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Part  One







Their father never took them to restaurants, because he thought it a waste of money when they could open up a can of beans, sprinkle on Tabasco sauce, stuff their bellies, and it would all shit out the same way anyway. When the kids cried and whined to go to McDonald’s for cheeseburgers, he stood over them and growled like a bear that they only wanted to go there because it was so expensive. They wanted life to be like The Brady Bunch, but they were poor Mexicans, not rich movie stars, and they better eat whatever the hell he put on the table, whatever it was, even if it was food they hated.

Like steak.

For them, steak was a cheap strip of meat that their mom fried in lard until it was hard and charred and tasted like burnt wood.

And if the kids didn’t want to eat the meat—if they pushed it around their plate with a rolled-up tortilla, as if that strip of steak were the very thing in life that they found distasteful—they saw the shadow of their father’s hand rise up the white wall of the kitchen. “Don’t make me do it,” he’d say. On his fist’s fingers, his hitting fist, were tattooed letters that spelled “L.O.V.E.”

The kids didn’t know that a steak could be thick and juicy and explode with flavor, because they had never been to a steak house. On the rare occasions that they went to the drive-in movies, the father pulled the car into a grocery store parking lot, and while they waited in the hot backseat, he went inside for a big bag of salted pigskins and two six-packs of warm generic sodas. Then he drove across town by the factories and the stinky lumberyards and bought them a bag of burgers at Munchies. The burgers were ten cents. They held the warm bags on their laps until they got back across town to the drive-in movies and ate in the car during the first feature. Munchies burgers tasted like liver meat, so they balanced burgers on their knees and smothered them in ketchup and mustard. Billy, the older son, said he had heard that they were so cheap because they used old horsemeat instead of beef, but Joey, the youngest, liked them anyway.

 

Joey liked food.

On days that the mother went for groceries, he was so distracted while she was gone, imagining the good things she would bring home, that he couldn’t concentrate on playing with his best friend Ricky Jones or doing his homework or whatever. Once while his mother was gone buying groceries, he was supposed to be helping his father fix the Ford. The father lay on his back, under the car, his torso and legs visible, with the smell of grease rising from the heat of the asphalt. He cursed the car.

“Give me a three-quarter wrench,” the father yelled to Joey, who watched for his mom’s car to turn the corner and handed him a crescent wrench instead.

“You worthless piece of shit, go get your brother!”

While the father, William Molina, and his older son, Billy, fixed the car, Joey sat on the curb in front of the house and waited for her ’63 Chevrolet to turn the corner, slow and heavy, the music beating from down the block, Rachel’s head bopping up and down, black sunglasses and strawberry-blond hair. He reverently stood up before she pulled in the driveway, as if greeting an important relative he was in awe of but had never seen.

It was the boys’ job to unload the bags. Billy carried two or three bags at a time, grasping them in his muscular arms like a dockworker, but Joey only carried one, hugging it to his chest, the itchy brown paper against his forearms. He placed the bag on the counter or the table, but before going back to get another one, he looked inside the bag for something good, a bag of chips, cheesy crackers, or a box of sugary cereal.

After the mom and Vero, the oldest child and only daughter, put the groceries away, he took out bologna and American cheese and tortillas and mustard and made himself a couple of burritos—he used three slices of bologna per tortilla—and tore open a bag of corn chips. Afterward, even though his stomach felt bloated, he opened the refrigerator door and looked at all the food and tried to decide what he would have for breakfast the next morning. He liked fried eggs and wieners, which he cut in half. He liked fried bologna, which puffed up in the sizzling lard like a Chinese hat and filled the kitchen with that wonderful fried, salty smell. He’d warm up three fat flour tortillas.

 

One evening William Molina came home, stood above Joey, and told him to get his ass off the couch and turn off the TV. Joey, who was enjoying a rerun sitcom about a 1960s middle-class family, asked, “Why?” The father said that he was taking them all out to dinner, and he wanted Joey to tell everyone to get ready.

“No way!” Joey said.
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Billy was lifting weights when Joey ran into their bedroom with the news. He was doing curls with barbells and wearing no shirt—his fourteen-year-old muscles glistening with sweat. “You mean, like at a restaurant?” His long black hair was in a ponytail, and every time he lifted the barbells toward his chest, the ponytail seemed to want to crawl up his back.

“Yeah, a restaurant,” Joey said. “So hurry. Get ready.”

Joey pulled off his shoe while still standing, hopping and losing balance, exaggerating the comic movements a bit, and after he got one off, he did the other. “Hurry, before Dad changes his mind!”

“You’re a liar. Dad ain’t taking us to no restaurant.”

 

Vero, the oldest at fifteen, sometimes let her boyfriend, Paul, a Chicano in a low rider, come by the house when the parents weren’t home. They would stand at the curb outside and listen to music under the shade of the fruitless mulberry tree that covered the yard. If Joey came anywhere near them, Vero told him to go away, although he didn’t know why she didn’t want him there. She and Paul never hugged or kissed in front of the house; they leaned against the car as if it were the coolest thing in the world that teenagers could do. She was an urban Chicana, dressing in baggy pants and oversized T-shirts with raza images like the mustached Lowrider man or a brown fist proclaiming “Chicano Power.” She would listen to acid rock or oldies in her bedroom with the door locked. She never let Joey see inside her room, as if she didn’t want him to look too closely at her. For Joey, her room was a place of mystery and imagination. Whenever he was near her door, he would imagine noises, mysterious sounds—a lion’s roar? A shovel scraping on cement? Noises that he didn’t know he was imagining. When she came out or went into the room, he would peek in, but she’d push him away and slam the door. Glimpses inside were all he ever got, a poster of Jimi Hendrix, a candle, a turntable with a record spinning.

When he knocked on her door and told her in a singsong voice to get ready because Dad was taking them to dinner at a restaurant, she didn’t respond, just turned up the music.


Oh oh no no

don’t want you to go



He knocked louder and said, “Vero, guess what?”

“Get out of here,” she said.

Please, please.


“Dad’s taking us out to eat,” he yelled, and then he put his ear against the door. “To a restaurant. Get ready.” She turned the music down.

“Really?” she said.

“Yeah, really!” Joey said.

The door opened, revealing her round, dark face. “Our dad?”

 

Rachel sat in a chair before her beauty, leaning into a makeup mirror with lights all around the frame, painting on purple eye shadow. “I guess you know,” he said.

“I know,” she said.

“I wonder where he’ll take us,” he said.

“Someplace nice, let’s hope,” she said.

“I’m kind of scared,” he said.

“Why?”

“What if I don’t like what I order?”

She looked in the mirror at him and sighed and slowly shook her head. “Oh, Joey,” she said. He thought that she was sighing about him, at what he had said, and he felt guilty, but then she said, “I don’t know what to do with your father.” Her Mexican accent came out strong. She was the only one in the family with an accent, the only one who had been to Mexico, except for when Vero went to Tijuana with her cousin Norma and some friends. Rachel was also the only one in the family with blond hair and blue eyes. Everyone else had dark skin, Vero, Billy, Joey. William looked like the son of an Aztec, black hair slicked back, tattoos up and down his arms, one on his chest of a spider, the legs of which reached out from his tank top undershirt, and tattoos on the knuckles of both hands, LOVE on one hand, HATE on the other, a tattoo that had been popular among Chicano boys when he was a teenager. Rachel was a white Mexican from Jalisco, the seventh daughter in a family of blue-eyed hueros. Joey was embarrassed when neighborhood kids watched her walk across the lawn or step out of her car in a skirt. Every time she came out in the front yard in shorts and bent over to move the sprinkler, someone was watching. Her shape was what men and boys liked, buxom, wide hips, long legs. One time, a kid at school who watched her drive up to the curb and drop Joey off said, “Wow, your mom looks like Marilyn Monroe.”

 

Now she looked in the vanity mirror and pouted her lips as she put on lipstick. This time she said it in Spanish. “Ay, Joey, ¿Qué voy hacer con tu papá?”

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

She turned around. “I don’t know if I should kiss him, or kick him really good in the cojones.”
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William was having second thoughts. Rachel was ready to go, wearing red and black. Joey was standing by the front door, but William was still in his tank top undershirt, sitting on the couch and looking suspiciously out the window as if the world outside were waiting to push him to the ground and beat him. The principle of eating out, the entire concept of paying extra for someone to serve you food, always bothered him. He used to say that when he was a boy he had to share an apple with three brothers, how his mom cut it into slices as they eagerly awaited, their hands cupped for the offering. Since he was the youngest, he got the smallest slice, with seeds and stem, tastes so bitter he had to spit them out.

Now Rachel buys fruit and they don’t eat it before it goes bad and she has to throw it out. What kind of lesson would he be teaching them by taking them to a sit-down dinner? Even as they gathered, Billy sitting on the edge of the couch, Vero standing in the doorframe of the hallway as if life were just a fact, the father seemed like he hadn’t fully resolved that he would follow through. He stood up and said, “Maybe we should go get some Chinese take-out, and we could eat at home.”

“No way, Dad,” Joey said. “That’s not fair.”

“I knew it wasn’t true,” said Billy.

Even Vero was disappointed. “Figures,” she mumbled, and headed back to her room, until Rachel told her to wait.

“William, don’t do this to us.”

“Do what? I’m not depriving you of anything. You never had it, how could you be deprived of it? Huh, vieja, think about it.”

“Don’t try to reason your way out of this.”

“You said,” Joey whined. “You’re depriving us of our desire to go, the desire you created for us.”

“Good point, Joey,” said his mom.

William sat on his love seat and put his head in his hands. Everyone watched him, the thinker thinking. He rubbed his chin. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go eat.”

“All right!” Joey said.

“Let’s go!” Billy said.

“And no Munchies,” Joey said.

“No Munchies,” Rachel agreed. “A real restaurant.”

As they sat in the car, the motor running, Joey looked at the house. It was one of those rare times when it was empty, when the entire family would be gone at the same time, and there was something sad about it. The father looked at the house too, and he commented about how drab the brown paint looked. He wondered aloud, If he were to paint the house some bright color, would it have a subtle psychological effect on them and make them happier? Vero said that was ridiculous, and William said that there were psychological effects on them that they weren’t even aware of, and color was one of them. “Why do you think actors wait in the green room before going onstage? Because green is a calming color. It’s called the subconscious, and it’s something we don’t even know it’s there, but it’s always with us.”

“You mean like an angel?” asked Joey.

“No, stupid, not like an angel—not anything like an angel. I’m talking scientific stuff that’s been proved.”

“No kidding, Dad,” Vero said, “I know what the subconscious is, but I’m just saying. A different color won’t make us any happier.”

“I want a happy color for the house,” he said. “It could make a difference.”

“You’d have to change more than the color,” she said.

William looked at her in the rearview mirror. Then he studied the face of Joey and then Billy. He looked at his wife, and she smiled at him. He winked at her. “How about yellow. Who wants to live in a yellow house?”

 

He parked the Maverick in front of the windows of the Thrifty Café, located between a pool hall and a vacuum-parts store in a strip mall. In the windows handwritten signs announced “Chicken Fried Steak and Eggs,” “Discount Turkey Dinner,” “Early Bird Special.” After he stopped the engine, no one said anything or got out of the car. He raised his butt from the car seat and reached for his wallet. He counted the bills to himself, then looked up at the ceiling and closed his eyes as he calculated the numbers. He sighed loudly and put the wallet back in his pocket while Rachel watched.

Billy had his head sticking out the back window. “I never heard of this place,” he said. “Why are we going here?”

“Where the hell do you want to go?” William said, “the Four Seasons?”

“What’s that?”

“You want the most expensive restaurant? Would that make you happy, Prince William?”

“I’m just asking.”

“Let’s go to Happy Steak,” said Rachel.

“No way,” Joey said. “I don’t want no yucky steak.”

“It’s good, Joey. Come on, William.”

“Oh, sure, and after Happy Steak, why don’t we go buy a luxury car? Anything else, Princess?”

“I’m sure it’s better than…”—she looked sadly at the restaurant—“…than the Thrifty Café.”

“Are we going to sit in the car forever?” said Vero.

“What wrong with sitting in the car together?” Joey said, scrunched in the middle between his brother and sister. “This is neat.” He rested his head on Vero’s shoulder, but she jerked it off.

“It’s hot in here,” said Billy.

Joey felt the urge to hug Vero.

But he knew she’d slap him.

“How come we don’t hug in this family?” he asked, putting his hand on her shoulder. She flicked it off with her finger.

“Why do you want to hug?” asked Billy.

“To show our love for each other,” he said.

“Little shit, you think spending my money on feeding and clothing you ain’t enough love?”

“No, I’m just saying. Some families hug.”

“You mean The Brady Bunch?” said William.

“You better not try to hug me,” said Vero.

“Me neither,” said Billy.

“I’m just saying.”

“I’ll hug you, Joey,” Rachel said, but she didn’t. “Come on, William, what are we going to do?”

“I’m thinking.”

“The kids are hungry.”

“I’m not a kid,” said Vero.

“Then don’t act like one,” she said.

“The kids ain’t going to starve,” William said.

“The kids are not going to starve,” Joey corrected, and his dad turned around, raised his fist, and clenched his teeth. “Boy, you better shut the hell up.”

“Sorry.”

“What’s your reason for choosing this restaurant, William? Why here?”

“I heard things about it. Good things.”

“From whom?”

“Someone at work.”

“What did they say, that it was cheap?”

“Mom, open the door,” said Vero, as if it were an emergency.

“What’s wrong?”

“Just open it, please.”

“All right.” She opened it, and Vero slipped between the seats and stepped outside and stood in the parking lot. She put her hands in her baggy pants pockets.

“What are you doing?” Rachel asked.

“Getting some air,” she said.

“Little brat,” the father said. “You too good to sit in the car like the rest of us? I should leave you here.”

“Please do,” she said, not loud enough for him to hear, but Joey heard because he had his head out the window, hoping for a breeze.

“How about a good-bye kiss?” he said to his sister, puckering his lips.

She looked at him, a short cold stare, and then she looked away. “When you guys decide, let me know.” She walked to the storefront windows and looked into the pool hall, which was empty except for two guys drinking beer, and they both looked at her. Between them, the reflection of her face appeared like a ghost in the glass, round cheeks, sad eyes. She wrapped her arms around herself and walked past the vacuum repair shop, her vague reflection sliding across the storefront window, where old vacuums shone like torture instruments. She looked away and walked to the next door, a Laundromat, looked inside, sighed, shook her head as if she had decided something important, and walked to the next door, a liquor store. She read the newspaper through the glass case.

“Can I get out too?” Joey asked.

“You sit the hell down,” William said.

“William, let’s decide, please. I’m getting hungry and hot.”

“Okay, we’ll eat here,” he said, and Rachel said, “Ay, dios,” and moved to get out, but William stayed seated.

“What is it now, William?”

“I was thinking…”

“What were you thinking, William?”

“Maybe Sambos,” he said. “Maybe we should try Sambos.”

“Yeah, Sambos!” Joey yelled. “I want to go to Sambos!”

Rachel smiled at her man.

“We want Sambos!” yelled Billy.

They often looked longingly at the sign aglow at night, a cartoon of a ferocious Bengali tiger, SAMBOS, and inside the restaurant was lit up like a stage, walled by picture windows, people sitting at the timeless booths, drinking sudsy sodas from sparkling fountain glasses.

“Sambos!” Joey yelled.

“That would be nice, viejo,” said Rachel.

“They got good deals there,” he said to himself.

“Let’s go,” said Billy.

“All right,” he said. “The boys want Sambos: Sambos it is!”

He started the car, but Rachel said, “Don’t forget your daughter.”

He rolled down the window and said, “Hey, girl. Want a ride?”

“Don’t take rides from strangers,” Billy yelled.

“I’m not strange,” the father teased.

She rolled her eyes.

“We’re going to Sambos,” Billy yelled.

She looked at her feet as if sending a message for them to start walking. Then she wrapped her arms around herself and slowly walked back to the car. Three cholas came out of the liquor store, hard-core barrio girls wearing dark eye makeup and baggy pants, and they stopped walking and stared at Vero. They looked liked they wanted to beat her up.

“Let’s go,” William said, honking the horn at Vero.

“Don’t, Dad,” Joey said.

When Vero reached the door, Rachel opened it and stepped out of the car.

She was dressed in a snug red blouse and black polyester pants, black cat-eye sunglasses, and her blond hair was up in a bouffant. She looked like an incognito movie star. The cholas, pointing at her, started laughing, and even though Joey didn’t know why they laughed, he didn’t like it.

“Let’s go, Dad,” Joey said.

“We’re going, you little shit,” William said. “Have some patience.”

 

Inside was narrow like a river, and there was only one occupied booth in the back, a bald man and a teenage girl. She had a gift in front of her, a box wrapped in silver paper and a bright red bow, which she looked at as if afraid to see what it might contain. The waitress, who walked across the shiny floors with a handful of menus, wore a light blue waitress’s dress with a white apron, her hair in a bun like a TV mother from the past. Her name tag read ALICE.

“Good evening, folks. Can I start you off with something to drink?”

The boys yelled for Cokes.

“How much are they?” William asked.

The waitress sighed. “Fifty cents,” she said.

“All right,” he said, but after she left the table, he shook his head in disbelief. “You guys better suck slow on those things. You’re only getting one.”

On the menu Joey found the hamburger section.

“This is why I hate restaurants,” William said as he read, shaking his head. Then he looked at the boys. “Don’t go ordering something just because it’s the most expensive thing on the menu.”

“William, let them enjoy themselves,” Rachel said.

“I just don’t want them to think they’re the royal family.”

Vero slammed down her menu.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

“I don’t want nothing if that’s how you’re going to be,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “Save me some money.”

She stood up, put on her dark chola sunglasses, and held out her hands. “Can I have the keys? I’ll wait in the car.”

“Sit down, Veronica,” Rachel said. “You can order whatever you want.”

“Are you paying for it?”

“If I have to, yes,” she said.

“Horseshit.”

“Can I have a cheeseburger and fries?” Billy said.

“Me too,” Joey said.

William looked up cheeseburger and fries on the menu and said, “Why do you want cheese? You could have brought some from the house.”

“William.”

“All right. Have what you want. We’re here to have fun, right? To celebrate.” He looked up at Vero. “Sit down. Order whatever you want.”

Joey put down the slick menu and was so excited that he rubbed his hands together and licked his lips. He looked around the place, at the lights, the curves of the booths, a round clock over the metal counter, beyond which the cook in a tall white hat stood over a sizzling grill. Vero reluctantly sat back down, but she left on her sunglasses and frowned until Rachel whispered to her and she took them off.

The waitress came back with old-fashioned soda fountain glasses, and she placed the sparkling drinks in front of them. I could stay here forever, Joey thought.

Alice flipped open her order book and said to Joey, “What’ll it be, sweetheart?”

That thrill that came right before you do something brave or crazy like jumping into a cold canal or going to talk with Sherry Garcia came over him like strong wind, but when he tried to speak, no words came out, and the thrill disintegrated into doubt. Was he ordering the right thing? It was a decision he’d have to live with. The waitress held her pen point to the pad, but he was thinking that maybe he should try something other than a cheeseburger, because he might never come back to a restaurant, ever again. He read descriptions that seemed so good: “A generous stack of ham smothered in two kinds of cheese and stacked with strips of crispy hickory bacon.” Or “Prime Rib Sandwich: A fat slab of roasted prime rib of beef.” And he hoped it wasn’t just the language that made them sound good and that the words actually meant what they evoked.

“Well?” Alice said.

“I’m not ready yet,” he said.

“Let’s start with you, then,” she said to Vero.

“Me either,” she said.

Alice flipped closed the order book. “I’ll give you more time.”

Joey, happy for more time, sucked cold cola through a straw.

“I can’t decide either,” said his mom. “I really can’t decide. What are you thinking?” she asked Vero.

“I was thinking of the club sandwich,” she said.

She leaned over Vero’s menu, touching her shoulder with a hand, and said, “Where is it?” Vero pointed to the club.

“Oh, that does sound good. What about you, viejo?”

“I don’t know. I can’t find the chile verde con arroz y tortillas.”

Vero laughed.

William, surprised and pleased that she laughed, continued. “Ni el menudo ni pozole.”

“This ain’t no Mexican restaurant,” said Billy.

“It ain’t?” he said, feigning surprise. “I thought this was Sambós.”

“It’s Sambos,” Billy said.

“You guys of course know that ain’t does not exist as a word,” Joey said.

“Oh, shut up,” said Vero.

“I want a cheeseburger,” said Billy.

“Maybe I’ll have,” said Rachel, looking intently at the menu, “the chef’s salad. Or maybe the soup and sandwich.”

Alice came to the table with her pad already flipped open. “Okay, folks. What’ll it be?”

Vero put down her menu and said, as if she were speaking at a formal occasion, “I’ll have the club sandwich, please.”

Then the waitress looked at Rachel, who said, “Oh my!” hand over her mouth as if she were making the most important decision of her life. “I guess I’ll have”—and she closed her eyes—“would you recommend the fish and chips?”

“It’s great,” Alice said like she didn’t really care.

“All right, I’ll take that. But instead of the fries, can I have mashed potatoes?”

“Sure, sweetie, whatever you want.” She wrote it in her pad.

“Then it wouldn’t be fish and chips, mensa,” the dad said. “It’d be fish and mush.” He laughed and looked at Vero to see if she was laughing, but she wasn’t, so he frowned and read the menu.

“What about you kids?” asked Alice.

“I want a cheeseburger and fries!” Billy said.

“How do you want it cooked?” Alice asked.

“Huh? What do you mean?” Billy asked.

Rachel answered for him. “Well done.”

Then she looked at Joey, but he was thinking that maybe he should try something different and new because where he was now he would be forever, he would never forget this day, he would live it over and over again.

“Can you ask me last?” he asked

“What do you want?” she asked William.

“Let me have the Salisbury steak with mashed potatoes.”

“Soup or salad?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Does it cost more?”

Alice rolled her eyes when she said, “It’s included with all the dinners.”

“I want the soup!” said Billy.

“Not the burgers, just the dinners,” said Alice.

Billy deflated. “Oh.”

“This is dinner,” he whispered to Joey.

“What kind of soup is it?” asked William.

Alice lowered her pad as if it were too heavy to hold, and her shoulders slumped. “Vegetable beef or cream of broccoli.”

“Try the vegetable beef, viejo,” Rachel said. “You’ll like that.”

“All right,” he said. And then, as if making a proclamation: “The vegetable beef.”

“You got it.” She wrote it down. “Well, sugar,” she said to Joey. “You’re the last one.” She pressed her red ballpoint pen to her pad.

He felt everyone’s eyes on him and that thrill like wind, like going over a small hill in a fast car, his stomach falling, and he blurted out, “Primeribsandwich.”

“Good choice,” said Alice.

“What?” the dad said, opening up the menu. “What the hell?”

“I want to try something new.”

“That’s two dollars more than a hamburger,” he said.

“William!”

“You better eat every bit of it,” he said.

“How do you want your prime rib cooked?” Alice asked, and he looked at his mom because he didn’t understand the question.

“Well done,” she said.

The family kept looking at Joey after the waitress left. “You’re stupid,” Billy said.

“No, he’s not. It’s good to try new things,” Rachel said.

“I think it’s pretty cool of you,” Vero said.

“I already know what a cheeseburger tastes like,” he said.

“You don’t even know what prime rib is,” Billy said.

Which was true, but he pictured TV ribs like Fred gets on the credits of The Flintstones, a slab of meat so big that his car tips over when the carhop sets it on the tray. With his hands clasped on the table, he waited.

“Well,” William said. He looked at Rachel, who with a gleam in her eye looked around at the kids, and when she looked back at William, she nodded. He cleared his throat. “Go ahead,” he said to her. “You tell them.”

“Kids, do you know why your father’s taking us out to dinner?”






All night, on nights when he didn’t work with his clay, William Molina sat at the kitchen table drawing plans on how to be more efficient on the assembly line at work, a company that made vending machines. Sometimes the managers used his ideas, and every Christmas he got a bigger bonus than any of the other laborers. He knew they paid him less than he was worth, a worker’s pay, so he started applying for other jobs that paid more and had a better chance of advancement—and he made sure his bosses found out about it. One day as he was pounding a hammer on metal, the managers approached him and brought him into the glass-cased office that looked out on the assembly line. They shook his hand and told him to sit down. He still had his hammer, which, after he sat, he set on his lap. It was round on both sides, dark metal, and along the wooden handle it had his name written in felt pen, with an exclamation point at the end, MOLINA!

Some of his black and Chicano friends working on the assembly line looked in at him sitting in the office talking to the top three bosses. They felt sorry for him, because they thought he was in trouble. But the bosses offered him something cold to drink and William wasn’t sure if they meant like a beer or a cocktail, so to be safe, he said he’d take a Shirley Temple.

“How about a Coke?” said a boss, and William said a cola would be fine. As a rule, he didn’t want to use the word Coke to indicate anything other than that particular product, because he didn’t want to be a sheep like all the other sheep.

The main boss himself, who wore black-framed glasses and had his hands clasped as if in prayer, went to the half-sized refrigerator to get the can, Pepsi, telling William that they were very pleased with his ideas and how efficiently he had done his work over the years. He admitted that William had come up with so many labor-saving ideas that they wondered if his talent wasn’t being wasted on the assembly line.

They offered him a new job, dispatcher, a managerial position, on a new pay scale. He would be a great role model, they said, for the other workers, especially the Spanish speakers. “You do speak Spanish?” one boss asked.

“Simón qué yes!” William said.

They told him how they wanted to be able to promote more deserving individuals like him, and as he listened, he tried to act causal, as if it were something he had expected. He crossed one leg over the other, forgetting the hammer, which began to slip, heavy-head first, between his legs. Quickly, he clasped his thighs together so the hammer wouldn’t fall, and he lifted it and held it in one hand while the other held the cold can of cola. Then he thought he probably looked silly holding a hammer, as if he were about to fix something, so he set it on his lap again.

They said that he would be the first Hispanic manager in the company, ever, a fact he certainly couldn’t find insignificant. And then they told him how much he would be making. The hammer fell between his thighs and thumped the floor.

Before he left the office, a photographer from the company newsletter came in and took a picture of all of them standing together, arms around each other, all of them with big smiles, William in the middle, as if he were one of the boys. That picture would be framed by his wife and hung on the wall.

The bosses in the photo were all pale men in shirtsleeves and ties, and William was as dark as wet tree bark. He wore a blue work shirt with his name stitched on it, the sleeves rolled up, showing the bottom half of a tattoo witch diving into flames.

A hammer lay at his feet.

William walked back out on the assembly line, and the blacks and Chicanos surrounded him to ask what was going on.

“Why did they take your picture?” one guy asked.

“Did they catch you stealing?” another asked.

 

Now William sat back in the Sambos booth like a man with power, and Rachel looked at him and smiled. “Your father has gotten a raise. A good raise. A significant raise. We’ll be over the median income for Fresno.”

“What does median mean?” Billy asked.

“It means we’ll make more money than half the families in Fresno,” Joey said. “It means that we’re no longer poor Mexicans.”

“Wow,” said Billy. “Can I get a new bike?”

“What we need is furniture,” said Rachel. “That old ratty stuff is embarrassing.”

“Hey, let’s not count the eggs before they fall from the chicken’s ass,” William said.

“We can at least order dessert, right?” Joey said. “I want an ice cream soda.”

“We’re still poor,” he said. “This don’t start for another month. So don’t start acting like you’re all big shots.”

“No one’s going to be like that,” said Vero. “It’s not like you’re going to share the money anyway.”

“What does a dispatcher do?” Billy asked.

“Basically I’ll point at things and say, ‘What should we send first, dis batch or dis batch?’ ”

Joey looked in their eyes, from face to face, and he thought he saw a gleam of ambition he had never seen before, all but Vero, who looked bored, bitter, like she hated her father. The boy felt for his sister and wanted to say something for her, not to protect her, but to be on her side.

“You know, there’s things more important than money,” he said.

“Man, shut up,” said Billy.

“I’m just saying. You guys act like this is the best news in the world. There’s other things, you know.”

William shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what Joey had said.

“Joey, this is a giant step up,” said Rachel. “It’s good for all of us.”

“Big deal.”

William turned to Rachel and said, “You better shut him up, or I’m going to hit him right here.”

“Cállate, Joey,” she said.

Billy socked him hard on the arm.

“Hey! Ow! Mom?”

“You deserved it,” Billy said.

“Billy, stop that,” she said.

“What a selfish little brat,” William said. “I ought to leave you on the side of the road.”

“Oh, would you stop with that?” said Vero.

“With what?”

“I-ought-to-leave-you stuff. You say that, but you never do it.”

“Is that what you want?” he said.

“Yeah. You bet,” she said.

“Okay, okay, just stop it,” said Rachel.

“Look!” Billy said, pointing toward the kitchen.

They looked up and saw Alice walking toward their table, her arms—extended like an angel’s—full of plates piled high with golden delights.

 

She said aloud what each item was as she set it before them, “Club sandwich with fries, Salisbury steak with mashed potatoes.”

Vero’s club sandwich looked and smelled better than any sandwich any of the kids had ever seen, double decker, cut into four pieces, sliced turkey hanging out the sides. Billy’s cheeseburger looked even better. It was huge, with the fries piled high. When Alice had unloaded all the plates, Joey’s space was still empty. “Where’s mine?” he asked.

“I can only carry so much at once,” Alice said.

“Why do you have to embarrass us?” William said between clenched teeth.

Billy started right away with gobbling down the burger and stuffing his mouth with fries.

“Wait,” said Rachel. “Let’s wait for Joey’s food, and then we’ll say grace.”

They all watched Alice walking over with his plate. She set it before him like a platter of gold, a huge sandwich with a large slab of meat and a heap of French fries. It smelled better and looked better than any cheeseburger, ever.

“Wow!” Rachel said, awed by the sandwich.

“You better remember this day, boy,” William said.

Joey looked up at his family with a great big smile.

“Let’s say grace,” Rachel said.

They placed their hands on the table and said in unison, in mumbles,


“God is great

God is good

God, thank you for this food.”



And then they attacked. William shoveled heaps of mashed potatoes and Salisbury steak into his mouth. Rachel lifted a piece of deep-fried fish, flaky white and steamy, and she squeezed lemon on it and dipped it into the tartar sauce and sucked on it. Even Vero shoved food in her mouth as if she had never eaten before. But Joey waited.

Confused about how to start, he stared at his plate. Two tiny dishes, one with brown juice and the other with what he guessed was mayonnaise, lay on his plate.

Alice came by to ask if everything was all right.

“Tabasco sauce,” William said.

“What’s this?” Joey asked, about the brown liquid.

“That’s au jus,” Alice said.

“Ah jew?” he repeated.

“Yup. It’s for dipping your sandwich. Just like a French dip.”

“A French what?” he asked.

“It’s for dipping.” Then she left.

He took the bread off his sandwich and poured the white stuff on it, the entire dish, and spread it around with a spoon. Then he put the bread back on, lifted the sandwich—it was bigger than his hands—and took a big first, happy bite.

“Yuck!” he exclaimed, spitting out wet pieces of food, getting Vero’s T-shirt.

“You idiot!” she said.

“What is this?” He cried. Tears rolled from his eyes. “This is terrible!”

“What’s wrong, Joey?” Rachel asked.

“There’s something wrong with it.”

“Not good enough for you?” William asked.

“No! There’s something wrong with it. It tastes bad.”

Rachel took a bite, squinted her eyes and shook her head, then drank a lot of water. “There is something wrong with it,” she said, pointing to the sandwich as if it were a murder weapon. Billy tried next, and he almost gagged, spitting the wet food into his napkin. “I’m glad I didn’t order that,” he said. He took a drink of his soda and happily returned to his burger. “Mmmm,” he said, “this is delicious!”

With the tip of her finger, she touched the white stuff and placed a dab on her tongue, squinted her eyes. “Oh, God,” she said. “That’s horseradish.”

“What’s that?” Joey asked.

“They put it on prime rib.”

“Who does? And why?”

She scraped the horseradish from the bread and meat, but the taste was still too strong, so Joey couldn’t eat it. She gave him a piece of fish, and Vero gave him a quarter section of her club sandwich, but nobody wanted to eat the prime rib.

“You better eat the damn thing,” William said.

“It really is horrible, William.”

“Bullshit, somebody likes it—a lot of people like it—otherwise, why would they put it on the plate? He’s just spoiled.” He pointed his fork at Joey. “Eat the damn thing.”

“I wouldn’t eat it,” said Billy.

“You don’t have to eat it, Joey,” said Rachel.

“I hate it,” Joey said.

William slapped the table. “You’re paying for it then? You think you can buy the most expensive thing on the menu and just decide that it’s not what you want after all? Horseshit. You eat it, or I’ll shove it down your throat.”

Vero dropped a French fry on her plate, as if giving up on eating. “Why do you always have to ruin everything?” she said.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked.

“Nobody likes you,” she said.

“You think I give a shit if anyone likes me? Especially you. You ain’t shit for me to worry about whether or not you like me.” Suddenly his anger kicked up a notch and he almost yelled, “Who the hell are you that I should care if you like me?”

“It’s not just me, it’s everyone. No one likes you. No one.”

“I don’t fucking care. I won’t stop doing the right thing in this family just because it’s unpopular.”

“The ‘right thing’? Oh, God. That’s it, I’m leaving,” she said, standing up. “I’ll walk home.”

“Vero, it’s too far.”

“I’ll call Norma,” she said.

“You sit the hell down,” William said.

“Make me,” she said, looking right at him. Then she turned around and walked away.

“Make you? Get your ass over here.” But she was headed for the door. She was embarrassed, because the cook, some muscular Chicano guy leaning over the metal counter, was watching, and so was the waitress. The bald guy and the blond teenage girl weren’t even paying attention. The girl stared at her unopened gift in the silver box, and the bald man watched her.

Vero pushed open the door and disappeared into the night.

Joey wondered if there were a phone nearby and where she would have to wait for Norma to arrive. His instinct was to run after her and walk with her, maybe talk her into coming back, but he looked at his dad, who grasped his fork like a weapon and tapped the end of it on the tabletop as he stared at the door from which she had left. “That’s it,” he said, tapping the fork, “That’s it.” His eyes were so full of rage that Joey didn’t dare get up or say anything. He looked at the meat sadly hanging from the sides of his sandwich.

“What is it?” asked Rachel. “What is it?”

“We’ll see how she likes it on her own. She’s not getting shit from me.”

Rachel threw a piece of fish at William. She yelled in Spanish that if he could let his own daughter walk at night alone in the city and if he could be such a horrible father and ruin the one night out they have had as a family since who knows when, then he’s not worthy to have anyone care for him. No one. And if he doesn’t go after Vero and beg her to come back, he could be middle class on his own. She’d take the kids and leave and would never come back. He could get a new family, one that could put up with his bullshit. “But not for long, William. Once they figure out what a horrible person you can be, they’ll leave too.”

He stayed silent for a while, then finally he dropped his fork and said, “Oh, horseshit,” and he slid out of the booth and stood up. “I’ll be back.”

After he left, Rachel looked at the boys triumphantly, as if she had just won an arm-wrestling match against a bigger opponent. They stared at her in awe. She looked sadly at the sandwich and then at Joey. Suddenly an evil look came over her face, and then a sinister smile, her eyes sparkling.

Joey perked up. “What?” he asked.

“Now that he’s gone,” she said, and then she leaned over the table and practically whispered to them, “After we get Joey a cheeseburger, let’s order dessert.”






In the barrio called Pinedale, Rachel’s family was a rarity: they were well off. Ernesto Bledsoe Navarro, her father, built a brick house across an unpaved road from a field of grapevines. He surrounded the house with an eight-foot-high chain-link fence, to keep out people like William Molina, who lived two blocks away in a tiny house that would be condemned shortly after the birth of Joey. The Navarros were the only wealthy family in the barrio, and people began to refer to their home as La Hacienda. The girls went to school with Chicanos and other Mexican immigrants, but Ernesto forbade them to mingle with anyone, especially the pochos, unless they were from a good family, and since there were few people in the barrio whom he considered from a “good family,” the Navarro children had no friends but each other.

School kids thought that Rachel and her sisters were stuck-up girls, pretty blonds with blue eyes who spoke perfect Spanish and kept to themselves. Many of the vatos, the urban Chicanos with tattoos who formed small street gangs, tried to talk with them in Chicano Spanglish, but the girls ignored them. The vatos sometimes walked by La Hacienda at night, drinking beer, smoking yesca, and they sat across the street in the grape fields and watched the house beyond the tall fence. In the second-story windows with white lace curtains, yellow light glowed, and they guessed that was the girls’ room. They imagined the girls lying on a big brass bed or brushing each other’s hair. The only boy who had gotten near the house was the newspaper boy, who went to their door to collect every month, and sometimes the vatos surrounded him as if they were going to kick his ass, but all they wanted to know was what it was like. He told them how he had gotten a glimpse past the mother and saw into the house, bright with expensive furniture and mirrors, and he saw one of the blond girls sitting at the piano, playing a sad song.

The vatos knew they didn’t have a chance to ever meet the girls in a social situation, because it was known that the Navarros, especially the brothers, hated cholos. But William Molina, whom the homeboys called El Cuete, didn’t give a shit.

One day Rachel was walking home from school with two of her sisters when William rode up on his bicycle, weaving around them, black jacket, greased-back hair, black eyes staring right at her. He looked like a Chicano James Dean, somewhat unshaven, a cigarette behind his ear, movie-star handsome. He rode around her in circles, watching her, ignoring the sisters. “What’s your name?”

“Rachel.”

“Ah, Rachel,” he said, as if he had known it all along.

“What?”

“Rachel.”

She got dizzy watching him weave around like a figure eight.

“I guess that name fits you.”

“Why?”

“Rachel,” he said, “Like in the Bible.”

“You dirty greaser, stay away from her!” Her brothers saw the cholo talking to their sister, saw the tattoo ink on his arms, and they ran toward him, but he saw them coming and stopped his bike right next to Rachel. “Let me buy you a soda,” he said, as if he had all the time in the world, as if her brothers weren’t on their way to kill him.

“Stay away from her,” said Rachel’s sister.

“Maybe,” said Rachel. She looked at her brothers running toward them. “You better go.”

What he did next, she retold the kids with the same precision of detail every time she told it, so they believed it to be true, like a story from the Bible.

William rode off—swoosh—not away from her brothers, but right at them. They spread out like a football team trying to tackle the cholo, but he rode his bike right between them and gave each of them a slap on the head. He turned his bike around with a skid, faced them. His feet up on the pedals, he balanced the bike without touching the ground. “Come on, dummies,” he said. The brothers turned around and ran toward him again, and he said in a slow Chicano drawl, “Dummies.” He shot off toward Rachel, circled her once, and said, “I’ll see you, Rachel,” and he rode off.

 

She told her brothers and sisters that she had joined a school club, but it was only so she could meet him after school until he had to go to work. They spent afternoons walking and talking or he watched her as she studied, her books spread out on a picnic table. “All that stuff they teach you about history is bullshit,” he said. “You know that, don’t you? White history written by white people.”

“Am I white?” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, “but you’re not a gringa.”

Once they walked the aisles of Sanchez Market pretending to be married and to be buying food. In the fruit section, he picked up a cantaloupe and held it like a football and ran backward and said, “Go long! Go long!” She said, “No, William!” but he threw it up in the air and she had no choice but to catch it. She laughed until the greengrocer appeared, a severe man with a thin mustache, who walked right up to him and told him, “Pa’ fuera!” but William told him that all he was doing was checking the ripeness of cantaloupes, the Mexican way. He told the man to try it and threw the melon to him. The grocer caught it and said, “All right you kids, get lost.” He laughed and patted William on the back.

One day after school he didn’t show up. So Rachel started the walk home alone, sad because he was not there and angry at herself for growing so fond of him. She walked home, holding her books, staring at the cracked sidewalk, hearing Spanish words coming from the windows of houses close to the sidewalk, smelling fresh roasted chilies, flour tortillas, and salty pork. She walked through tiny children playing half naked on the sidewalk, their dark skin glistening like leather.

Suddenly a car’s shadow slid along her side and overtook her.

She was afraid to look, but from the corner of her eyes she could see her reflection in the shiny black paint, like in a funhouse mirror, her body stretched and headless. She slowly turned.

The new black Mercury was long and sleek.

“Hey, baby,” she heard, William, his arm hanging causally over the red knobby steering wheel, wearing dark sunglasses. He smiled that smile.

“Want a ride?”

“Oh, William,” she exclaimed, her hand over her mouth.

They drove around town and out onto the vineyards, where they stopped and listened to the radio. Miles away they could see the Navarro hacienda sticking out of the purple grape fields.

They became boyfriend and girlfriend. Her sisters knew and her mom knew, but it was kept secret from her father. She thought William was articulate and smart. She believed that there was something hidden about him, something good and unique. He was so handsome. Girls stared at him wherever they went, especially now that he had a brand-new car. It felt good to be with someone who looked like him, but she wasn’t sure if they had a future. She knew that her father wanted her to marry an American, a white guy. He had planned to send all his daughters to the university so they could meet their future husbands there, lawyers, doctors. Rachel’s private plan was not to even have a boyfriend in college, not until she graduated. She planned on getting a good enough education to have a career wherein she supported herself. She fantasized about living alone, a single girl, in her own apartment, having her own car. So even if she fell in love with William, she would not under any circumstances consider marrying him. Ever.

But one day, they sat in the Dari Freeze drinking sweet sodas. She got up to go to the bathroom. After she returned and sat down, she saw that he had been drawing on a napkin, a picture of an old man sitting on a wooden chair, a cane between his legs. Everything was so detailed, down to the creases in the baggy pants and the shadows the flaps of those creases made on his legs, an image she would keep for years. “William!” she said.

“What?”

She pointed at his drawing.

“What? This? It’s just shadow and light,” he said.

She never forgot what he said about it, shadow and light. She thought a lot about those words and began to think that someone who would reduce the impact of an image to the construction of it understood art on a level that went beyond talent. He had acumen. Subsequent pieces he created on her urging, and the few paintings he did, convinced her that he was a potential genius, a diamond in the rough. His tough Chicano upbringing would never allow him to reach his potential. It was her job to fix him. And as naive as it would seem to her later on, the seventeen-year-old girl then believed that her job on this earth was to help this beautiful artist. This great man was a great child who could never do it alone. He was too immature to handle his own talent, like a too-beautiful child cannot handle his or her beauty. Left to his own, William would start drawing pictures of naked girls or kitschy images of dragons and monsters or low-rider cars. She knew also that William wouldn’t have even understood the level to which she was referring, that he didn’t know the meaning of art, so she knew it would be better to work on him slowly, to ease him into it by encouraging him.

It was her plan to nurture him, to make him. How naive and stupid, she would one day tell Joey.

One day she skipped school, and they drove to San Francisco to look at the paintings in the museums. When William stopped before one and stared at the image as if it were whispering something to him, she backed up and let him soak in the feeling before she slowly came up to his side. The painting was called Lazarus and the Rich Man, the image of a desperate beggar in the dirt—dogs licking his wounds—begging at the outdoor table of a rich man. “You could do that, William,” she said.

From memory, and for her, he painted it himself, and it wasn’t a bad effort. The body parts were a little out of proportion, but she knew it was art, because the lines, the shadow and light, created an image that seemed to be saying something to her, or had said something, or was about to say something.

When he asked her to marry him she said, “Of course I will, William,” but she gave him a condition. He had to finish high school and go to college to get a degree in something, anything, but especially art. He said yes, yes, and before the big day, he passed the GED test to graduate high school, without even studying for it, and he enrolled in art classes at Fresno City College. It wasn’t until years after the marriage that Ernesto Bledsoe Navarro would come to accept him in the family, at least enough to allow him to come over on holidays with Rachel and the kids. William mostly went into the backyard with the other husbands and drank beer, but unlike them, he got drunk and loud and argued like he used to argue in the barrio, saying things like, “You’re stupid if you think…”



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
and the
shadows
took him





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/space.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
and the

shadows
took him

Daniel Chacén

WASHINCGTON SQUARE PRESS

NEWYORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





