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For my mother
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SALIDA

 



 



 



MY LOVE OF SPANISH BEGAN WITH A FLASH CARD DEPICTING A disembodied ear. “La oreja.” I read the words printed on the back and flipped over the card to study the line drawing of a thick and fleshy lobe, a delicate swirling auricle.


“La oreja,” I said to my mother across the wide table at the public library.

“The ear,” she replied and reached up to touch her new gold studs.

In previous months, I’d finished my third-grade homework and accompanied her to lessons in cake decoration—squeezing glossy frosting curlicues from cloth bags topped with star-shaped metal tips—and sewing classes with their baffling array of straight pins and fragile dress patterns. “Too sedate,” my mother concluded. “We need to expand our minds. Let’s take Spanish.”

“ Why bother?” my father had demanded that Monday night before our first class. He stood in the doorway of our elegant oak and crystal home with Katie and Tim, my younger sister and brother, still chewing on their honeyed biscuits from dinner. “You want to study something useful? Learn Japanese.”

“This is Southern California,” my mother retorted. “Patricia Sanchez says in ten years everyone here will be speaking Spanish.”

Patricia Sanchez was Tim’s new bus driver. The year prior, George had manned the squat orange bus that my brother, born with Down syndrome, rode to school every day. Tall and bald, George announced his arrival by honking the classic “Shave and a Haircut.” He always carried bubble gum in his pocket—the kind you unwrap for a comic strip to read while you chewed. He doled the gum out liberally to his students and their siblings. I loved George.

The first day of kindergarten for Tim, the bus rolled up to drop him off and the driver merely honked three perfunctory blasts. Tim tottered down the bus steps supported by a stranger in a navy-blue uniform—someone vaguely frightening with curly black hair allowed to keep its gray and a tanned and wrinkled face devoid of makeup.


“¿Esta un hombre?” I asked, tugging on my mother’s sleeve as we walked down the rosebushed path to the street to retrieve my brother.

“It’s not a man. She’s a woman,” my mother whispered, red-faced. “Her name is Patricia Sanchez, and she’s fluent in Spanish.”

But if Patricia Sanchez heard me questioning her gender, she gave no indication. “See ya, Timmy,” she said in a deep, rasping voice. “Adios,  Maggie.” She climbed up into the driver’s seat, navigated our cul-de-sac with ease, and took off with a jaunty wave.


“¡Adios!” my mother echoed.

“Maggie?” I whispered as I trailed her into the house. My mother was Margaret—always had been.

“ What happened to George?” I demanded.

“He’s got a different route this year.” My mother beamed with a sudden, incomprehensible joy. “Patricia Sanchez is our driver now.”

 



There were no Latinos, Chicanos, or Hispanics in our upper-class gated community. There were only people like us. My mother and I pretended allegiance to their Tupperware parties, to their Brownie troops, to their Sunday morning services at the Presbyterian church. But Monday nights at six, we leaped into her brown and white station wagon, cranked up her Joni Mitchell cassette, and burned rubber down Main Street toward the library.

“Spanish is the language of Miguel de Cervantes,” my mother told me on the way to class, as she passed the Kmart and the Shell station with its long line of cars waiting for fuel. “La lengua de Don Quixote.”


My mind flashed on the gray sock puppet in Mr. Rogers’s Neighborhood of Make-Believe. On television, Donkey Hodie lived in an amorphous location called “Someplace Else” after King Friday forbade him to build a windmill beside his castle. But Hodie spoke a braying sort of English, not Spanish.

His dialect ran to snorts and hee-haws. I frowned. Was this what we were going to learn at the library?

My mother paused at a four-way stop beside an oak tree. An enormous yellow ribbon encircled its trunk to commemorate the American hostages in Tehran. Her eyes went to the oak and clouded with sympathy. “Palabras son libertades,” she murmured.

I shook my head. “I don’t get it.”

“Words are freedom,” she translated, and drove on to class.

 



Memory can be a royal pain in the ass. Why can I remember a sock puppet, along with my yellow-and-white-checked Holly Hobbie curtains from Sears and the batlike screeches of sword ferns scraping against my  parents’ picture window in the arid Santa Ana winds, but not recall my first Spanish teacher? The person responsible for la oreja, the instructor who offered me freedom in a packet of flash cards, remains elusive to me.

There were ten of us in that community Spanish class—me, seven middle-aged white people, my mother, and one eager Japanese woman. I have no idea why the others enrolled. Perhaps, like my mother, they’d fallen in love with the romance of the language, with its lyrical cadence and vivid nouns. The images on our thick pack of flash cards are burned into my brain: la nariz with its bulbous, comical nose; la boca depicting a seductively smiling mouth; el pelo showing a shorn lock of hair darker than my mother’s teased blond updo, and even darker than my own brown ponytails.

After class, we quizzed each other as we waited in an hour-long line for gas at the station. “¿El carro?” she prompted me, rolling her rs expertly around her tongue.

“The car,” I replied. “¿El gas?”


“The gas.”

We sat patiently in the crowd of silent cars and shuffled through our flash cards until we’d mastered them all.


“¿El arból?” she asked as we passed the same oak tree on our route home. The ends of its yellow ribbon undulated wistfully in the hot Indian summer breeze.

“The tree,” I replied. “¿El padre?”


“Your father.”

In Spanish as in English, he was always “your father.” My father. Not her husband.


“Hola, padre,” I greeted my father as we walked in from class. “¿Cómo está usted?”


He sighed heavily, stood up from his enormous orange chair, and turned to head upstairs to his bedroom, where he’d sleep for six hours  before dragging himself out of bed at 4:00 AM for his workday commute. Over his shoulder, he addressed me. “Speak English,” he said.

 



Even my little sister, Katie, could say a few words in Spanish, thanks to television. Every afternoon, we dove into my father’s chair to keep a date with Sesame Street. We giggled at the Ladybugs’ Picnic, at the Claymation orange singing Bizet’s Carmen, at the cartoon owl that hooted “peligro” at the rumble of a passing train or a piano falling out of a fifth-story window.


“Peligro,” I repeated to Katie. “Danger.”

Sometimes my mother prepared cheese, olive, and Ortega-chili-speckled triangles of tortilla for us on a TV tray. “Tortilla Flats,” she called them, holding up her dog-eared Steinbeck paperback by the same name. But more and more often, she disappeared—summoned by three blasts from the school bus horn—and remained outside talking with Patricia Sanchez long after Sesame Street had ended.

I stopped accompanying my mom down the path to retrieve my brother. Instead, I remained in the chair. Unlike George, Patricia spoke little to me.  “¿Cuántos años tienes?” she asked me once, and since we hadn’t gotten to age in our Spanish classes, I attempted to answer with what I had learned.

“¿La oreja?”

With no bubble gum forthcoming, I shuffled back up the path to the house, my mother’s laughter lilting behind me like the supple strings of Spanish guitars.

One afternoon, my father got home from work early. Katie and I were still stuck together in the chair like Siamese twins, gazing at the TV, when he strode into the kitchen. My mother marched in behind him. She said something I couldn’t hear. My father replied in a loud, angry voice. “She’s a bad influence. I want you to stop talking to her.”

Katie turned up the volume on Sesame Street, but my father’s words drowned out the puppet salsa band singing in a nightclub. I craned my  neck to look at him over the top of the chair. He wore his three-piece brown suit and black tie, incongruous with my mother’s cutoffs, bare feet, and inside-out green sweatshirt.

“I’m more than just a housewife and a breeder!” she snapped.

My father paused, digesting this information in silence. The bluemustached maraca player on TV sang, “Salida is the way you go out.”

“I’ve gotta get out of here. I feel like a Stepford wife!”

My father set down his briefcase with a thump of leather against linoleum. “Just what exactly are you proposing, Margaret?”

My mother cleared her throat. “I need a college degree. I can’t live like this anymore.”

Katie and I leaned forward in the orange chair to catch the lounge singer’s words: “There are lots of Spanish words that you might know about / But there’s only one best way to say which way is out / And that’s salida . . . ”


The rest of the lyrics vanished beneath my father’s thundering reply. “I work nine hours a day, and I expect my goddamn dinner on the table when I get home—not some intellectual who’s too busy socializing with a bull dyke to wash the dishes!”

A pan clattered onto the stove. Glass shattered. Rigid, Katie and I stared straight ahead as puppet musicians carried the egomaniacal lead singer out the nightclub’s EXIT door.

 



The move happened quickly—my mother must have planned it for months. First, she found homes for our pets. I walked into our back yard one day to find the enormous rabbit pen empty, the chicken wire door wide open. I didn’t mind the loss—the big gray mother bunny had once bitten a sizable chunk out of my thumb, perhaps in feminist protest against her own relentless breeding. But I missed our cat.

“Mommy, where’s Stripe?” Katie asked after school one day. Our twenty-pound tabby possessed the disconcerting habit of thrashing his banded tail  when eating or sleeping, and purring when someone—usually my brother—pissed him off by pulling his ragged ears. But I hadn’t seen him in days.

My mother emerged from the bathroom in her pink velour robe, hair wrapped in a towel. “Stripe is gone,” she said.

“Gone?” Katie and I traded a bewildered look. “Did you shake the Meow Mix box?” I demanded. “And do your cat whistle?”

Once, we had forgotten Stripe at my grandmother’s house—just headed down south for the six-hour trip home without him. An hour went by before Tim hit his forehead with his hand and said, “That cat is gone.” Katie and I began to cry, and my mother made my father turn the station wagon around and drive all the way back to Monterey for our cat.

But now, she merely shrugged off her towel. “Stripe found a new family.”

Katie and I stared at her aghast—not because our pet had hightailed it to someone else’s food dish, but because our mother was suddenly, inexplicably, a brunette.

“Mommy! Where is your hair?” Katie reached up to feel her own blond pigtails. Her pale brow furrowed in terror.

I gloated. For years, I’d been outnumbered—the dark horse, a brown sheep in a family of blonds. Now my mother’s hair gleamed the same chestnut hue as my own.

She rubbed it with a towel. Wet, it hung to her shoulders. Without mascara and lipstick, she looked like our teenage baby sitter. “I needed a change,” she said vaguely. “Believe it or not,” she added, more to her reflection in the bathroom mirror than to us, “this is my natural color. I might even keep the gray when it shows up.”


“¿Por qué?” I demanded. All the women in our neighborhood—the mothers of my friends—patronized Miss Clairol in varying shades of blond.

“Why not?” My mother turned on her blow dryer. When she didn’t  answer, I shuffled down the shag-carpeted hallway to the room I shared with Katie and lay on my bed. My stuffed Grover puppet reclined against the pillow sham. I picked him up and fastened his Velcro arms around my neck for comfort.

A little while later, three short blasts of a horn sounded in the street below. I longed for George and the simple pleasures of his bald head and bubble gum.

“Honey, it’s time to go.” My mother paused in the doorway, dressed in her cutoffs and a Wonder Woman T-shirt. Her face, like Lynda Carter’s, glowed with excitement and the anticipation of adventure. “Your brother and sister are already in the car.”

“Where’re we going?”

“I’ll tell you later.” She handed me the pack of Spanish flash cards bound by a red rubber band. “We need to get a move on, pronto.”

I followed her downstairs and outside. Our station wagon stood, motor running and doors open, in the driveway. Katie sat in the back seat. Tim gobbled graham crackers in the front. The short orange bus idled in front of our house, and Patricia Sanchez leaned against the station wagon in her blue uniform. She handed my mother a piece of paper inscribed with a crude map.

My mother gave her a quick hug. “Hasta la vista. ¡Gracias!” she added as Patricia climbed into her school bus and gunned the engine. She turned to me. “He’ll be home soon. ¡Ándele!”


“That means ‘Hurry up,’” I told Katie as I got into the station wagon. My mother buckled Tim in and jogged around the back to lock the hatch. Four suitcases were crammed into the trunk, along with a box of books. I recognized Don Quixote de La Mancha.

My mother jumped into the car and flipped back the ends of her still-damp, newly brown hair. She backed the car out of the driveway without putting on her seat belt.

“Where’re we going?” I repeated.

“Someplace else,” she replied and sped down the street.

A few months earlier, we’d piled into the wagon to check out a brush fire raging in the foothills near our house. Now I looked up at the clear blue sky. I smelled no smoke—only exhaust as my mother blew through the four-way stop and raced to catch up to the bus. Coming up parallel to it, she thrust her left fist through the open window. “¡La libertad!” she cried.

I gazed at the yellow ribbon tied around the thick-trunked oak as we flew past it. Compassion for the hostages gripped my chest. We passed the school where my third-grade teacher had taught me to sing a song about the colors of the rainbow, the park where my Brownie troop had learned to track animal prints in the soft black dirt. Beside me, my sister applied blue eye shadow to the macabre Barbie head mounted on a pink pedestal. “We’re going someplace else!” she sang out, plunging a foam-tipped wand into a tray of pink lipstick. “ We’ve got to get gorgeous!”

I gripped the packet of flash cards. The line drawing of a woman’s strong-featured face sat on top of the deck. “La mujer,” I whispered. The next flash card depicted a drawing for which I held a sort of terrified fascination—a human heart complete with ventricles and chambers. “El corazón,” I whispered.

A slow realization washed over me. I flipped through the flash cards once, twice—passed la oreja and la nariz without a second glance—but the line drawing of el hombre had vanished.

Grover still hung around my neck. I plunged my right arm into his furry blue body for comfort and worked his pink mouth up and down with my hand. The station wagon merged onto the freeway. Wind roared through the windows; still, I could hear the word as clearly as if my puppet had spoken it.

“Salida.”


TORTILLA FLATS

Shred cheddar or jack cheese, making sure not to grate your knuckles as you dream about la libertad. Open a bag of corn tortillas, and inhale deeply. Place six on a baking sheet. Know that to be truly authentic, you would grind the corn and mix the dough yourself. Resolve to buy a mortar and pestle and a tortilla press.

Sprinkle tortillas with shredded cheese. Top with sliced black olives and diced green chilies. Feel guilty that you didn’t take the time to roast and peel the chilies yourself because you really wanted to finish that Steinbeck novel.

Place tortillas in oven, and broil until cheese is bubbly, but not burned. While you wait, listen to the laughter of your children as they sit in front of Sesame Street. Cut tortillas into wedges and place on a TV tray. Serve hot, garnished with a deep desire for someplace else.
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IMPOSSIBLE DREAM

 



 



 



A WEEK AFTER SHE RELOCATED US FROM OUR STERILE, SWANKY LOS Angeles suburb to the beachside farming community of Oxnard, my mother traded her station wagon for a blue VW bus. Unlike the gated community where we’d lived with our father, the gritty streets of Oxnard allowed residents to assume whatever identity they wished. My mother longed to return to ’60s bohemia. She did so via her new indigo ride with its red plaid curtains and eight-track tape player.

“Look, girls! Peter, Paul & Mary!”She held up a tape, thick as a sandwich, unearthed from a box marked BRIC-A-BRAC that sat among dishes, books, and old record albums for sale on our next-door neighbor’s lawn.

The first week in our new town, we combed garage sales in search of home furnishings. In other people’s yards, we, who had once been prissy devotees of the Sears home department, now reveled in cigarette-perfumed mattresses sans box springs, most of a twenty-piece dish set emblazoned with a green chicken, and the eight-track The Best of Peter, Paul & Mary: Ten Years Together.


“¿Cuánto cuesta?” my mother asked, holding the tape out to our new neighbor, who lounged in a lawn chair on his front porch.

Señor Lopez pondered the question and lifted a bottle of Budweiser to his lips before answering. My mother waited patiently. A gleaming red rooster crowed on the fence between our houses, his tail feathers glossy and green in the sun. From an unseen room in the house, I heard the sound of singing—a young male voice.

“We were very happy . . . that Harry married Mary,” he sang. He repeated the phrase at a higher note and concluded with a final repetition, a pitch-perfect octave above the first.

His voice moved up a half step, but this time, the song changed: “We were very happy ... that Harry married Larry./ We were very happy . . . that Harry married Larry. / We were very happy . . . that Harry was a fairy!”

“One dollar!” Señor Lopez hollered over the voice. The rooster crowed from his post on the fence between our houses.

“Fifty cents,” my mother countered, undaunted.

Our neighbor swept off his straw hat and shook it in dismay. “¡Ay, señora! It’s got ‘Puff the Magic Dragon.’”

My mother turned the tape over and studied the playlist. “Ah. And ‘Blowin’ in the Wind.’ I see your point. Seventy-five cents, then.”

“Bueno.”

We listened to the tape as soon as we got home. That’s what my mother told us to call the run-down ranch-style house we moved into with her new girlfriend, Patricia Sanchez. Invigorated by the music, Katie and I scampered, coltish, through their half-acre yard of overgrown grass. Monkeylike, we climbed the sprawling loquat and pomegranate trees and hung from our knees on thick branches.

The night after we left my father, we’d unpacked our boxes onto the orange shag carpet that smelled of cat pee. My mother had managed to fill up our suitcases with enough clothes and books that I suspected we weren’t merely going on vacation. “ How long are we staying here?” I asked her.

She smiled over my head at Patricia. “Forever,” she said.

Forever. Already, I missed the community pool, my cat prowling through the rosebushes in my father’s back yard. But a strange new excitement gripped me. We were moving, not just stagnant and waiting for something to happen.

I put on my favorite shirt with its alternating orange-carrot, brown-rabbit pattern and embraced my faded Toughskins jeans and beloved hardback copy of The Velveteen Rabbit.

“You girls will have this room.” My mother and Patricia lugged mattresses to the refinished garage and set up milk crates on bricks to serve as our bookshelves and dressers. They decorated in the same scheme for my brother’s tiny room down the hall. “ We put Tim in there because it’s next to the master bedroom,” my mother told me.

“Actually, it’s more of a mistress bedroom,” Patricia chuckled in her growling alto.

My mother caught my eye and saw my confusion. My parents had never flirted in my presence. “I’d better unpack, too,” she said quickly and pulled out a sculpture my father had given her for her thirtieth birthday.

Picasso’s angular depiction of Don Quixote astride his steed, Rosenante, frightened and fascinated me. In one hand, the skeletal copper knight brandished a shield, in the other, an eight-inch metal spear. The weapon could be slipped out of his grip, but my mother forbade us to touch it. “Someone might poke an eye out,” she said. Now she placed the sculpture carefully on a bookshelf beside the ripped orange couch she’d purchased from Señor Lopez for ten dollars.

“Such nice people,” she mused as she ran a hand over our new couch. “His boy Kenny is seventeen. Old enough to baby-sit when I find a job.”

Normally a statement like this would elicit a flood of questions about Kenny and why she was going back to work when she’d been a housewife for so long, but now my attention stayed focused on the sculpture. “I thought we left Daddy.” I prodded the tip of Don Quixote’s spear with my index finger. “So why’d you bring his present?”

My mother sighed. “It’s not Don Quixote’s fault that your father’s a repressive misogynist.”

A low chuckle rumbled from the bedroom. My mother hugged me to her for an instant. “Honey,” she said, “why don’t you take Katie and Tim into the back yard and scout out a good spot for a garden? We’re not going to have much money until I start working, so we’ll need to grow some vegetables.”

She vanished into Patricia’s room and closed the door. I wanted to place my ear against it, to understand further what had happened to my mother, but the thrill of growing corn and carrots won out over curiosity. “Come on!” I called to my siblings. “We’re gonna be farmers!”

 



We lived in Oxnard for a month before my father found us. I went wild and barefoot, braided my hair like an Indian maiden, and planted a garden of sunflowers and corn next to a rickety chicken coop my mother stocked with baby Rhode Island reds.

She enrolled us in public school. I sat shy and rigid at my desk, surrounded by Latino kids with dirt under their fingernails, like mine. Some of them went to help their parents in the strawberry fields after school, according to the girl who sat beside me. I went home, where Katie and I begged quarters from our mother and walked down Hughes Drive to the 7-Eleven, past our neighbors, who sat on their porches smoking Camels or gathered around open-hooded Camaros while  dogs on rope leashes lounged in the sun and Tejano music thumped from boom boxes.


“¡Hola! ¡Hola!” I cried as we walked by. “¡Buenos días!” I yelled out. When the sun beamed overhead I was careful to look at my Winnie the Pooh watch. If it was after twelve, I said, “Buenas tardes.”


Some of the neighbors shook their heads and turned away toward tiny televisions propped on porch railings. Others buried themselves in copies of Hispanic News. But most smiled and called back,  “¡Hola, niñas!”


“That means ‘Hello, girls,’” I told Katie. Where before I’d felt envy, now I pitied my sister’s blond ponytails. No one would ever believe her to be Mexican, while I—if I could just dye my hair black and roll my  rs—had a chance.

I took as my tutor our baby sitter, Kenny. My mother hired him to watch us after school one day while she interviewed for a job with the local paper. “He’s right next door,” she said. “What could be more convenient?”

“Say ‘rojo.’ ‘Rrrrrrojo.’ Rrrrrred!” Kenny coached me, leaning against my mother’s worn living room couch, which used to be his father’s. He wore tight blue jeans and a salmon-colored sweatshirt with the neckband shorn off Flashdance-style to reveal muscular brown shoulders.

“As soon as I graduate from high school, I’m kissing the Drama Club goodbye and heading for Hollywood,” Kenny said, tossing his shoulder-length black hair to release a clovelike fragrance. “I’m gonna make it big,  niñas. Just you esperen.”


He rolled the r in “esperen” long and sensual around his pink tongue.

“Just you wait,” I echoed. “Esperen.” Trying to roll my own r, I choked and had to excuse myself to the kitchen for a glass of water.

Kenny pushed my mother’s beloved copy of Man of La Mancha  into Patricia’s Beta player. I hugged my knees to my chest on the carpet and studied Peter O’Toole once again as he transformed himself and  his sidekick from doomed Inquisition prisoners into knight and squire cantering across the arid plains of La Mancha.

“To dream the impossible dream . . . ” Kenny leaped to his feet and sang the showstopper in a thrilling vibrato.

Katie and I jumped up beside him to join the song. “To fight the unbeatable foe. To bear with unbearable sorrow... ”

My little brother Tim ran out of the kitchen with the spaghetti colander over his head like a helmet, a yardstick sword in his hand.

“To run where the brave dare not go... ” Kenny sang.

He had a beautiful voice, or at least it seemed so to me. It was clear with just a hint of nasal.“You’ve gotta own the song, niñas,” he told us, one sculptured eyebrow raised above a sardonic eye. “Style is everything.”

My heart kept pounding long after the song had ended. After the movie was over, after Don Quixote expired in a stranger’s bed and the narrator marched off to face his inquisitors, Kenny led us to the kitchen to make Frito Boats.

“Forget enchiladas and tamales,” he told us. He dumped a can of chili into a saucepan and reached for a quartet of snack-size Frito bags. Carefully, he scissored them open along one long edge. “Actors don’t have time to roast chilies and soak pinto beans.”

He cupped his bag of corn chips in one hand and ladled warm chili straight into it. “A little queso, some olives and tomatoes, and a spoon, and you’re good to go.”

We ate standing in the kitchen, cradling our Frito Boats. “No dishes!” I crowed. “Nothing to wash but a pot and a spoon! It’s  maravilloso!” My r came out more of a croak than a trill, but Kenny knew what I meant. He smiled—his white teeth shining in stark contrast to his brown face—and for just a moment, I felt like a part of the Latino community in a city I’d fallen in love with. For a fleeting moment, I felt authentic.
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The next Saturday night, Katie and I persuaded our mother and Patricia to take us out for a drive. “Please, Mommy, please can we cruise Saviers?”

Saviers Boulevard cut across Oxnard, linking pricey new beach homes to bullet-riddled shacks. Saturday nights the miles-long road became the asphalt version of a Madrid promenade. Young men and women in lowered sedans, hub caps and tail fins gleaming, cruised up one side of Saviers, made a U-turn at the cinema, and rumbled back down the other side. The canciónes of Santana and War blasted from rolled-down windows. Boys peered from under their hairnets or slicked-back dos. Girls vamped from passenger windows, their bangs moussed eight inches high, eyes lined in black, mascara so thick I wondered how they could blink without their lashes sticking shut.

“All right. We’ll go cruising,” my mother said at last. “We can stop at Sambo’s for dessert.”

“Yay!” Katie and I yelled in unison, running to the mirror in our shared bathroom. We yanked our bangs upward with a comb and lacquered them with Aqua Net. “Lemme use it. You’re hogging it!” Katie reached for my mother’s brown eyebrow pencil and spit on the tip, outlining her lids as meticulously as she attended to one of her many coloring books.

“If we’re going, let’s go!” Patricia called down the hall. “Sambo’s closes at nine, and I’ve got a hankering for onion rings. Vámonos, ladies.”

My mother helped Tim into the back of the VW bus. Katie and I climbed into the middle seat, Patricia in the front. My mother pushed The Best of Peter, Paul & Mary into the eight-track and started the bus.

“How many miles must one man walk . . . before they call him a man!” we sang out the window as the VW rumbled down Hughes Drive and my mother turned right on Saviers. The intoxicating smells of car exhaust and fast food mingled with the salt breeze off the ocean three miles away.

“Oh Stewball was a racehorse . . . and I wish he were mine,” we wailed at red lights. Our voices pierced the thumping bass beat from lowered cars all around us, and dark eyes widened in shock as we trilled.“He never drank water. He always drank wine!”

In the back of the bus, Tim pushed aside the plaid curtains and flashed the hombres in the Chevy behind us the peace sign.

 



I loved living in Oxnard. At school, I traded PB&Js for cold tacos, happily snacking on buttered tortillas in exchange for my roll of Oreos. I was the new girl at school, but I made friends with the tough kids who met on the weekends to ransack half-built houses for shiny silver nails and sips of stale beer from discarded bottles.

At home, I sang and gardened and built forts. With pilfered nails in my mouth and a hammer plunged into the back pocket of my overalls, I walked into the living room one day to see if Patricia would let me borrow her cordless drill. My mother stood at the open door glaring at my father on our porch in his brown suit, his mustache lowered over his frowning top lip.

“Hello, Melissa,” he said. “I want to take you kids out for dinner.”

His eyes took in the peeling paint of the doorjamb, the dandelions growing a foot tall in the front yard, my bare feet and fingernails crusted with garden soil. “Right now.”

The force of his tone caused my mother to step backward toward the bookshelf where Don Quixote stood guard with his spear. “Well . . . there’s a Sambo’s down the street,” she faltered.

“Fine, Margaret,” he snapped. “We’ll be back in an hour.”

I hadn’t missed my father in the weeks we’d been apart. In my old life, he’d worked nine hours a day and commuted an hour and a half each way to his job. He took long business trips and spent free weekends washing  his car and mowing the lawn. Reluctantly, I tugged on my sneakers, and Katie, Tim, and I walked out to the gold Buick.

“Daddy, Lupe’s Taqueria is next door to Sambo’s,” I told him in the car. “Mommy won’t mind if we go there.”

“It smells like lard,” he said, wrinkling his nose as he stepped out of the car and into the parking lot. He looked toward Sambo’s bright sign depicting a little turbaned boy with pancakes and a tiger.

“Lupe’s has free chips and salsa,” my sister pointed out.

He sighed. “Fine, we’ll go.” My father helped Tim out of the car. “But girls, don’t drink the water. I don’t want you getting the runs.”

From the corner booth at Lupe’s, I could just glimpse the light shining yellow in Kenny’s house at the end of our street. I could almost hear him running through his vocal exercises and practicing his English elocution.

Once, I’d heard him chastise himself out on his front porch. “It’s ask,  not acks, tonto.”


“What’s tonto mean?” I asked him later.

“It means stupid,” he’d replied.

“Sit up straight, girls.” My father’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Katie, eat your . . . whatever that is.”

I examined the rolled-up tortilla nestled beside scoops of rice and beans on my sister’s plate. “It’s a flauta,” I said.

“Well, eat it,” he told Katie. He turned his attention to me. “What’s it like living with your mom and that woman—what’s her name—Pat? Are you ready to come home?”


“Oxnard es mi hogar,” I replied, just as Kenny had taught me.

“English,” my father reminded me, his voice rising. Across the restaurant, our waitress began to walk toward us, caught sight of his expression, and drifted instead to the dessert case of revolving pie and cake slices.

“Oxnard is my home,” I mumbled into my cup of horchata.

“You can’t grow up parented by two women.” He pushed his untouched plate of enchiladas away and raised a finger for the bill. “It’s unnatural.”

 



A month later, the custody judge echoed his verdict. “I must consider what’s best for the children. A woman living with another woman, on a dangerous street with volatile neighbors?”

I pictured Señor Lopez with his Peter, Paul & Mary tapes and his rooster, thought of Kenny and his singing, of his salmon-colored sweatshirt and his bags of Fritos. I held on to my baby sitter’s memory as a lifeline when I found myself back in my father’s house with ironed skirts and blouses and a standing date at an exclusive after-school day care five days a week.

I promptly contracted head lice.

My mother fared no better. The judge mandated that she would be allowed to see us only every other weekend and one month during the summer. She could call three times a week. One night, she telephoned to report that she’d just returned from the hospital, where she’d had four stitches. “You know that statue I have of Don Quixote?” she asked me.

I nodded silently, gripping my father’s phone in both hands. The cord just reached into the laundry room, where I could sit cross-legged on top of the washing machine and close the shuttered doors almost all the way, blocking out my father and his new blond girlfriend, who lingered over their glasses of merlot at the dinner table while my sister and brother watched reruns of Little House on the Prairie.

“I lost my balance last night and fell on the thing,” my mother continued. “Don Quixote’s sword embedded itself in my arm, and I had to have it surgically removed.”

“What happened to the statue?” I knew the answer; I hardly dared to ask the question.

“That piece of trash? I threw it out,” she replied. “Too dangerous.”

I thought of the knight lying forlorn, separated from his weapon atop some landfill. With his fearsome sword, he’d seemed to me a symbol of hope and tenacity. But now he was gone. “Too dangerous,” I echoed.

 



Each time I hung up the phone or watched my mother drive away on a Sunday night, I cried for hours into my pillow with my door locked against inquiry. My father avoided my bedroom those evenings, but one Saturday afternoon, a truck drove up and two men hopped out to deliver an ebony upright piano.

“Surprise . . . ” my father said, his voice hopeful. “Guys, put it in the living room.”

“I’ll drive you to music lessons each week,” his girlfriend promised me. “Your daddy says you love to sing.”

But the house felt too quiet for music. Each evening after dinner, I perched on the polished ebony piano bench in the living room and gazed at the sheet music my teacher had given me. “Practice an hour each day,” the elderly woman chirped every Wednesday at four, “and you’ll play with symphonies right out of high school!”

She’d set me up with a book of classic songs for beginners. I plunked out notes to the melodies of “Für Elise” and “Moonlight Sonata,” unimpressed with Beethoven and his angst. Different songs spun through my head—lyrics I longed to belt out until the windows of my father’s house rattled. Instead, I clamped my foot down on the gold damper pedal to muffle the music and picked out a tune, singing the words to myself in a tiny voice: “We were very happy . . . that Harry married Larry. / We were very happy . . . that Harry married Larry . . . ”


FRITO BOATS

Warm up with an irreverent song or two, then dump a can of chili con carne into a saucepan over medium-high heat. Grate the cheese of your choice—busy actors buy cheddar already shredded.

Open a small can of chopped black olives. If you’ve saved enough money for your relocation to Hollywood, consider springing for a sprig of cilantro or an avocado.

Cut open a snack-size packet of Fritos along one long edge. Cup the“boat” in one hand along with your dreams, impossible or otherwise.

Ladle the chili over corn chips, then sprinkle with cheese and olives, diced green onions, cilantro and/or avocado, and attitude. Grab a fork, and own your Frito Boat. Style is everything.
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THE FIRST YEAR AFTER MY PARENTS’ DIVORCE, ALL FOUR ADULTS IN MY life turned themselves inside out trying to comfort my siblings and me with various attempts at creating a dinnertime ritual. Knowing that families are built or destroyed in that crucial half hour somewhere between 5:00 and 7:00 PM, they minced and chopped and boiled or scoured the yellow pages for decent takeout while I played them against each other with one goal in mind—to fill the growling emptiness in what I mistook to be my stomach.

For the first eight years of my life, I’d eaten beside my younger sister, Katie, at our white and yellow Formica table. Our chairs were vinyl and padded; they made farting noises when we bounced on them, which we did often. My father presided at the head of the table, my mother at the foot next to Tim, so she could help him cut up his chicken-fried steak or liver and onions.

When my mother left my father, Patricia replaced him in our dinner theater’s cast of characters. We ate Patricia’s chicken tamales and salsa  picante while sitting cross-legged on the floor in the Oxnard rental my mother had managed to purchase with my grandmother’s help. The Human League thumped from the record player. “Don’t you want me, baby?” the lead singer crooned metallically.

“Isn’t this fun?” my mother and Patricia prompted us. “Isn’t this bohemian?”

“The carpet reeks,” I observed.

“You’ll have to hold your nose until we can afford a table.” My mother ignited a stick of Nag Champa and waved it over me like the Pope bestowing a benediction.

She found a huge old farm-style table at Goodwill for ten dollars, but I only got to sit there two weekends a month, as the authorities had mandated my permanent residence at the ponderous oak slab in my father’s dining room.

There, Dad sat at the head of the table, my sister beside me, with Tim just across the polished planks. But now a different woman, willowy and elegant, helped my brother to navigate the sudden appearance of incandescent pink poached salmon and asparagus gratin.

My father’s blonde girlfriend had become his wife. Elsa turned out to be a gourmet chef who could stuff and roll a flank steak like nobody’s business. She’d tie back her hair with a velvet scrunchie and throw her soul into cooking for us every night. But anxiety clamped my jaw muscles, and I often had difficulty chewing and swallowing anything tougher than a dinner roll. My stomach still rumbled after I’d mined the steak for stuffing and masticated a few stalks of broccoli. “Can you make Mexican food?” I demanded of my stepmother one evening. “My mom’s girlfriend makes a killer mole sauce.”

Elsa had been living with us six months, and I had yet to see her  even attempt taquitos or tamales, or tacos and tostadas like those from Taco Bell, which had opened in L.A. that year. I adored the commanding gong that echoed on the television commercials and longed to heed the commentator’s suggestion to “go south of the border.”

But my new stepmother shook her head. “I don’t know much about ethnic cooking.”

I could see my father studying me from the couch in the living room where he’d retired to read the Times with his after-dinner brandy. I’d caught him listening in on my phone calls to my mother. He knew I yearned to return to her and Patricia, to the rough, raw excitement of their Mexican neighborhood, but the Bible lay on the toilet tank in his downstairs bathroom—a sure sign that I wouldn’t remain in their den of damnation a moment longer than legally required.

The next week, he pushed through the back door, home early from work, and surprised Elsa in the midst of her dinner preparation. “Stop slicing and dicing,” he commanded merrily. “I’m taking the family out for Mexican food!”

He and my stepmother kissed at length in the kitchen while my sister and I scurried to wash and primp and attire ourselves in the velour dresses Elsa had sewn for us on her Singer. My frock glowed like Santa Fe turquoise, Katie’s like the smoky red of a good enchilada sauce. We stepped carefully to the garage in our polished Mary Janes—holding our sweatered little brother by his chubby scrubbed hands—and climbed into our father’s Buick for the three-mile drive to Manhattan Beach.

“Take good care of it.” He tossed his car keys to the dark-eyed valet who climbed into the leather driver’s seat and winked at me. I returned the wink solemnly and followed my father up the marble steps to the restaurant.

Pancho’s stood two stories high, a block from the ocean, with burbling fountains and white tablecloths and linen napkins. The waiters,  like the diners around us, were Anglo. Aside from the valet in the parking garage below ground, I saw no Latinos. The cooks remained cloistered in the kitchen, and flamenco guitars—tastefully melodious over the sound system—obscured any disconcerting Spanish phrases that might have escaped from behind the swinging door.

I only pretended to read the menu laden with fancy fajitas and shrimp enchiladas. I craved the no-frills foods of Oxnard, the smells of which were magically replicated here, seventy miles away. “Un taco, arroz, y frijoles, por favor,” I ordered carefully when the waiter bent toward me in his black pants and cropped bullfighter’s jacket with silver braided trim.

This was the meal my mother’s neighbors brought her after their backyard fiestas: tacos, rice, and beans commingled on a paper plate, melted cotija cheese sticking to foil. Simple food, unadorned except for a stem of cilantro draped across the orange-hued rice like a Mexican four-leaf clover. Lucky food—it stayed with you all night (unlike Chinese chop suey) and left easily in the morning. But I kept my observations to myself at Pancho’s and focused on the basket of warm flour tortillas the waiter had brought with a chilled dish of butter.

Candles in orange vases flickered on the round tables. My father ordered steak fajitas and nodded across the table at my glowing stepmother, who requested the catch of the day grilled with lime and tomatoes and chilies. Katie and Tim reclined like royalty in their plastic booster seats and ordered tacos from the child’s menu. When the waiter brought our drinks, we clinked our highballed Shirley Temples together, mimicking the celebratory tinkle of my stepmother’s margarita glass as it gently acknowledged the one in my father’s red-knuckled hand.

“This is such a treat!” she trilled. “Kids, what do you say to your dad?”

“Thank you, Daddy,” we chorused.

He smiled benevolently and passed the tortilla basket around once more.

While we were waiting for our meal, I excused myself to the restroom. I spent a long time looking at Pancho’s impressive blue and red sombreros mounted above each toilet, then walked slowly back to our table, studying my family. They sat smiling, well-dressed, straight-backed, and possessive of the obligatory father and mother figures. To diners around us, we looked perfect.

Those nights I almost forgot about my mother. Instead, my mind strove to picture the Yucatán Peninsula off the southeast coast of Mexico. According to my stepmother, the ocean undulated bathtub-warm against white sand beaches, and tropical fish fluttered across elaborate coral backdrops.

“I’d love to vacation on the Mayan Riviera,” Elsa sighed over her platter of cod. “People eat fresh fish tacos and drink margaritas in restaurants right on the sand.”

“Who needs the Riviera?” My father leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach. “Any time you want a vacation, say the word and I’ll take you to Pancho’s.”

But then he received the check. He raised his eyebrows at the waiter. “You’ve gotta be kidding.”

The man bowed his head and murmured with firm deference. “I assure you, sir, I’m not.”

My father sighed mightily and ripped his credit card from his wallet. He dropped it with a clatter onto the waiter’s silver tray, then turned to my stepmother. “How do you feel about Taco Bell?”
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