s a lie. Honestly, I don’t even remember how old Lucia was when she first successfully made it through the Chick-N-Bix playroom, because I’m now experienced enough to know that it doesn’t matter. My kids are healthy, thankfully, and now I understand that all those little charts and records I used to keep about their first steps and first teeth were nothing but exercises in OCD.

But I don’t mind slandering my own child if it’ll get Kate to calm down. And it does. She finally stops calling her son’s name and turns back to our conversation. “So,” she says, “Terry thinks therapy’s a waste of time, and Joe’s still sleeping on the couch.”

“What is she going to do?” I say. This story is very interesting to me, because if Joe and Terry get divorced, Mike and I will no longer be the only divorced couple in the neighborhood gang. Not that I’d wish divorce on anybody for such a petty reason. But I’m interested.

“She doesn’t know. They’re going to try a different therapist, I guess,” says Kate. “They didn’t even talk to anybody at the block party. They were too busy arguing.”

The block party. God. I don’t want to ask, but here it comes out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “Was he there?”

“Yes.” Kate knows who I mean—Mike—without having to ask. She’s a good friend, not just because she still drives way over here to hang out with me but because she gives up the gossip on my ex-husband without judging me for asking. “He was there, and he brought her with him. She was way overdressed. We were all like, ‘Why is she even here?’ I mean, it’s one thing for Mike to show, so he can see all the guys at the same time. But she should’ve stayed home.”

This is gratifying. I’m not going to ask for any more. I’ll just use my imagination. I’m good at that. Despite the fact that I’m in the middle of a fast-food restaurant, surrounded by children’s screeches and the smell of their shoes, I can clearly imagine Mike and Missy at the block party in our old neighborhood. Missy is wearing one of her ridiculously low-cut, flowered sundresses and high-heeled sandals, even though it’s October. And too much makeup, of course. The guys are ogling her on the sly, except for Rick, who’s openly staring, which pisses off Tammy and causes her to open another bottle of beer. And Tammy and the other women are ignoring Missy. They’re saying, “God, I wish Natasha was here. I miss her. Mike’s an idiot for letting her go.” They add, “Mike ruined everything. Now there’s no one to make good potato salad, and our block parties suck.”

Unless Missy brought potato salad. That bitch—she better not have. I should ask Kate. No, don’t ask. Don’t say anything else about them.

I take a sip of my diet soda. “How’s Shannon doing?” I say, cool as a freaking cucumber.

“Good,” says Kate. “Can you believe she’s due next month already? I need to hurry up and get her—” She stops talking. She looks away. Under her green eyes, her cheeks turn pink.

“Get her what?” I say.

Lucia lets out a particularly loud shriek then. Her shrieks are very distinctive. I stand and pinpoint her location in the maze. She’s at the top right corner, and the reason for her scream was that her foot got caught in the rope ladder. The fastest way for me to get to her is to climb up these stairs and then stand on this plaster clown’s head. I take the first step. But now Alex has pulled her foot from the hole and she’s laughing again and moving forward, out of my sight. I sit back down. Kate looks stricken.

“They’re fine,” I say. “Zach’s right there in the ball pit, next to the girl in pink.”

“No,” she says. “It’s not that. Natasha, I feel terrible, but…”

“What?” I say. What is it? Missy made the potato salad, didn’t she? And it was better than mine, and no one missed me at all.

“Shannon’s baby shower is next week,” she says.

“It is?” I don’t remember getting the invitation. “Did she do those stupid e-mail invitations? Those always go straight to my junk mail.”

“No. Natasha, this is so lame, and I’m so sorry to be the one telling you, but she didn’t invite you. She had to invite Mike instead.”

“What?”

“I know. It’s so stupid. I’m sorry. But she and Rajeem wanted a coed shower, with the guys playing poker in the garage, and Rajeem really wanted Mike to be there. So…”

Now I’m the one turning red, most likely. I feel as if someone slapped my face. Neither of us says anything for a moment, and suddenly I’m eating those stupid waffle fries left on Lucia’s plate. Just pushing them into my mouth, one after another, the way my mother would chain-smoke unfiltereds.

I don’t want to ask, but I can’t stop myself. “Is she invited?”

Kate shakes her head. “I don’t think so. I mean, I don’t know. Probably not personally. It probably just says ‘Mike Davila and guest’ or something. Right?”

“Right. That would be the polite way to do it.” Which is a stupid thing to say, but so is her question. How could I know what the invitation would say? How could I know what these people would do, if they would treat me like this? When they’re my friends and neighbors? Used to be my neighbors. Supposed to be my friends.

Zach is crying now, in such a way that Kate really does have to run and get him.

I never cry. I haven’t cried in almost a year, and I’m not about to start again now.

Kate comes back with Zach in her arms, his thumb in his mouth. She arranges him on her lap and brings up a new topic of conversion. “Listen. Natasha. Forget all that. What about what we were talking about the other day? My friend? My friend Valerie’s friend?”

She means some divorced guy she’s trying to hook me up with. “What about him?” I say, more tersely than I mean to.

“Well, has he called you?” She won’t make eye contact with me anymore. She feels complicit in the baby-shower conspiracy, simply by virtue of being one of the invited. Who knows? Maybe she feels guilty for being happily married, too.

How long before Terry and Joe give it up and become the second failed marriage in our group? How long before the others are forced to start choosing between them? If Terry keeps the house, she’ll be the one at the block parties and the baby showers. But if she and Joe both leave the neighborhood, the way Mike and I had to do because we were only renting, she’ll probably have to move to a cheaper place, like an apartment. She won’t be a neighbor anymore. And all the remaining husbands might decide that Joe plays pool too well to be kicked off the guest list.

I’m not mad at Kate for being part of this group that’s forgotten about me. It’s been a year since the divorce, and she’s the only one who comes to hang out with me, on these occasional weeknights when her husband’s working late.

I’m not mad at the other women either. Most of them have kids starting kindergarten or day care this year. They don’t have time to drive over here to visit someone who used to live in their neighborhood.

I’m not even mad at Shannon for not inviting me to her shower. Mike’s been friends with her husband since high school, and eleven years of living with Mike taught me that his friends are the core of that social group. Girlfriends come and go. Apparently wives do, too, now. I don’t blame Shannon for doing what she has to do in order to keep the peace. I wouldn’t have invited me either, if I were her.

I’m not upset at all. And I’m not going to cry. Not here or now at least.

“Natasha. Did he?” says Kate.

“What’s that?”

“My friend Valerie’s friend Hector. Did he call you?”

“Oh,” I say. “Yeah. He asked me to lunch. We’re supposed to go tomorrow.”

Her face lights up, and now she can look at me again. “Really? Well, that’s exciting, isn’t it? Do you know what you’re going to wear?”

“I don’t know.” I want to go home now. I’m suddenly exhausted. “Actually, I’m probably going to cancel on him.”

“What? Why?” she says, sounding like a teenager, despite the toddler in her arms.

“I don’t know,” I say again. “Maybe I’m not ready for dating yet.”

She says, “What? Don’t say that.” She shakes her head, but not very enthusiastically.

Inspired by Zach’s example, Lucia exits the maze and runs to me, holds out her arms, and makes noises like a baby. I wouldn’t normally carry her, because she’s too old for that now. But I relent, just this once. I lift her onto my hip and call Alex to my side. I say good-bye to my friend.

“See you soon,” I tell her as we gather our children’s paraphernalia. Even though I know that “soon” probably isn’t the most accurate word.






Natasha



My mother is so unreliable.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” she whines into the phone at me. “You never give me any notice.”

I’m sitting at my desk, trying to look like I’m having a work-related conversation and not an annoying personal one. “I told you two weeks ago,” I say. Two weeks and one day ago, I asked her to baby-sit the kids for Parent-Teacher Conference Night. She said she would, and now she’s forgotten. She’s made other plans. “Can’t you go to AA another night?” I say.

“Natasha. You know they only have it once a month. If I miss this one, I can’t go until November. And then what about Thanksgiving?”

Because I’m at work, I’m not going to get into it with her. If I were having this conversation at home, at night, but someplace where the kids couldn’t hear me either—locked in the bathroom, say—then I’d remind my mother that she’d missed the AA meeting in September and also the one in August. I’d inform her that simply from the sound of her voice I can tell she’s halfway through her second glass of white zin. I’d tell her that admitting you have the problem doesn’t count as the first step if you never intend to take another step. Then I’d conclude by pointing out that she doesn’t need the whole month of November to plan a burned turkey and a box of cornbread dressing.

Instead I say, “So you’re not going to baby-sit for me?”

She says, “If you’d told me a week ago, I would have. But this Thursday? I just can’t.” And now I can’t go to Parent-Teacher Conference Night.

She’s still talking. “See, Natasha, this is what I’ve been trying to tell you. This thing with you divorcing Mike—you should’ve thought about how it would end up. You’re making it hard on all of us. Ever since you left him, I’ve been—”

“Mom, I have to go. Good-bye.”

The rule is, don’t get emotional on the phone at work. That’s why I hang up on my mother when her voice sounds like cheap white wine. And that’s why I never call Mike from here either.

And now my phone rings, and it’s a number I don’t recognize.

Which reminds me that I forgot to call that guy Hector and cancel our lunch date. Our blind date. No, I did meet him once, a long time ago, before he was divorced. So make that our legally blind date.

Because that’s what my good friend Kate thought my life was missing: one more thing on my plate. One more straw on the stressed camel’s back. Lately it feels like I’m eating stress for breakfast. There were no arguments this morning—if anything, Alex was completely penitent about yesterday’s outburst—but Lucia’s teddy bear’s arm ripped at the seam again, and she bawled all the way out the door. And then, on the way here, the Blazer was acting up again. I need to schedule that oil change. I need to find someone to watch the kids on Thursday. I can’t miss the Parent-Teacher Conference. Alex’s teacher has been such a witch to him lately, and I need to get that straightened out. I need to hurry up and make that appointment with the dentist, before the deductible starts up again…I’m going to tackle that—everything on that list—as soon as I finish this phone conversation.

“Waterson Price Merman O’Connell. This is Natasha.”

“Hello. I’m calling for Natasha?” he says.

Great. Good listening skills, guy. “Speaking.”

“Natasha, sorry.” He laughs a little. “I didn’t hear your name at first, with all the others. It’s me, Hector.”

He tells me he’s two minutes away. It’s too late to cancel on him now. There’s nothing to do but grab my purse, tell the others I’m leaving, and get this stupid thing over with.


 



Hector is shorter than I remembered. Shorter and a little heavier. He still has black hair, and the same amount of it. Slight mustache. He’s wearing a sport coat, no tie—his uniform for client meetings, he says. He looks like a nice enough guy. Nothing wrong with him.

Now I’m trying to remember if I was thinner than this back when he first met me. No, don’t think about that. What does it matter?

If I did gain weight—if he’s disappointed—he’s too much of a gentleman to show it. He says, “Is the chicken salad good?” He’s worried because neither of us has ever been to this café. He found it online by looking at a map of restaurants near my work.

“It’s pretty good,” I say. It isn’t. The dressing’s too sweet. And I don’t like the café itself either. The tables are too small and close together. But there’s no need to be rude, so I don’t complain. “How’s the burger?”

He says, “It’s pretty good.” After a moment he adds, “Maybe a little dry.”

That’s how the conversation has gone so far: stops and starts of meaningless comments. You can almost hear our thoughts between the words, and we’re both thinking, Why did I agree to do this?

What the heck…? I say, “Are you wondering why you agreed to do this?”

He laughs. “No. Are you?”

I laugh, too, and I hear how nervous it sounds. “Kind of. No offense—you seem like a nice guy. But I’m starting to realize that I’m not ready to start dating again. Since the divorce, I mean.”

He shrugs. “Let’s not call it a date, then. Maybe we’re just two people who are looking to make new friends.”

I can’t argue with that. “Sure. I could always use another friend.” It’s a funny thing to say. Is it really true?

Sometimes, since the divorce, I feel like a rocket. Not one of the space shuttles they use now, but one of those old-fashioned rockets we studied in school, the kind that breaks into pieces as it gets higher in the sky. First I had to break away from Mike. He was too heavy, dragging me down, and I needed to drop him if I wanted to go any higher. Then I lost our house—another section falling away. Slowly, my old friends are dropping away, one by one, whether I like it or not. What’s left? My mother? Maybe I’ll jettison her on purpose. All that’s left, eventually, will be Alex, Lucia, and me, flying alone through space. After everything that’s happened in the past year, they’re the only part of my life that I can’t stand to lose.

The question is, do I really need new friends right now? I’m kind of busy here, trying to hold my rocket ship together.

Hector’s staring at his dry burger, thinking about something serious. He looks up at me and says, “You know, when Maribel and I first split up, I kind of lost touch with a lot of people. Friends, family. For a long time, I felt like, if I don’t need her, maybe I don’t need anybody.”

I nod. Yes, I know exactly what you’re saying, Near Stranger.

He goes on. “But lately I’ve been thinking that was all wrong, like some trick my mind was playing on me. See, the easy thing to do would be to stay by myself and not worry about anybody new letting me down, the way Maribel did.” He looks at me like he’s asking for my understanding, my compassion. “But it’s not supposed to be easy, right?”

I drop my fork. My hand loosens up somehow, and the fork just slips out, onto my skirt, then onto the floor. Immediately, Hector swoops down to pick it up. I look down and see the back of his head, all covered with thick black hair, there near my lap. I can smell his cologne. It’s like woods, smoke, crisp air. I feel a jolt in my thighs, like a sudden fear that he’s going to reach out and touch me.

But it isn’t fear. No, I recognize this feeling now. I want him to reach out and touch me. And I’m only afraid that he’ll look up at me and know.

Something is wrong with me.

He does look up—sits up with the fork in his hand, sets it on the edge of the table. Takes his own fork, unused, and offers it to me with a friendly smile. And I wonder, fleetingly, what the expression on my face is conveying to him, because he stops smiling and just stares.

I reach out and touch him. I put my hand on his and say, “Can we go somewhere else?”

Something is so very wrong with me. What am I doing?

He says, “You mean for coffee?”

I shake my head no.

He says, “You mean…for…somewhere…alone?”

I say, “Yes.”

If he’s shocked, he rallies quickly and says in a discreet tone, “A motel?”

I nod.

I know exactly what I’m doing. It’s stupid and crazy, and I don’t care. I just don’t. It’s my turn to do something irresponsible for once. Everyone else gets to do whatever they want—make messes, throw tantrums, move in with women they’ve just met. And I’m the one who’s left cleaning up the results. But now it’s my turn to be bad.


 



Before today I was worried that Mike would be the last man I ever had sex with. And when was the very last time with him? In his mother’s house, last Thanksgiving, fast and full of shame.

No, it was in our bedroom, while the kids slept. Fast and dry and resentful.

No. It was a couple of weeks after I moved out, in a last-ditch effort to save our marriage. And it was slow and desperate and sad. So I don’t want to remember it now. It never happened.

I’m only thirty-two and probably—knock on wood—won’t die anytime soon. But still, I worried that Mike would be my last. Until right now, because here I am in the Blazer, following a Chrysler to a motel. A silver Chrysler Sebring, driven by a man I barely know.

I used to be so proud that Mike was only the third guy I’d ever slept with. Third and a half, if I count that guy Federico, which I don’t, because that only happened once, and then he didn’t even come, and then he cried and confessed that he was gay…So embarrassing. I would never tell that story to anyone. But back when I was first married to Mike, eight years—no, almost nine years ago now—my relative inexperience was something he valued in me, and therefore I valued it, too. The way brides in Third World countries must feel when they bring their new husbands a goat or a cow.

And now I look back on the twenty-three-year-old pregnant bride I was and feel sorry for her, for being such a dummy. What a sad waste. What was the point of giving myself—​my young, chubby but still-firm body—to one man for what I thought was supposed to be the rest of our lives? At the time I had no idea that our marriage would eventually become years of once-a-month sex between two people who shared a mutual dislike and slept together only because they had no other options. Although I still think Mike tried to seduce that coworker of his and would have cheated on me if he’d found someone willing to help him.

Why didn’t I know better, though? Look at my parents—they lasted longer than Mike and me, had two kids like we did, but hated each other. They would’ve gone on forever, making each other miserable—Dad turning into more of a bitter hermit and Mom more of a screeching nag—if my brother and I hadn’t sat them down and begged them, emotionally blackmailed them, into getting the divorce. Twenty-five years of needless hell there. Why did I think my own marriage would magically end up better, with an example like that?

I remember Dad’s jokes that one day, if I kept making chicken and rice as well as I did, a rich man would be happy to marry me. Maybe I’d even score the quarterback for the Houston Oilers if I kept on frying pork chops like that. Presumably, in Dad’s mind, these millionaires wouldn’t mind that I’d never finished community college, that I worked in the grocery-store deli. They’d appreciate my cooking more than he appreciated my mother’s, more than he appreciated that she managed to stay thin after two pregnancies and all that chicken and rice.

Then there was Mom, the devil on my shoulder across from Dad’s angel. She had no qualms about telling me that I was lucky to land someone like Mike. In her mind his full-time job and half-white good looks made him eligible for something much better than my diet-resistant body and “god-awful” frizzy hair. Who knows what kind of man she thought I deserved, with my smart mouth and thunder thighs. Maybe none at all, since I was already twenty-three and didn’t have any kids, and her sister’s daughters—all petite beauties with long, stick-straight hair—each had several kids with several men by the time they were twenty-two.

Mom should have divorced Dad earlier and married Mike herself. That would’ve been a better match, because they both have that need to suck the happiness out of everyone around them. So if they got together, they’d deplete happiness until it created a disturbance in the space-time continuum, just like in one of Dad’s sci-fi books. And then maybe that would’ve fixed them both. Or at least kept them too busy to suck on the rest of us.

I spent so many years trying to fix my parents’ problems, then trying to fix my own marriage, before I finally stopped caring and gave up. Bailed on it. Put the oxygen mask on my own face before assisting the kids with theirs, then pulling up on our flotation devices and getting the hell off the burning plane.

Now that I’m free and clear of my delusions, I wonder why anyone gets married.


 



Why is this crap streaming through my head like a sad movie right now, of all times? Stop thinking about it. Get back to the mood that made me fire up the Blazer and follow this man. The impulse I’m already second-guessing.

Why am I doing this? Is it a pheromone thing? A chicken-salad roofie, maybe.

It’s not because Mike’s already dating again and I’m trying to compete. Is it? No. Say it: He’s been dating Missy for six months. From what the kids say, they’ll be moving in together any day now. And Mike and I have barely been divorced a year. Jesus, is that why?

No. I don’t care about that. I don’t care about anything right now. Specifically, I don’t care about what’s going to happen when I undress and undo all the straps and the elastics and then…Expose the lumps. The pouches. The dimples, the stretch marks, the flaps. There’s no hiding them in the daytime. But who cares? I barely know this guy. If he doesn’t like it, he never has to see me again. But I have the feeling he won’t mind. He’s been around the block a few times, this Hector. From what I remember, his ex was no closer to a supermodel than I am.

It’s so strange, not to care. Strange and exhilarating.

Now we’re here. Now I’m out of the Blazer and walking next to him.

He’s talking to the front desk, and I can’t hear. I don’t care what they’re saying. His white work shirt is stretching across his chest a little, across his stomach, and I’m having this hallucination that I can smell his shirt and his chest and his stomach, and it smells like salt and that one cologne I dislike and something else. But the smell doesn’t bother me.

Now we’re in the room. The yellowed walls and the scratchy-looking flowered bedspread should fill me with disgust but don’t. All I see is what’s about to happen, as if it’s a haze surrounding us. We’re not talking at all, and that’s fine, too. He locks us in, and I lay my purse down; he does something with the room key, car keys, wallet…And now we’re standing next to the bed, stripping as fast as we can. We’re in a movie, and someone has hit fast-forward.

I didn’t notice until right this second how strangely sexy Hector is. His body is short and kind of blunt. His chest is covered with wiry black hairs, just like the ones he needs to trim from his sideburns, but on the whiter chest skin with the blue veins. They’re swirling around his brown nipples that face slightly downward, like two eyes that are shy, and that’s a turn-on, too, for some reason. His little beer belly—I can see it now. It’s round and smooth, and I want to reach out and touch it, put my hand over the black hairs that look like an ant trail coming out of his belly button and heading down, down to what I see now is a patch of blacker hair hiding under his pleated pants, which he’s pulling down now, uncovering the blackest hairs that lead the way into faded blue boxer briefs. Which also come down. And then there it is. Shorter than I expected, but thicker, too. With that nice lighter color—not the red, thank gosh—and even bluer veins than the ones on his chest. And it’s curved.

It’s cute. I reach for it.

He must be looking at me in the same way as I reveal my body bit by bit, blouse by skirt, and he must like what he sees, or not mind it, because he only gets thicker. He tries to get longer, too, I think, but it’s as if the curve won’t let it. So I help him by pulling. I pull it in the right direction.

I’m going crazy, and I’m going to hell, but right now I don’t care.

I must be hallucinating, because I don’t feel my body anymore. If I did, I’d certainly feel my stomach, and I’d be trying to curl myself in a way that would hide it. I’d be trying to create some optical illusion on my stomach, my thighs, certain angles of my butt, maybe the insides of my upper arms…but I’m not doing any of that. I can only feel my hands as I use them to pull him toward me. I feel them stroking, then sort of pinching and scratching. It’s like they don’t belong to me anymore.

And then I can only feel my mouth, so I kiss whatever’s near it.

And then I feel another part of myself, stronger than anything else, and I reach out to pull him into it. We’re lying on the bed, kind of, somehow, and I grab him and manage to pull him on top, between my thighs, and into me at the exact right angle.

And then I feel my voice. It says, “Fuck the hell out of me, Hector.”

And Hector listens.






Alex



I’m a superhero, and my superpowers are flying, super strength, and mind control.

Whenever Devonique opens her mouth to tattle on me, I can use my mind rays to make her be quiet. Or I can fly in the air and kick her in the head.

Whenever Ms. Hubacek gets mad at me, I can use my mind rays to make her forget. Or I can fly away from school. Or I could go back in time, because I also have time-travel powers. Like when Melinda kept talking to me and I told her to shut up. I’d go back in time and make it so I whispered “Shut up” instead of saying it too loud. Then Ms. Hubacek wouldn’t hear me saying it, and she couldn’t get mad and tell my mom that I always speak out in class and then argue with her about it.

Also, I can stop time. I can make the world stop. Everybody around me freezes, and then I can get up and do whatever I want. I can get my favorite eraser back from Ms. Hubacek’s desk. I can draw a funny picture on Michael’s binder. I can go to the bathroom real fast, then be back at my desk when time starts up again.

Also, I can hold my pee for as long as I want. I can hold it until recess, or until I get home, or forever.






Alex



I peed my pants. I didn’t ask Ms. Hubacek for permission to go to the restroom because I already knew what she’d say. “You were supposed to go right after lunch. Only kindergartners don’t know when they’re supposed to go to the bathroom, Alex.” That’s what she said last time, and everybody laughed.

This time we’re in Resource Room, and I really couldn’t hold it. So it’s not just a little bit of pee, and there’s no table to hide it. Devonique sees and raises her hand. “Ms. Hubacek, Alex had a accident over here.” I don’t like Devonique.

Ms. Hubacek gets mad. I hate it when that happens. She breathes real loud and says, “Alex.” She gets up and comes over to my carpet square and sees how it’s dark and wet all around me. She grabs my arm, and her sharp orange nails pinch through my shirt. Everybody’s staring at me. She drags me to her desk and writes the paper for me to go to the nurse. My legs are starting to itch inside my jeans. Ms. Hubacek slams her pen on the desk and hands me the note. I go out the door and down the hall.

The nurse looks like my grandma, but nice. She’s not dressed like a nurse or a teacher. She just looks like a regular lady. She doesn’t get mad. She just reads Ms. Hubacek’s note and then gets up to check her cubbies. There’s no extra clothes with my name on them. She says, “I guess your mama never sent any.”

She sits back at her desk and looks at her computer. Then she calls somebody on her phone. She says, “Mrs. Davila? I’m calling to tell you that Alex has had an accident and he needs some clean clothes to be brought to the school.” Then she hangs up and says, “She didn’t answer. I guess we should call your daddy.”

She calls on the phone again. She says, “Mr. Davila? I’m calling to tell you that Alex has had an accident.…Mm-hmm.…No, I mean a bladder accident.” She tells him I don’t have any clothes in the cubby and then says “Mm-hmm” a bunch more times. Then she hangs up and says, “I guess your daddy’s friend is coming to bring you a change of clothing.” I think she means Missy, my dad’s girlfriend.

The nurse tells me I can go sit in the other room, the one with the orange plastic chair and the cot where kids sleep when they’re sick. So I go in there. I don’t know if I’m supposed to sit down with my pants wet, so I stay standing up and just wait. I hear the nurse typing on her computer for a long time.

The nap-room door is open a little bit, so I can see when Missy comes in. She’s wearing her sunglasses and carrying a bag from Target. The nurse stares at her, probably because Missy has long legs and long blond hair. That’s what my dad said he first noticed about her, and he couldn’t stop looking. I heard him tell his friend that. He said Missy actually works at keeping herself in shape, unlike some other women he could mention. That means she’s good at sports. My dad likes sports a lot.

Mom used to be good at sports, but she stopped playing when she got out of school. She doesn’t keep herself in shape, Dad says. So she just looks normal, like all the other moms.

Missy talks to the nurse and makes her laugh. Then they call me out of the nap room and give me the Target bag and tell me to change and use the wipes on myself. So I go back in the nap room and close the door. I open the bag and see jeans and Transformers underwear.

I don’t wear Transformers anymore. I only wear Spider-Man now.

I take off my peed pants and underwear. I don’t know where I’m supposed to put them, so I leave them on the floor, in the corner, under the cot. After I put on my clean clothes, I see the wipes that they were talking about on the counter. I get one and use it to wipe my hands.

When I come out of the room, Missy and the nurse are talking. Missy says, “…missing his dad.” The nurse is nodding. They stop talking when they see me.

“Where are your dirty clothes, tiger?” Missy says.

I point behind me, to the floor in the little room. I wish Missy wasn’t here. I wish I hadn’t peed my pants, or I had the superpower to go back in time. Or to make Ms. Hubacek let us go to the restroom whenever we want.

The door to the nurse’s office opens. It’s Mom. She’s here. She looks mad. When she gets all the way inside and sees Missy standing there, she looks even madder.

Ms. Garcia, the school secretary, comes in behind her. I’ve never seen Ms. Garcia come out of the main office before.

Mom says, “And I’m trying to find out why exactly I wasn’t called.”

Ms. Garcia looks at the nurse. The nurse says, “Well, we called your work, Ms. Davila, but we couldn’t reach you, and that’s why we called Mr. Davila, and he sent over Ms.… um…He sent over his friend.”

My mom looks the way she did that one time when we went to Grandma’s and Grandma gave Lucia that pink dress and it didn’t fit her, and Grandma said she’d have to return it and get a bigger one. And Lucia asked if Grandma could get her a black dress instead. And Grandma said that Lucia ate too much and that she wasn’t very ladylike. When Grandma said that, Mom stood up real straight and crossed her arms, like she’s doing right now. Her eyebrows went down, and her mouth got skinny, just like right now. She told Grandma, “I’m not going to let you give her a freaking complex. If you’re so worried about the kids’ weight, quit giving Alex so much candy.”

But I don’t think Mom’s going to say that Ms. Garcia and the nurse are giving me a freaking complex. I think she’s mad because they didn’t tell her what happened. Mom hates it when she doesn’t know what’s going on.

She tells Ms. Garcia, “So now anyone off the street is allowed to come into the school and undress my son?” She means Missy, except Missy didn’t undress me. But I guess Mom thinks she did. Now Missy looks mad, but she doesn’t say anything.

“Well, no, Ms. Davila,” says Ms. Garcia. “But your husband’s—your ex-husband’s—friend is an authorized contact for Alex. Mr. Davila added her name to the list two weeks ago.” She means Dad. Mom hates it when people forget that Dad’s her ex-husband and call him her husband instead. She always calls him “my kids’ dad.”

Mom’s voice gets loud now. “Why didn’t anyone call my cell? I didn’t get the message until I got back to work, and then I had to drive like a maniac to get Alex’s clothes and get over here. And now that I’m here, you’re telling me that instead of calling my mother or my cousin or someone else that I put on the emergency contact list, you called a woman I barely know to come here and take my son’s clothes off?” She’s yelling at them now. Everybody in the office looks scared.

Missy says, “I didn’t take his clothes off.” She’s looking at the floor, not at Mom. “I was just trying to help. But I’ll be leaving now.” She walks behind Mom and goes out the door. My mom is looking at her like she has laser rays in her eyes and wants to burn Missy with them.

Mrs. Garcia says, “Well, we’re sorry, Ms. Davila. We thought your ex-husband or his girlfriend would tell you. Or…well, that Alex would tell you what happened when he got home.”

Mom turns around and sees me watching everything through the door. How did she know I was watching? Oh, no. She’s going to yell at me next.

But no, she’s smiling now. Not like she’s happy to see me, but like she’s telling the secretary and the nurse that they’ve gotten on her nerves so bad that she’s not going to waste her time talking to them anymore. She tells me, “Hi, sweetie. Let’s get you cleaned up, okay?”

She comes into the nap room and closes the door behind us and looks at my dirty clothes on the floor. Then she looks at the jeans I’m wearing and shakes her head. “Missy didn’t help you change?” she says.

I shake my head no.

She opens the door again and tells the nurse, “There’s no sink in here.”

I hear the nurse saying something, and then Mom says, “Well, how about a towel and a bucket of water, then? Something. And I need real soap.” Then she says “Jesus” real quiet, like she does when she’s driving or talking on the phone to my dad.

She opens the black bag she brought with her and takes out jeans, my underwear, some socks, and a new pair of tennis shoes. They’re the same as my regular shoes, the ones from Payless that have Venom on the sides. She says, “So what happened?”

“I don’t know. I just had an accident.”

“But why, sweetie?” She’s not mad anymore. She’s just frustrated. “Didn’t you tell Ms. Hubacek you had to go to the bathroom?”

“No,” I say.

“Why not?”

“Because she doesn’t let us. It’s a rule.”

“But her class is right after lunch,” my mom says.

I tell her, “I know. But we’re only supposed to go at after-lunch break, and if we have to go after that, we’re supposed to hold it until recess. Last time I asked her, Ms. Hubacek said that only kindergartners can’t hold it until recess. And then that stupid Devonique laughed and started calling me ‘Kinderbaby.’”

Mom says, “She did, huh? Well, it sounds like I need to have a talk with Ms. Hubacek.”

I can tell she’s thinking about what she’s going to do next. I bet she’s going to go talk to Ms. Hubacek right now. Or, if they don’t let her, she’ll write a long e-mail to the principal and get Ms. Hubacek in trouble, like that time before we came to this school, when she got the day-care lady in trouble for calling Lucia “a little beaner girl.”

The nurse sticks her hands in the door and gives Mom some little blue towels like the ones the cafeteria ladies use, one of the soaps from the restroom, and a bottle of water from the Coke machine in the teachers’ lounge. Mom takes all the stuff from her and closes the door again. She wets one of the towels with the water bottle and rubs soap on it. “Okay, mister,” she tells me. “Strip.”

The diaper wipes are still on the counter in the corner. I wonder if I should tell Mom that Missy and the nurse only made me use the wipes.

Mom looks at me and says “Hurry, sweetie.” The towel’s all soapy, and she has the same face like when she gets down on the kitchen floor to scrub it with the brush.

I decide to keep quiet, and I take off the clothes I just put on. I’m glad that I’m not Ms. Hubacek right now, because I know she’s going to get in trouble after this.






Natasha



I always feel guilty. About everything.

Every workday I leave the office at four-thirty while everyone else stays until five-thirty or six, and that makes me feel bad. Even though I come in at seven-thirty every morning and the others don’t roll in until nine or nine-thirty. Even though many of them come in even later than that, now that I’ve started working here and they know I’m taking care of everything early in the morning.

No one really expected me to stay late today, to make up the time I lost dealing with Alex’s problem at school. But I would’ve felt like a bad employee if I hadn’t. Like I was letting my bosses down.

And now it’s raining and traffic is keeping me from getting home. It doesn’t matter that we live only five minutes away, because someone’s stopped on the side of the road with a flat tire and all the rest of us have to slow down and stare and say to ourselves, I’m glad I’m not stuck on the side of the road in the rain.

By now the school bus has ferried Alex and Lucia home, and Alex has had to use his emergency key to get into the apartment. This is the third time he’s had to do that since we’ve been living here. It makes me feel like the world’s worst mother. I need to call them to make sure they’re safe.

“Hello?”

“Lucia.” Why is she answering the phone instead of Alex? “Hi, baby. How was school today?”

“Good,” she says. I hear the TV in the background.

“That’s great. I’m almost home. I’ll see you in a few minutes. Give the phone to your brother, baby, okay?”

Alex says hello, and I immediately lay into him. “Alex, what have I told you about letting your sister answer the phone when I’m not there?”

“I saw your name on the screen. We knew it was you,” he says.

It’s my turn to pass the poor sap on the side of the road, finally. I don’t even look at him. Let the guy suffer with one less person in the audience. Now the traffic’s speeding up a little, thank gosh. But I still have to ask Alex certain questions. “Is the door locked?”

“Yes.”

“Go double-check, please.”

“It’s locked.”

“What do you do if someone knocks on the door?”

“Don’t answer it.”

“What do you do if someone calls and it’s not me?”

“Don’t answer the phone.” He sounds like he’s reciting multiplication tables, and I wonder if he understands the importance of his answers. How can he possibly imagine the things that I worry about when he and his sister are home alone?

I’m almost there now. But I don’t want to hang up. As if keeping him on the phone will keep him safe, I hold on. For instance, if Alex had actually left the door unlocked and a criminal who’d escaped from the county jail came barreling through the door, I would know about it, because I’d hear the whole thing on the phone. And then I could keep the kids safe by…asking Alex to hand the phone to the criminal, right? And nagging the guy to death. Sure.

“Are you guys eating anything?” I ask.

“I made ham and cheese for me and peanut butter for Lucia,” he says. “With one bread only, and the new strawberry jelly.”
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