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Cuba y Puerto Rico son

De un pájaro las dos alas,

Reciben flores y balas

Sobre el mismo corazón…

Cuba and Puerto Rico are two wings of the same bird

They receive flowers and bullets

Over one heart

Lola Rodriquez de Tio (1843 - 1924)
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The Fire
 

A thin wisp of cool air stole through the oak trees that shaded the little houses of Bungalow Haven. It circled the tidy gardens that had all been planted with the same flowering shrubs. It wound its way along the porches, the pretty decorated eaves, the little mailboxes and cute picket fences no more than two feet high, and through the meandering lane that ran between them. The day had been oppressively hot as it could sometimes be during early Fall in Southern California, and when evening descended the elderly residents left their windows open to welcome in the breeze. Outside everything glowed with the electric blue light of many televisions, and canned laughter could be heard interspersed with occasional music, and over eager announcers directing their viewers to buy some new product that would make them happy, young and beautiful again. Phones rang, toilettes flushed, microwaves beeped, and beneath it all was the strange inert silence of people waiting to die, some more patiently than others.

The cool breeze swirled and blew about for awhile longer, lingering near the window of a little yellow house where the television hadn’t been turned on in weeks. Inside could be seen an old woman sitting in her rocker. She bowed her head, and began to weep softly into her hands. After wiping her eyes with her sleeve, she stood up and took the matchbook that was on her coffee table. She stared at it for a few moments, realizing it was from a restaurant she and her husband had frequented until quite recently, but for some reason it inspired a memory of long ago. They were walking hand in hand, stepping over stones on a moonlit path through the countryside. She couldn’t recall what they talked about only that they’d laughed so much she was breathless by the time he took her home. Sometimes she heard his laughter when she turned on the kitchen faucet, or in the rumble of a plane flying by overhead, and it always made her smile.

The old lady tore a matchstick out of the book and struck it once. Mesmerized by the small and fragile flame, she gazed at it with child-like wonder. What was this mysterious substance that danced and bobbed about so gracefully? How could it both destroy life and enhance it? But already the flame was creeping toward her fingers so she quickly lit the candles on the table, and blew it out. Then she closed her eyes and began to sway on her feet.

Her husband had died several weeks ago, yet every morning when she opened her eyes, she was overwhelmed by fresh grief that settled like a rock in the pit of her stomach. It took all her energy to get out of bed, dress herself, eat breakfast, and continue with the empty routine of day to day life. She knew many people who’d lost their spouses and went on with their lives, sometimes even better than before. Her children reminded her of this daily which only deepened her loneliness. The birth of her newest grandchild made matters worse. Thankfully, her husband didn’t live long enough to see little Sebastian lying in his hospital crib attached to countless wires. He never had to hear the discouraging news about his grandson’s prognosis, and this had been some comfort, but it wasn’t enough.

“I am alone,” the woman muttered. “I don’t know myself or the world anymore.” She felt the aching in her bones grow stronger, taking her breath away little by little. Then she passed her hands over the candle light again and again in slow circles. As she did so her thoughts turned to the rest of her family, and she raised her head to look at the collection of photographs hanging on her wall. With the exception of the newest member, they were all there. She loved each and every one of them dearly which only made her feel ashamed because her love for them wasn’t enough either.

She’d promised to make them a big pot of her famous black beans. It was simmering away on the stove at that very moment, but she doubted they were all that eager for her beans. The truth is they were worried about her and hoped that cooking something might bring her back to normality. Maybe they were right. Maybe she wasn’t making enough of an effort. The woman wasn’t quite sure what to do next, but already she felt something different, a healing fragrant breeze encircling her. Might this be the threshold to another life, a new beginning? She closed her eyes again as she tried to invoke the healing force more intensely.

Then all at once she heard a whooshing sound and opened her eyes. Had she been in her right mind, she might have gone to the kitchen for a pitcher, and filled it with water to douse out the flames. But she stayed where she was and stared in amazement as they licked the surface of her table like hungry little demons. They were dancing with delight, swirling with frenzied abandon. They skipped across the table and fell to the carpet. They smoldered there for a moment or two, but more joined them and soon there was a new and even brighter party waltzing and making merry all the way across the room toward the window drapes. In seconds the drapes went up in a glorious column of light. The scene was reminiscent of some of the best fireworks the woman had ever seen. She and her husband adored fireworks, and for a split second she felt him standing next to her, drawing her to him while they both admired the dazzling sight. The fire reflected in her gaping eyes made them like two blazing pools.

A swift gust of hot wind caused her to totter and fall back in her chair. A part of her was beginning to panic, but it was so quiet and peaceful beyond the whispering wind of the flames that she felt mostly calm. But in a matter of seconds the whispering turned into a roar, and smoke was filling up the spaces of the little house very quickly.

Sudden terror shook her to her senses. What was she thinking? What was she doing? She tried to get up, but she couldn’t move or see very well. She was surrounded by a dark cloud that was greedily swallowed up the light, and every breath she took made her cough and choke. Her last thoughts were of Sebastian lying in his tiny hospital crib, struggling to breathe, and shuddering with every beat of his heart.

“Take him dear Lord,” she cried out. “Take us both.”

Great clouds of billowing smoke surged out the windows of the little yellow house and soon all of Bungalow Haven with its charming cottages, tidy gardens and cute picket fences was enveloped by a heavy shroud even blacker than the night.



  



Ten Years Later
 

Chapter One
 

Sebastian preferred to sit beneath the shade of the willow tree on the bench nearest the tether ball court. From there he was able to stay cool as he watched his classmates running the length of the field from end to end. Sometimes he ventured out from his shady spot to play tether ball, but he didn’t play with his fists the way other children did. Instead, he’d lie on the ground just beneath the weathered ball that hung from its chain, and place his hands under his hips, raising his legs way up over his head. In this way, he was able to reach the ball with his feet and give it a good solid kick which launched it on a commanding orbit around the pole. He’d watch it whirl round and round above him, approaching and receding, never taking his eyes off of the ball as it slowed to lazy loops. Then he’d close his eyes and listen to the sound of the chain as it clanked and groaned its way around the pole. He was most captivated by the vibration deep within the pole itself. When it rattled and hummed in a certain way, he heard a lonesome kind of sound, like a train rumbling along the tracks in the distance, or rainwater gurgling through the gutter outside his bedroom window. He enjoyed this sad lingering rhythm so much, that he’d kick the ball again and again.

If he had the energy to spend the entire twenty minutes of recess playing tether ball, his mind would wander in more cheerful circles and he’d imagine that he was the most famous soccer player in the world, and that all of his classmates had gathered round to watch him clinch the championship. It didn’t matter that he was lying on the ground with his feet sticking up in the air. This minor detail didn’t detract from the immense satisfaction of his glory. And when he made the winning goal, and heard his adoring fans cheering, his chest would swell with pride and his eyes would get misty.

But when he felt too tired for all of this, he was satisfied to remain on the bench beneath the shade of the tree while watching his classmates play soccer. He marveled at how they ran across the field and pumped their arms and legs with complete abandon, chasing after the ball as if their very lives depended on it. They tumbled over each other and jumped up in the air and landed on their knees, their backs and sometimes even their heads. But no matter how hard they fell, they always managed to get up and keep running.

Although he was too far away to be noticed or heard, whenever a player made an especially impressive goal, he’d stand up, wave his arms about and cheer. And if all this excitement made his pulse race a bit more than it should, he’d place his hand over his heart and take several deep breaths until it slowed down to its proper pace.

Sebastian never forgot that a racing heart could kill him, but this confused him because whenever his heart pounded against his rib cage, and the blood rushed through his veins, this is when he felt most alive. Of course, at these moments he also remembered the grave expression that darkened his mother’s face when she registered him for school that year, and every year since kindergarten. She always met with her son’s new teachers at the beginning of the term because she wanted them to know that he was not like the other children. Yes, he was small for his age as they could very well see for themselves, but it was much more than that.

The year Sebastian started the fifth grade was somewhat different because both of his parents attended the requisite meeting with the new teacher, Ms. Ashworth. She was as sympathetic and understanding as all of Sebastian’s previous teachers had been, but he liked her better than the others. For one thing, she had long wheat colored hair and she wore short skirts and shiny stockings that made a cheerful zip zippy noise when she walked.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure that Sebastian has a good year. We’re going to learn a lot aren’t we?” she said, crossing her shapely legs as she graced him with a smile that made his heart beat a little faster than it should.

It occurred to him that first day and every day thereafter, that teachers probably shouldn’t be as pretty as Ms. Ashworth. Such teachers would only distract their students who might spend the entire day gazing at her frosty pink lips rather than listening to the words that came out of them.

But Ms. Ashworth had a flair for distracting more than just her students. Several minutes into the exchange with his parents, Sebastian noticed that while his mother discussed the details of his illness, his father’s eyes continually traveled the length of Ms. Ashworth’s body, lingering on her pale knees and exposed thighs. Ms. Ashworth must’ve noticed too because midway through the meeting she tugged on her skirt, and when this didn’t help, she shifted in her chair so that her legs were back under her desk.

With her golden cape of hair flowing behind her, Ms. Ashworth briskly made her way across the playground toward the bench beneath the willow tree where Sebastian was watching the soccer game. As she walked toward him, he was transfixed by the way her hips swayed from side to side and the gentle bounce of her breasts. She ducked her head beneath the lower branches of the tree, and within the soft interplay of shadow and light, he thought she’d never looked lovelier.

“Sebastian, aren’t you bored sitting out here all by yourself?” she asked.

“Not really,” he replied.

“I thought you might like to come inside with me and clean the white board,” she said, knowing very well that this was one of Sebastian’s favorite duties. Actually, it was everyone’s favorite, but Ms. Ashworth almost always assigned this special task to him. Although he was enjoying the soccer game, he immediately stood up to go with her, and when they passed the tether ball court he hit the ball soundly with his fist so that he could listen to the plaintive whine of the chain one more time.

Back in the classroom, Ms. Ashworth graded papers at her desk while Sebastian stood on a step stool and began to clean the board from left to right. He always worked from left to right because from this angle he could still see Ms. Ashworth’s face. He’d learned that it was best to allow the cleaning solution five to ten seconds to dissolve the ink before wiping, and this way he could keep an eye on her while he waited, and be absolutely certain not to miss a single smile or wink if she should happen to look up at him, which she often did.

Because Sebastian was so thorough and had to use the step stool to reach the upper edges of the board, it took him longer than the other students to clean it, but when he was done, Ms. Ashworth always stood up with hands on hips to admire his work. “Sebastian,” she’d say, her expression soft with wonder. “You are undoubtedly the best whiteboard cleaner I’ve ever had in my class.”

“Thank you,” he replied, blushing. He was grateful to have discovered a talent for something that could make someone happy. And if that someone should happen to be Ms. Ashworth, then all the better.

When the recess bell rang a few minutes later, the students entered the classroom like a rush of turbulent wind, and when they noticed that Sebastian had been selected to clean the white board yet again, several complained. Ms. Ashworth didn’t usually pay attention to these complaints, but on this day she said, “Okay, next time one of you wants to give up your recess to clean the white board let me know.” This comment was only met with more groans and complaints.

“I’ll give up my recess,” Keith replied while turning around to smirk deviously at Sebastian.

Ms. Ashworth laughed and tossed her long hair over her shoulder. “Keith, I don’t believe for one minute that you’d give up your recess to clean the whiteboard.”

Keith was a new student that year, and didn’t fully appreciate that Sebastian’s delicate condition required a more sympathetic attitude. The other students had long ago learned that, although it was tempting, they were not to tease him for being small and looking rather like a munchkin, but Keith’s brash manner toward Sebastian was starting to erode their previous understanding of things. In fact, Keith’s presence seemed to unleash certain resentments toward Sebastian that had been accumulating for years.

“He’s all boy,” Sebastian overheard Ms. Ashworth say to Keith’s mother one afternoon when she came to collect her son after he’d been in trouble for saying four letter words out on the playground. She had the same fair coloring as her son, but Sebastian was surprised by how scrawny she was when Keith, who’d been held back a year, was a full head taller than Sebastian and unusually muscular for his age. Sebastian guessed that Keith’s father was probably tall and muscular too, and that he had rough strong hands just like Keith’s. Most impressive were the myriad of scabs that could be seen around Keith’s knuckles which Sebastian imagined he’d acquired by pummeling people mercilessly with his fists.

In spite of his frequent misbehavior, Ms. Ashworth was rarely annoyed with Keith, and Sebastian could only guess that this was because she liked these athletic “all boy” kind of boys best, which made him feel unworthy because he knew very well that he wasn’t an “all boy” kind of boy. He didn’t even feel a third of a boy. In fact, sometimes he worried that the only thing which made him a boy at all was that he urinated standing up and not sitting down like girls.

When the school day ended at exactly three fifteen in the afternoon, Ms. Ashworth instructed her students to tidy up their desks, and then she made a big show out of dismissing the current student of the month. This month the honor had been awarded to Melanie Tanako, a quiet Japanese girl who’d taught the class how to make origami animals. Aside from receiving a McDonald’s gift certificate, the honoree was always the first student allowed to go home at the end of the day. It was only after the student of the month was out the door, that Ms. Ashworth excused the remaining students according to rows and, being exceedingly fair about these things, she took care to alternate between the front and back rows which meant that Keith, who sat in the front row, was either among the first or the last to leave the classroom.

This mattered very much to Sebastian because he knew that Keith was a fundamentally lazy bully. While he enjoyed picking on the weak, he wouldn’t go out of his way to do it, especially if it meant crossing the street or walking an additional block to get home. What’s more, Keith wasn’t likely to cause too much trouble unless others were watching, and if there were any girls in the group and one of the girls happened to be Kelly Taylor, then Keith would be especially clever in his cruelty.

Kelly wore thick glasses and her dirty blond hair was usually arranged in disheveled cockeyed pigtails, but she could run as swiftly as any boy, and was almost able to catch Keith who was the fastest boy in class. She wasn’t especially pretty, but there was no denying the allure of her raspy voice. And the way she smacked her chewing gum, and stood with her hand on her hip and one foot flaring out at a right angle, was strangely irresistible. Every boy in class was in love with Kelly Taylor, and if the perturbed flutter Sebastian felt in his stomach whenever he looked at Kelly was any indication, then he probably was too.

On this day, Keith’s row was the first to be excused which meant there would definitely be another encounter after school. Sebastian gazed up at Ms. Ashworth, wondering if he should tell her what was happening with her “all boy” boy after school.

“Is everything okay?” she asked when she noticed him staring at her.

He shook his head and then quickly looked away. Sebastian didn’t want to admit that aside from being a physical weakling, he was an emotional one as well. He didn’t want to confront the possibility that maybe there was no boy in him at all, and he couldn’t bear the thought that Ms. Ashworth who was as “all woman” as any woman could be, should know this about him.

Keith caught up with Sebastian at the far end of the school yard where it was difficult for the yard monitors to see what was going on. “Hey you,” he said, and every muscle in Sebastian’s body tensed up. He turned to see Keith with his usual group in tow, and Kelly Taylor among them. Now that the school day was done, she’d pulled her pigtails out so that her scraggly blond hair was loose about her shoulders.

“Yes you,” Keith said, as an easy grin stretched across his freckled face. He seemed so jovial, so full of fun and good natured hi jinks that sometimes Sebastian was tempted to smile back, but he never did.

“I’ve decided that today I’d like to see you dance like a monkey,” Keith said, while placing a finger on the crown of Sebastian’s dark head.

“Oh my God, why a monkey?” Kelly asked.

“Last night I saw an old movie about a monkey that danced around while this guy turned the handle of his music box, and the monkey made me think of little Sebastian here.”

Hearing this, some of Keith’s friends started making monkey sounds and jumping around, but this didn’t satisfy Keith. He wanted to see Sebastian dance and nobody else would do.

Sebastian’s mouth felt dry and he swallowed hard. So far he’d been directed to bark like a dog, moo like a cow, and make all manner of barnyard animal noises. There was one time that Keith nearly fell to the ground in a fit of laughter when Sebastian managed to make a squealing noise that sounded like a pig being slaughtered. “I want to feel your pain,” Keith had said, as he gasped and howled in a much more dramatic fashion than Sebastian’s half hearted squeal. But despite his previous successes, Sebastian didn’t think he’d be able to dance like a monkey, so he just stood there looking forlorn.

“He looks like he’s going to cry,” Kelly observed.

“He won’t cry,” Keith said, although he appeared hopeful.

One of the other boys said, “If he cries it’ll just prove that he’s a baby.”

“Hey, maybe you should make him suck his thumb like a baby,” someone else suggested.

“Nah,” Keith said. “I want to see him dance like a monkey. So what are you waiting for?” he said looking down at Sebastian. “Dance monkey, dance!” he cried, lifting his arms in the air and then everybody did the same. “Dance monkey, dance!” they cried. All except for Kelly who appeared only mildly entertained as she smacked her chewing gum.

Then they circled Sebastian while waving their arms up in the air as they chanted, and he knew he had no choice but to swallow his dignity again and do what they wanted. The whole thing would end all the sooner if he just got it over with. As a shameful wave of heat rose up from his groin, he lowered his eyes, raised his skinny arms up in the air and began to bob up and down which caused an immediate explosion of cheers from the boys, but Keith cheered the loudest of all. “The monkey can dance dance dance!” he cried jubilantly. “Look at him go go go!”

Sebastian continued his foolish jerky dance, and all the while pictured himself wearing a little cap and vest, and working his thick monkey lips around in a comical manner. He’d seen an organ grinder with a dancing monkey somewhere too and remembered that at the end of the dance he was supposed to remove his hat and pass it around, but he hoped that Keith had forgotten about this part. Sebastian closed his eyes so that nobody would notice the tears beginning to gather there, but he was unable to stop them even as he moved from side to side like a happy little monkey.

“Oh shit, there he goes,” Keith said, “It looks like we got ourselves a crying monkey.”

“You shouldn’t pick on him anymore,” Kelly retorted. “He has a serious heart problem, and he might drop dead if you keep making him do stupid stuff like that.”

Keith didn’t seem to take Kelly’s warning very seriously, but he gave Sebastian’s head a dismissive little shove and said, “Okay you can stop dancing now, Monkey Boy.”

Sebastian stopped at once. Hopping in place had winded him considerably, and he would’ve placed his hand over his heart as he usually did when he was overexerted, but didn’t want to appear as though he were soliciting sympathy.

Keith crouched down so they were nose to nose and said, “Listen to me and listen good. Next time Ms. Ashworth asks you to clean the white board, I want you to tell her that you don’t want to anymore.”

Sebastian stared at him, but said nothing.

“Did you hear me?” Keith said, narrowing his yellow eyes in a menacing manner.

“Yes, but Ms. Ashworth likes it when I clean the whiteboard,” he replied in a small voice.

“Okay have it your way,” Keith said and he straightened up and cried anew, “Dance monkey dance!” and the others did the same.

Sebastian hung his head and tried to control his emotions. Shedding a few tears was one thing, but breaking down in uncontrollable sobs was unthinkable. “Okay, I won’t clean the whiteboard anymore,” he muttered.

Keith held his hand up for silence, and everyone quieted down. “What was that? I didn’t hear you, Monkey Boy.”

“I won’t clean the white board anymore,” Sebastian repeated.

“Did everyone hear that?” Keith said. “Monkey Boy isn’t going to clean the white board anymore.” More than satisfied, he then turned away, and strutted off with his shoulders pushed back and his head held high. Kelly appraised Sebastian for a moment or two, looking faintly disappointed, as though the flavor had faded from her chewing gum. Then she turned away as well and quickly caught up to Keith. They walked across the playground side by side as the rest of the kids trailed behind.

Alone again, Sebastian wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. His chest was rattling so he waited a moment or two for the feeling to pass, took up his book bag, and began the short walk to Bungalow Haven where his grandmother lived, and where he went every day after school. Just thinking about his grandmother caused a wave of relief and anticipation to wash over him. He started to tear up again, but he was grateful that at least this time no one was watching.



  



Chapter Two
 

Because of his bad heart, Sebastian frequently missed school to attend his medical appointments. He much preferred afternoon appointments as this meant he wouldn’t have to worry about any unpleasant encounters with Keith after school. Unfortunately, this also meant he might miss out on spending time with his grandmother. On this day he was lucky because his appointment was early enough that his mother would drop him off at Bungalow Haven on her way back to work, but late enough that there would be no point having him return to school.

As they drove to the doctor’s office, Sebastian thought about what awaited him. He didn’t mind his cardiology appointments so much because they didn’t usually require blood tests or any other procedure involving needles or sharp instruments. Sometimes the only thing Dr. Lim did was place his stethoscope smack in the middle of Sebastian’s chest and listen as though what he heard was the most exquisite music imaginable.

Sebastian liked Dr. Lim. He was a mild mannered, soft spoken man who didn’t waste time with unnecessary chatter. He was also patient with Sebastian’s mother who always had plenty to say about how her son was doing, and how little he was growing. Sebastian hoped that she wouldn’t bring the subject up again because the last time she did it resulted in several blood tests to confirm that his hormone levels were within the normal range. He leaned forward from the back seat just as they pulled into the parking lot to remind his mother that his hormone levels were just fine last time they checked, and that they were probably still just fine, but she didn’t respond.

She was always silent before they went to see Dr. Lim, and Sebastian knew what she dreaded hearing most. She often tried to change the subject and steer the conversation in another direction. Just when it seemed that she had succeeded and they had one foot out the door, Dr. Lim would clear his throat, adjust his glasses and say, “I think that soon Sebastian will be strong enough to undergo another surgery.” She usually muttered something unintelligible, and ushered Sebastian out of the office as quickly as she could.

While searching for a parking space, Sebastian’s mother tossed a chocolate bar over the back seat for him, and had one herself. She nearly finished hers before Sebastian managed to get the wrapper off of his, and as he nibbled, he studied her profile from the back seat. She still had a pretty face with lovely dark eyes and a nice smile, but the fleshy pad beneath her chin was getting thicker, and she didn’t smile as much as she used to. Sebastian was unable to eat all of his candy bar, so he gave his mother what was left and she finished it as they made their way across the parking lot toward the cardiac clinic.

A grim shadow moved across Dr. Lim’s face as he studied Sebastian’s chart. “Sebastian isn’t gaining weight. It’s been almost six months since we’ve seen an increase.”

“Are you sure?”

“The scale doesn’t lie, Mrs. Bennett.”

“I encourage him to eat. In fact he often has two dinners. One with his grandmother after school, and then another when he gets home in the evening.”

Dr. Lim blinked rapidly as he assimilated this information, then he turned to Sebastian. “How about lunch? Do you eat lunch?”

“I have a lunch card,” he replied.

Sebastian’s mother stepped forward. “They watch him to make sure he eats at least two thirds of everything on his plate Doctor. I arrange for that at the start of every year.”

“Are you eating most of your lunch young man?”

Sebastian nodded halfheartedly as he thought about how easy it was to give his food away or for Keith to take it from him when the lunch ladies weren’t looking. It seemed that Keith was always hungry.

“What about breakfast?” Dr. Lim asked.

“I have cereal most of the time,” Sebastian replied more confidently. “Or a frozen breakfast burrito. It only takes a minute and a half in the microwave.”

Dr. Lim nodded soberly, before turning back to the mother. “I want Sebastian to see a nutritionist again.”

Sebastian’s mother was unable to hide her annoyance. “I have to be honest with you Doctor. Sebastian didn’t like any of the suggestions the nutritionist made last time we saw her, and they weren’t very realistic for a working mother.”

Dr Lim took a moment to gather his thoughts. On several occasions he’d told her privately that if something more wasn’t done, it was only a matter of time until Sebastian went into congestive heart failure. She usually responded by saying that she and her husband had discussed it and thought it best to wait a little longer.

He began to scribble in Sebastian’s chart. “If your son were eating better, he’d be gaining more weight. I’m concerned that before too long, he may start losing weight, and we’ll have to continue postponing the surgery.”

Sebastian’s mother crossed her arms over her chest as she digested Dr. Lim’s assessment. Of course, she wanted her son to gain weight and grow stronger, but whenever the subject of another surgery came up she was seized by memories of her newborn baby clinging to life in the hospital. His tiny chest slashed from top to bottom, with a tangle of tubes and wires sticking out of him. She’d never forget how the stitches pulled against his tender skin every time he took a breath. When the surgeon told her they’d failed to completely repair his heart during the first operation and that they’d have to open him up again, she couldn’t believe her ears. As far she was concerned they were asking her for permission to kill him, and she flatly refused. But Dean and the rest of the family were relentless. They insisted that if Sebastian didn’t have another surgery, he would surely die. They eventually wore her down, and she agreed, but the second surgery resulted in even more complications than the first.

She could never completely rely on anyone else after that. She trusted only her instincts, her knowing, and no amount of sensible talk about good outcomes and advances in medicine could silence her fears.

“I’d like to talk this matter over with Dr. Gower,” she finally muttered. Dr. Gower was Sebastian’s endocrinologist.

“That’s fine, Mrs. Bennett, I’m sure that Dr. Gower will want to order some additional tests as well. We can get started today if you like.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” she replied with a curt nod.

As Dr. Lim called in the order, Sebastian realized he would have to face the needle yet again, and he flashed his mother a contemptuous look, but she was too caught up in her own thoughts to notice. He then turned to Dr. Lim who’d just hung up the phone. “If I grow more, will I be able to play soccer?”

“Now Sebastian,” his mother said, chuckling nervously. “Nobody said anything about playing soccer.”

Dr. Lim sat down before his small patient so they were face to face. “If you grow and put on weight, it will increase your overall strength, but I’m afraid you still won’t be able to play soccer with the other kids.”

“What do I have to do to play soccer?”

“You’d need another surgery,” Dr. Lim replied.

“Would you cut my chest open again?”

Dr. Lim nodded.

“Along the scar I already have?”

He nodded again.

“And then what?” Sebastian asked.

Dr. Lim glanced up at his patient’s mother who was red faced, and clearly upset about the direction the conversation was taking, but he continued anyway. “I’d make several incisions inside your heart, and suture together the pieces that are still not working quite right. If all goes well, then you’ll be much stronger, and you won’t get as tired as you do now.”

Hearing Dr. Lim inspired Sebastian, and he envisioned himself playing soccer with the other kids, running and jumping and falling on his elbows and knees, valiantly accepting whatever wounds this frolicking carefree lifestyle awarded him. He and Kelly Taylor would compare bruises and then they’d laugh, and race each other to the other side of the playground.

“And if all doesn’t go well, then what?” Sebastian’s mother asked.

Dr. Lim cleared his throat, but seemed reluctant to speak as candidly as he had a moment ago.

“Go ahead and tell him Doctor, he might as well know,” she added in a challenging tone, as she’d long ago lost the habit of speaking reverentially to physicians.

Dr. Lim cleared his throat. “There are always risks involved with surgical procedures such as these.”

“You mean I could die?” Sebastian asked.

“Well, I would do everything in my power to make sure that didn’t happen, but there is a possibility that your heart won’t improve, or that it will be even weaker than it is now.”

Sebastian glanced up at his mother, and when he saw the cold fear in her eyes, the hopefulness he’d felt just a moment ago vanished and he began to shiver. He tried to focus on Dr. Lim who was scribbling away in his chart, his face calm and serene as always. Surely Dr. Lim knew more about these things than his mother did. After all, he’d gone to medical school for many years to become a doctor and his mother sold houses for a living, and lately, she hadn’t been selling very many. Still, Sebastian couldn’t deny that there was something about her as vibrant and powerful as a bolt of lightning that could outshine a hundred thousand medical degrees. She was his mother, the woman who’d given him life, and what she knew transcended science and statistics and even commonsense.

A few seconds later, the nurse entered the examining room carrying a tray laden with a variety of vials and needles, and for the first time, Sebastian was actually glad to see her.

After the appointment, Sebastian’s mother dropped him off at Bungalow Haven. It was composed of a dozen or so detached dwellings that were just the right size for people who weren’t so mobile anymore. His grandmother’s yellow bungalow was located furthest from the street which made it an especially peaceful place to be. If the weather was warm and pleasant, as it usually was, she kept her front door and her kitchen window wide open which allowed a lovely breeze to waft in through the house. She much preferred this to air conditioning which she said was too noisy, and made her skin feel itchy and dry.

Sebastian climbed the porch steps and peered in through the screen door, taking comfort in the sameness that greeted him. The old wooden chair with carved arms resembling two thick scrolls was in its usual place in front of the window. Little crystal faeries hung from the cupboard handles in the kitchen, and their delicate wings caught the afternoon sunlight reflecting translucent prisms of color against the opposite wall from which hung a large wooden crucifix. Next to the crucifix was a collection of family photographs. When Sebastian’s grandmother was feeling nostalgic, she was able to gaze at her photographs for long stretches of time. She’d arranged them like a giant flower so that every petal was a pictorial timeline of her children and grandchildren from birth to the present time. In the very center of the flower was a portrait of her and Sebastian’s deceased grandfather on their wedding day in Puerto Rico.

Sebastian thought they made a particularly handsome, almost regal looking couple, Abuela Lola in her broad lacy collar, and Abuelo Ramiro in his dark suit and tie. They stared into the camera through ageless eyes, and Sebastian thought they looked very wise. Sometimes he imagined that he was able to jump into the photograph and pose between them. His own expression serious and slightly defiant too, his mood as somber as the grays and whites that colored their world.

But the pictures that interested him most were those of his mother. When he learned that the young dark haired beauty in the bathing suit standing at the edge of the sea was his own mother, he couldn’t believe it. He studied the picture for a long time before he was convinced that the high cheekbones and sensuous mouth were actually hers. He had to concede that sometimes when she slept on her back and her skin was stretched smooth across her face, she looked a little like the woman in the picture, but he couldn’t believe that the slim supple body was hers no matter how long he looked at it, or how much he squinted. His favorite photograph of all was the one where his mother was sitting on his father’s knee laughing, as her hair floated on the breeze, and his father gazed at her looking as though his insides were melting.

Sebastian entered the house surprised that his grandmother wasn’t sitting in her rocking chair as she usually was. He called out loudly so that she could hear him from the bedroom, but there was no answer. He took another step into the house and stopped cold when he saw her lying on the floor between the kitchen and living room with her eyes closed and mouth slightly open. He rushed to her side, and shook her shoulders. “Abuela wake up,” he cried, but she didn’t respond. He touched her face and then her hair that was soft as fine white rabbit fur. He lifted her limp hand, and when he let it go, it fell with thud to the floor.

Sebastian began to rock and forth on his heels. He was having great difficulty thinking and breathing at the same time, but suddenly he knew what he had to do. He ran to the kitchen, filled a glass with water from the tap, and flung it into his grandmother’s face. Streams of water ran down the furrows of her face and neck, soaking her sweater and the carpet beneath her, but she remained motionless.

He then ran to the phone in the kitchen and dialed 911. His fingers were trembling so furiously that the receiver almost slipped from his hands, and when the operator answered, he was momentarily speechless. “My grandmother is lying on the floor,” he finally blurted out. “She isn’t moving or anything.”

“Can you confirm your address?” the operator asked calmly, but all the rushing around and upset had winded Sebastian and he needed to catch his breath before he could answer her.

“Are you still there?” the operator asked.

“Bungalow Haven,” he replied, gasping for air. “Where the old people live. It’s the little yellow house in the back.”

“The paramedics are on their way,” the operator replied. “Would you like me to stay on the phone with you until they arrive?”

“No,” he said, and he dropped the phone and returned to his grandmother’s side. He stared into her face, hoping to catch a glimpse of her eyelids fluttering, a twitch of her cheek, anything that would tell him she was still alive. But she remained as still and lifeless as the photographs on her wall.

When Sebastian considered the possibility that his grandmother might be dead, he was overwhelmed with a cold and bewildering darkness. She was his security, his sanctuary, the reason he was able to endure the hardships of school, and the difficulties of being small and sickly. Knowing that she was waiting for him at Bungalow Haven every afternoon made it easier for him to get up in the morning. “Please don’t leave me,” he whispered into her damp snowy hair. “Please don’t be dead.”

And then he heard a wailing, followed by the thunderous rumble of many feet pounding in the distance, and that’s when he saw the button of her beige sweater shudder and shift over her throat. He lowered his ear to her chest and closed his eyes to listen as Dr. Lim always did. Sebastian couldn’t hear anything, but he sensed a vibration of some sort, and clung to the hope that his grandmother might still be alive.



  



Chapter Three
 

The thundering sound turned into a clatter, and all at once several men in uniform burst through the door of the little bungalow. Sebastian rolled out of the way, and the paramedics circled his grandmother so that he could no longer see anything but her feet which had somehow lost their shoes. Her beige sweater was tossed to one side, and the men began talking into large portable phones, and there were many metal boxes with complicated instruments that were being opened and closed one after the other. Sebastian tried to make sense out of what they were doing and saying, but their speech was dominated by technical language he couldn’t comprehend. Nevertheless, each time he didn’t hear them say that his grandmother was dead, he was reassured because he couldn’t imagine that there was another word for “dead” but “dead.”

Moments later Terrence, the man from the Senior Center who’d been delivering Lola’s nightly dinners appeared in the doorway with his Styrofoam containers in hand. Sebastian was so relieved to see a familiar face that he sprung up off the floor and flung his arms around the large man’s enormous thighs.

Terrence stood frozen in shock and horror as he took in the scene before him. Whenever he made his deliveries he often stayed for awhile and told Lola about his aspiring career as a jazz musician and composer. Over the years, they’d become good friends. Suddenly aware of the despairing child clinging to him, he reached down and lifted Sebastian up who then buried his face deep into the tangle of dreadlocks that flowed over Terrence’s shoulders and back. Ever since he saw his grandmother lying on the floor, he’d been holding back the tears, but he couldn’t hold back any longer.

“They’re taking care of her,” Terrence muttered, while placing a comforting hand on Sebastian’s back, but he didn’t sound very hopeful.

One of the paramedics approached Terrence. “Are you a relative?”

Terrence was surprised by the question, as he was black and Lola was a light skinned Hispanic woman. “Just a friend,” he replied. “But this is her grandson.”

Sebastian wiped his eyes and nose on his sleeve and reluctantly turned around. Over the paramedic’s shoulder, he could see that his grandmother had been placed on a gurney.

“We’re taking your grandmother to the hospital,” the paramedic said. “We need to call an adult relative, how about your mom?”

Sebastian nodded, but he couldn’t remember his mother’s phone number at work, and helpless tears sprung to his eyes again. Terrence pointed to the kitchen. “I think the numbers you need are on the refrigerator.” Sebastian considered him a genius for remembering this. Yes, of course, the phone numbers that were printed in bold marker were always on the refrigerator, and Abuela Lola was very conscientious about keeping them current.

The paramedic peered at the first number on the list, Sebastian’s mother’s cell phone, and dialed. Sebastian watched as the man spoke calmly while referring to his clipboard. He imagined his mother’s slack cheeks, her mouth taught across her face, her dark eyes darting back and forth as she received the horrible news. Would she scream and collapse or crash the car? The family had never faced anything like this before, at least not that he could remember.

As the paramedics wheeled Lola out of her little bungalow, all of the residents stood outside on their porches or at their windows watching the somber parade until it reached the street. The paramedics explained that they’d be taking Sebastian with them to the hospital where they’d arranged for his mother to meet them. It was then that Sebastian spoke the first words he’d been able to utter since the paramedics arrived. “Can I take the food you brought with me to the hospital?” he asked Terrence. “Abuela Lola might be hungry later.”

Terrance gave Sebastian the bag and the little boy crawled into the front seat of the ambulance next to the driver. The sirens wailed as they pulled away from the curb, and for a moment Sebastian was certain that his pace maker had malfunctioned and that the high pitched yowl was emanating from deep inside his chest, so he pressed his hand over his heart to make sure.

“Is my grandmother going to die?” he asked softly as they whizzed through the streets toward Methodist Community Hospital, but the paramedic was unable to hear him over all the noise. He was driving very fast through the intersections, taking red lights, and expertly weaving through cars that had stopped because of the blaring sirens.

Sebastian dared not ask again.



  



Chapter Four
 

Sebastian sat alone at the edge of his chair in the hospital waiting room with the bag of Senior Center food next to him. He knew by the smell that inside the bag were several boxes containing dry meatloaf, sticky mashed potatoes and a medley of bland vegetables swimming in butter. He often wondered if the elderly lost their sense of taste in the same way they lost their vision and hearing. Unfortunately there was, as far as he knew, no mechanical aid that could help with this disability. As much as Sebastian disliked the food, when he placed his hand on the bag, the warmth of it reassured him, as if it were confirming that his grandmother was still alive.

A few minutes later, he heard someone in hard soled shoes rushing down the corridor, and looked up to see his father entering the waiting room. “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said, taking the seat next to his son and giving his shoulder a comforting squeeze.

“Is Abuela Lola going to get better?” Sebastian asked.

“I don’t know,” he replied, his face somber, but then his blue eyes brightened up. “Hey, is it true that you took a ride in the ambulance?”

Sebastian nodded.

“Did they have the sirens going and everything?”

He nodded again, and that’s when his mother and sister entered the waiting room. Jennifer was still in her cheerleading uniform, and her dark hair was swept up in a pony tail. The eyeliner she’d so carefully applied that morning was smudged in the hollows of her eyes. Sebastian’s mother explained that she was on her way to show a house when she got the call and that she had to swing by the High School to get Jennifer first or she would’ve arrived sooner.

“Have you spoken with anyone yet?” she asked her husband.

“No, I didn’t have the chance, I…”

“I thought we agreed that whoever got here first would look for the doctor before doing anything else.”

“Yes, but when I saw Sebastian…”

“Damn you, Dean,” Gloria said, wringing her hands. “You know how hard it is to get information from these people during a shift change.”

“I’m sure they’ll tell us everything we need to know soon enough. Why don’t you sit down for a moment and calm down?”

“I don’t want to sit down,” Gloria snapped.

“I think you should.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” she said, her eyes bugging out at him.

Jennifer stepped in as she sometimes did when things between her parents got tense. She’d witnessed enough arguments between them to know that it was best to intervene early. “Take a breath, Mom,” she said.

Gloria turned with a start, and for a moment it appeared as though she might slap her daughter, although she’d never struck either of her children. She turned away and tried to connect with that core strength at the center of her being she relied on during emergencies like these. She should know that she couldn’t count on her husband to help her with this. This burden fell on her shoulders alone. That’s how it was when Sebastian was born and when her father died, and that’s how it would be now.

Dean chuckled nervously, and cleared his throat while placing his hand on the crown of Sebastian’s head. “I just found out that our little man here came to the hospital in an ambulance with sirens blaring and everything. You know what Sebastian?” he said turning to his son. “They say that the pizza delivery man can get to your house faster than most ambulances, so maybe you should’ve ordered a pizza while you were at it, huh son? I could sure do with something to eat right now.”

Jennifer stared at her father in dismay, and Gloria shook her head. Normally, she would’ve told her husband that he was no help, and few other things as well, but she was anxious to speak with someone who could tell her what was going on. She muttered something unintelligible, and marched away in search of a doctor or nurse.

Once her mother was out of sight, Jennifer dropped down in the chair opposite her father. “Dad, do you really think this is the right time to be joking around? You know how upset Mom can get, and what if Aunt Susan shows up? It’ll only make matters worse for everyone if Mom is already pissed off.”

This possibility hadn’t occurred to Dean. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his wife and Susan in the same room together. “Let’s hope for the best,” he muttered, and he tried to smooth the situation over with a smile for his son.

Sebastian was well aware of the long standing feud between his mother and Aunt Susan. It had plagued the family for as a long as he could remember. He had no idea what provoked it, only that it happened many years ago around the time that he was born, and that no one was willing to say anything more about it when he asked.

Jennifer sighed, pulled her cell phone out of her bag, and began to text away with a vengeance. Sebastian was amazed by how quickly her thumbs flew across the mini keyboard. Before getting her new phone, Jennifer spent much of her free time reading, and sometimes she would read to Sebastian at bedtime. He enjoyed this time with her, although he realized that what she said was true – he was getting too old for that kind of thing.

“It was fast and loud,” Sebastian muttered, so that only his father heard him.

“I’m sorry, what was that son?”

“The ambulance ride and the sirens,” he said. “I hope I never go on another ambulance ride again.”

Sebastian was still sitting next to his father when his Uncle Mando appeared in the doorway of the waiting room. He was a tall distinguished man with dark solemn eyes. In his crisp navy suit, he looked like a high ranking general, and it was easy to imagine his broad chest decorated with an impressive collection of medals and ribbons. But Mando had never been a soldier, he was a senior partner in a successful law practice.

“Dean,” Mando exclaimed, while stepping forward, and both men clasped hands in a friendly manner. Dean was also wearing a suit as his mid level accounting job required, but his jacket was creased and lumpy around the shoulders, giving the impression that he’d slept in it.

“How is she doing?” Mando asked, and Dean explained that they didn’t know anything yet, but that Gloria was looking for a doctor at that very moment who could tell them what was going on.

“I didn’t recognize you at first,” Dean remarked. “You have a lot more gray than you did last time I saw you.”

Mando ran his fingers through his salt and pepper hair and chuckled just as his wife and daughter entered the room. Aunt Susan and Cindy had the exact same shade of honey colored hair, although it was well known that Cindy’s hair was professionally tinted to match her mother’s, something Gloria and Jennifer considered insulting as well as distasteful. Sebastian had overheard them say once that Susan lightened her daughter’s hair to disguise her Puerto Rican heritage.

Everyone exchanged obligatory hugs and kisses which Sebastian found to be rather awkward. Jennifer stood up to engage in the greeting exercise as well, but her forced smile let Sebastian know that she was enjoying it about as much as he was.

These pleasantries didn’t last long because moments later Gloria rushed back into the room, and an uncomfortable silence came over them. It was a shock for Gloria to see her sister-in-law after so many years, and her first instinct was to walk right out again. But after a few more seconds, she realized that this was one of those events to be classified along with weddings and funerals during which she had no choice but to endure her presence. With that, her gaze slipped over Susan and she addressed her brother only. “Did you get a hold of Gabi?” she asked, and everyone relaxed a little bit.

“I spoke with her about an hour ago. I thought she’d be here by now.”

Gloria pursed her lips, annoyed but not surprised. Her younger sister had many talents, but timeliness wasn’t one of them. “The charge nurse said the doctor will be coming to speak with us shortly. Hopefully, Gabi will be here by then.”

As the adults began to speak in hushed tones, Sebastian stood in the middle of the room, not sure whether to go back to his chair or remain standing where he was. Jennifer stepped in closer to listen to what they said, but Cindy took the opportunity to converse with her little cousin alone.

“I heard that you found her,” she said, her green eyes glowing with sympathy. “That must’ve been really scary.”

Sebastian nodded and felt suddenly emotional and unsteady on his feet. A small tremor had taken possession of his chin as well, but the last thing he wanted to do was to break down like a silly baby in front of his beautiful older cousin.

“What did you do?” she asked, stepping in closer still.

“I just called the emergency number,” He said, trying to shrug off the bad feelings. He wanted to tell her more, but he didn’t have the words to express it all. He glanced out the window, noticing that it was almost dark outside, and his grandmother’s voice came to him as though in a dream.

“When I was a young girl in Puerto Rico, we lit candles every night before the sun set. We Jibaros lived high up in the mountains, and on moonless nights it would get so dark that you couldn’t see your own hand in front of your face. But you could always hear the little frogs of the island, the coqui. Instead of croaking like most frogs do they hiccup, and they filled the night with such a cheerful sound that it was impossible to be afraid no matter how dark it was. We enjoyed listening to them in the wavering candlelight most of all.”

Sebastian shook his head, and then he looked back at his cousin to find her staring at him so intensely, it only served to render him all the more speechless.

At that moment the doctor, a small bearded man in a white lab coat, entered the waiting room and when Cindy saw him, she left Sebastian to join the adults. Sebastian marveled at her courage. Obviously, she wasn’t afraid of the truth, while he could only gaze at the back of her head, mesmerized by the golden trail of highlights that flowed through her hair like a glittering waterfall. He wished that he could dive in and swim off to another world, back to Bungalow Haven or to the old country that his grandmother often told him about.

“On the island, the weather was mild, and the countryside so vast and lush that we lived outside most of the time, traipsing through the jungle, wading in the streams, and climbing trees until nightfall. There was a trail near our house that led to a high ridge we thought had to be the tallest point not just on the island, but on the entire planet. From there we watched the hawks soaring overhead, and on a clear day, beyond the vast carpet of green below, we saw the sea glistening in the distance. Sometimes we could taste the salt in the air, and at others it was as sweet as caramelized sugar and cream. Not ordinary cream, but the kind of thick luscious cream that is delicious all by itself. As a girl, one of my favorite things to do was to sit on a rock overlooking the valley below with a bowl of fresh cream. It was like sitting on the edge of heaven while eating the clouds from the sky.”

“And this is where you learned how to cook isn’t it?” Sebastian had asked, picturing the basic kitchen she described to him so many times before. It had an indoor stove with a propane tank, and when this ran out, which it often did, they relied on the large coal grill that could be used inside or out.

“Yes,” she replied with a nod. “And where I learned that a meal prepared with love not only feeds the body, it nurtures the soul.”

Sebastian turned to sit down again, but had only taken a couple of steps when he felt his mother’s hand on his shoulder. She was guiding him out of the room and down the hall to the place where his grandmother was. Sebastian explained that he wanted to take the food from the Senior Center to her.

“Your grandmother isn’t going to care about that now,” she said, pulling him along.

“But she likes meatloaf,” he insisted. “She’ll be upset if I don’t save it for her.”

“Hush now Sebastian,” she snapped. “This is no time to be talking about meatloaf.”

The family was asked to wait in the corridor just outside Lola’s room. In this part of the hospital only two family members were allowed to enter at once. There was some confusion about who should go in first, but it was quickly decided that Gloria and Mando should go. Susan sniffed her annoyance when she realized that she wouldn’t be allowed to accompany her husband.

Determined to avoid any unnecessary interactions with her extended family, Jennifer drifted down the corridor and sank down against the wall with her phone. Dean announced that he was on his way to the cafeteria for a cup of coffee if anyone cared to join him. Susan and Cindy politely declined. Sebastian would’ve preferred to go with his father, but he chose to stay just in case it was his turn to go see his grandmother next.

Once Dean had gone, Susan gave Sebastian one of her glossiest smiles. “And how have you been?” she asked.

“Fine,” he replied tentatively. He considered his Aunt to be very beautiful with her stylish clothes and sleek golden hair cut just above the shoulders. But he felt guilty about having such pleasant thoughts about his aunt when he knew how much his mother disliked her. Perhaps he was missing something, and this possibility always kept him on his guard.

“Your color looks very good, I must say,” Susan said.

“Thank you,” he muttered, not quite sure what she meant. As far as he knew, he was the same color he’d always been.

“Doesn’t he have the most adorable rosy cheeks?” Cindy added, smiling at him as though he were a puppy dog.

“He certainly does,” Aunt Susan agreed. “He’s as cute as a button.”

Sebastian stood frozen before them as they gawked. He felt ridiculous and small, and he didn’t consider buttons to be particularly cute. Nevertheless, he was seduced by their kind words and his blush deepened. He had no idea what more to say so he smiled from time to time and kept his eyes glued to the door through which his mother and uncle had disappeared. It was still slightly open and he was tempted to step nearer so that he could take a peek inside, but he was afraid the nurses would get angry with him. They’d been very explicit about allowing only two people in at once.

At that moment they heard someone running down the hall, and turned to see Gabi rushing toward them in her jogging suit. Even though she was well into her thirties, she seemed more like a kid than an adult, and Sebastian couldn’t help but feel a certain thrill whenever he saw her. “My car wouldn’t start, and I had to call a taxi,” she explained, panting. “How is she?”

“We don’t know,” Susan replied, and then she pointed down the corridor. “Mando and your sister are in with her now, but only two people can go in at a…”

Gabi didn’t wait to hear what Susan would say next, she darted for the room, leaving the faint scent of cigarettes in her wake. Sebastian immediately looked around to see if the nurses had noticed that now there were more than two people in the room, but nobody seemed to care.

Aunt Susan stared after Gabi for a moment or two, and then turned to her daughter. “Let’s go in too,” she said. “I don’t see what difference it makes.”

“Are you sure it’s okay?” Cindy asked.

Susan secured her purse strap over her shoulder. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Are you coming Sebastian?”

Sebastian thought about what Ms. Ashworth always said, that breaking the rules could cause harm to yourself and others. What’s more, he had no doubt that his mother would be very upset to see that he’d broken the rules with his Aunt Susan of all people. “I’ll wait here for Dad,” he muttered.

After they left, he looked around again to see if the nurses had noticed the extreme to which the rule had been violated, but all remained calm. From where he stood, he could just see inside one of the other rooms where two old men were sleeping in beds side by side. Pale as their bed sheets and wasted to the bone, they looked like a couple of skeletons. Sebastian couldn’t imagine any medicine powerful enough to cure them, and he had no doubt that the end was near. It wasn’t just their emaciated bodies that told him, but their gaping mouths that were like two black beacons daring him to step in closer and get a better look. Sebastian tried to look away, but that mysterious cusp between life and death held him spellbound.

“Where did everybody go?” Dean asked, startling Sebastian out of his reverie.

He pointed to his grandmother’s room. “They’re in there. They broke the rule of two at a time.”

When Dean heard this he called out to Jennifer who was still at the other end of the corridor on her phone. “Come on, we’re going to see your grandmother,” he said.

“But what about the rules?” Sebastian asked, his anxiety mounting.

“It won’t be a problem just this once,” Dean replied.

When they entered the room, Sebastian was unable to see his grandmother because the family was standing around her bed shoulder to shoulder looking down at her, their eyes veiled by sad resignation.

“We should’ve moved her out of that place years ago,” Mando said. “She was never the same after Pops died.”

“I agree, but you know as well as I do that she didn’t want to go,” Gloria returned, somewhat defensively.

“That’s right,” Gabi said. “And she’s kept her promise. Ma hasn’t cooked or lit any of her candles since the accident.”

Mando appraised both of his sisters dubiously. “The accident? I think we all know that fire was no…” But when he saw Sebastian he didn’t say anything more.

Actually, Sebastian knew more about the fire than he did about the feud because his grandmother had told him about it. She said that it happened just a few days after Abuelo Ramiro’s funeral. Lola hadn’t been able to cook for weeks, but decided that she was feeling well enough to make a large pot of beans, and left it simmering on the stove. She went to lie down on the sofa to rest her eyes, and fell asleep. A few hours later she woke up to find herself lying on the ground outside her house with a mask over her face, and surrounded by a full crew of paramedics.

It was a miracle that Lola was still alive and that her house didn’t burn to the ground. The family tried to persuade her to move to a safer place where she wouldn’t have to worry about cooking and remembering to turn off the stove, but Lola didn’t want to leave Bungalow Haven. She promised that if they agreed to let her stay, she would never cook again or light the candles that she so loved to burn during the twilight and evening hours. Immediately, arrangements were made for the local senior center to deliver her meals, and Abuela Lola kept her promise very well.

“What’s wrong with Abuela Lola?” Sebastian asked stepping toward her hospital bed. “Why doesn’t she wake up?”

“Your grandmother had a stroke,” Gloria replied.

“What’s a stroke?”

“It’s what happens when a vein inside your body gets weak and starts to bleed. This time the vein was in your grandmother’s brain which is why it’s so difficult for her to wake up.”

“Can I see her?” Sebastian asked.

Everyone moved aside, and Sebastian stepped forward. Through the bed railing he saw his grandmother lying flat on her back with her mouth closed. Thank God it was closed, and not gaping open like the beacons of death he’d seen earlier. He stepped in closer still and noticed the slack muscles around her eyes and mouth which made her look very strange. It was her body, her face and her soft white hair, but it wasn’t really her. Not even her wrinkles were the same. In fact, many of them seemed to have faded away.

Sebastian felt a cold deep shuddering in his gut. He wanted to run away, but his aunt Gabi motioned for him to step in closer. He did as she asked, and was close enough to reach up and touch his grandmother’s hand if he wanted to, but he didn’t for fear that she would feel differently too.

“You should say something to her,” Aunt Gabi whispered.

“Oh please,” Gloria retorted. “Ma can’t hear anything right now.”

“How do you know? I think we should all say something. It certainly won’t hurt.”

Feeling inspired, Cindy wiped her eyes and crouched down close to the bedside. “Abuela, it’s me, the beautiful one.” She looked up somewhat apologetically. “That’s what she calls me, and I don’t want her to get confused.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes.

“Go on honey, tell your grandmother whatever you’d like,” Susan said, placing a reassuring hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

Cindy continued, “I just want to say that I’m sorry I haven’t visited you very much lately. It’s just that I have so much to do all the time, and school keeps me busy even on the weekends. I’m so sorry…” Cindy backed away and, overwhelmed with emotion, she collapsed into her mother’s waiting arms.

“That was nice,” Aunt Gabi said with a wan smile. “How about you, Jennifer? Do you want to say something to your grandmother?”

Jennifer shook her head, and took a step back toward the door. “I’ll pass,” she muttered.

“How about you Mando?”

Uncle Mando studied his younger sister with an air of superior bemusement. “Why don’t you say something for me, Gabi? You’re so much better at this sort of thing than I am.”

Shaking her head, she turned to Sebastian next. “How about you, little man?”

“Okay, but what if I say the wrong thing?”

“Just say whatever you feel. There’s no right or wrong when you’re speaking from the heart.”

Sebastian put his chin on the bed railing, but felt silly and glanced up at his aunt for encouragement. She nodded and smiled, and he leaned in closer still. “It’s me,” he whispered.

“A bit louder,” Aunt Gabi said. “She won’t hear you if you talk so softly.”

Sebastian took a deep breath. “It’s me Sebastian. I…I’m sorry I poured water on your face. I know you don’t like it when stuff get’s on your carpet, but I wanted to wake you up.” His chin started to tremble. “Wake up, Abuela. Please wake up,” he said, and he reached in and slipped his trembling hand into hers. Her fingers didn’t respond to his touch, but they felt warm, and he was grateful, very grateful that at least she was still alive. “Don’t die Abuela,” Sebastian whispered. “Please don’t die.”

He felt his mother’s hands on his shoulders again, this time guiding him out of the room. She always worried that too much emotional upset would put a strain on his heart, and as much as he wanted to be near his grandmother, he was happy to go. He didn’t like being around his family all together like this, and he wished they would all leave so he could be with his grandmother alone.



  



Chapter Five
 

Sebastian and his mother went to the hospital the following morning after a hasty breakfast of cold cereal and toast. On the way there, Gloria called into the office and rescheduled her Friday appointments. Then she called Sebastian’s school to say that he would be absent because of a family emergency. Sebastian could see by his mother’s expression in the rearview mirror, that she was tired and worried. He was worried too, and to make matters worse he’d had a disturbing dream the night before, the details of which eluded him at the moment. All he could remember was that he was running at break neck speed. Although whenever he dreamt that he was running, he woke up feeling exhilarated and delighted with himself. This time he woke up drenched in cold sweat.

It wasn’t until they’d been traveling for several minutes, that the chilling details of his dream emerged. He was running through an old whitewashed village down a labyrinth of narrow streets and someone or something was chasing him. Regardless of which way he turned, his path led him toward the ocean, and it wasn’t until he managed to just pull away that he glanced over his shoulder to discover that he wasn’t being chased by a person or a beast, but by an enormous tidal wave several stories high. No matter where he ran, he’d be drowned in the sea or by a massive wall of water, and he woke up just as the giant wave was curling over his head.

“I don’t think you bathed last night did you?” his mother asked.

Sebastian muttered that he hadn’t.

“Tonight you’ll have an extra long bath,” she said, as though this would somehow make everything right.

Several nurses nodded to mother and son as they passed their station, and Sebastian was glad that at least this time they weren’t breaking any rules. When they entered his grandmother’s room, he immediately noticed that she was no longer the only patient in there. Another elderly lady was lying in the bed next to hers. She was just as bony as the sick people he’d seen the day before, but the color of her skin was unlike anything he’d seen before - a deathly pallor that wasn’t just white, but strangely iridescent. Her cropped hair was as thick and shiny as black shoe polish which made her look especially bizarre. To make matters worse, she was snoring loudly. It didn’t seem possible that anyone could sleep with such a racket nearby, but Lola was sleeping very well, and as far as Sebastian could tell, she hadn’t moved a muscle all night long.

Gloria approached her mother’s bedside. Tidy and dignified with her silvery white hair neatly arranged on the pillow, Lola’s face had a peaceful expression, and her mouth, although somewhat sunken without their dentures, remained appropriately closed. Sebastian was grateful she didn’t look or sound anything like the noisy black-haired patient in the next bed. But Gloria didn’t seem at all bothered by the trumpeting snores that assaulted them. She calmly smoothed out Lola’s sheets, and reorganized the few items on her night stand. Then she considered the numbers on the monitors with great interest, seeming to understand their significance.

“I’m going to find a nurse. I won’t be long,” Gloria said and she left the room. Sebastian pulled the only chair closer to his grandmother, and sat down, trying his best to ignore the unpleasantness in the next bed.

Then quite suddenly, the black haired old lady coughed, snorted twice and opened her eyes. She immediately turned to look at the little boy sitting in the chair next to her, and with some effort, she raised her head to appraise his grandmother.

“She still not awake?” she asked in a voice that creaked like an old wooden door.

Sebastian stared at her, quite horrified. He’d always felt comfortable around the elderly, but there was something very different about this woman. It was as if one of those stuffed spooks set out on the lawn during Halloween had suddenly come to life. He bit his tongue and shook his head.

“We were up yammering all night long,” the old lady said with a wave of her hand. “She’ll probably sleep until noon.”

“She talked… to you?” Sebastian asked, edging forward on his chair.

The old lady nodded with an air of self satisfaction. “Sure, we talked about lots of things like…like…” She smacked her lips, and rolled her tongue around in her mouth. Then she reached for the cup of water on her tray, but couldn’t quite make it. “Do you mind?” she asked.

Sebastian immediately stood up to help. His fingers were firmly around the glass, but he was so shaken that he knocked over the entire pitcher beside it, spilling cold water all over the floor and on the old lady’s bed and blankets.

“You clumsy boy!” she shrieked, raising her gnarled hands up in the air.

“I’m sorry,” Sebastian muttered, grabbing some paper towels that were next to the sink. “I…I didn’t mean to.”

The old woman slowly lowered her arms and examined Sebastian with beady eyes the color of dirty dishwater. “Your grandmother told me about you,” she whispered, her voice a breathy snarl. “She said you had a thing for throwing water on people, and that because of you she dreamt about tidal waves all night long.”

Sebastian’s mouth fell open, and he backed away slowly before dropping back down to his chair. He suddenly felt an uncomfortable pressure on his bladder. If the old lady were to say, “boo” he’d probably wet his pants.

But she eased back on her pillow, and sighed, her face twisted in agony. “You’ll have to excuse me. You see, I’m just not used to this place.”

“Why…why are you here?” Sebastian asked.

“They tell me it’s my heart, but I’m sure it’s worse than that.”

“I have a bad heart too,” Sebastian said, sounding almost cheerful about it.

The old lady planted her eyes on him again and nodded wisely. “I know, but even so, your grandmother needs you now more than ever. The others,” she said waving her bony claw at the door. “Not so much.”

At that moment, Gloria entered the room and one of the nursing aids came in after her carrying an armload of fresh sheets. She pulled the blue curtain that separated the two beds closed and began to change the old woman’s sheets. Sebastian was surprised that the aid came since he hadn’t noticed the old lady press her call button.

Even so, she wasted no time in expressing her displeasure. “Look at this mess. How can you expect anyone to get well here?” The nurse’s aid said nothing, but the old lady continued to complain and whine about the poor care she was receiving and how she was hungry and in desperate need of a bath. Sebastian looked down below the bottom edge of the curtain, saw her bare veined feet on the floor and shuddered.

He made room for his mother on the chair, and although he couldn’t see what was going on behind the blue curtain, he heard the ongoing commotion. The bed had been changed and the aid was helping her patient back into it. “Don’t be so rough.” The old lady commanded in between groans, but finally she grew quiet. Sebastian tried to put her out of his mind, but he knew she was back there listening to every little thing. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw the blue curtain flutter, but when he turned to look at it directly, it was perfectly still and she remained silent. He couldn’t help but wonder if the old lady had died. Perhaps if he were to peek behind the curtain at that very moment, he’d see her mouth gaping open and her eyes staring blankly up towards the ceiling.

Gabi showed up a few minutes later. She was flustered as usual, and her short hair was still damp from a recent shower, but her makeup was artfully applied. Sebastian glanced at his mother. She wasn’t wearing any makeup at all, not even lipstick. Her pale lips were set in a straight somber line, and the only colors visible on her face were the purple and blue shadows that had collected in the hollows under her eyes when she was tired.

“How is she?” Gabi asked.

Gloria shook her head. “No change, the doctor will be here shortly but no matter what he says, it’s obvious that Ma can’t go on living alone.”

Sebastian was about to mention what he’d just heard from the black haired old lady, that his grandmother had been awake and talking all through the night, but decided to keep quiet. He knew that sometimes the elderly could get confused, and this old lady appeared to be more confused than most.

“She can live with me,” Gabi said. “I’m sure Ma won’t be any trouble. She isn’t crotchety and demanding like some old people are.”

Gloria scoffed, “True, but you’re never home. If Ma lived with you, she might as well go on living alone.”

Gabi shook her head. “I don’t like the thought of Ma in a convalescent home.”

“They’re not all bad. I made a few phone calls yesterday, and the social worker from the hospital should have some more referrals for us this afternoon.”

Sebastian was devastated to think that his grandmother wouldn’t be returning to Bungalow Haven. She loved her house, with its little porch and mailbox. And to think that he might never visit her there again filled him with a heavy sorrow that settled at the base of his throat and threatened to choke him, but he was unable to utter a single word in her defense. “Open your eyes, Abuela,” he thought while staring at her face. “Open your eyes and tell them that you’ll never leave Bungalow Haven no matter what they say.” But her eye lids remained fused together, and Sebastian feared that they would never open again.

Gabi had a seat on the edge of the hospital bed. “And why aren’t you in school little man?” she asked with a saucy smile.

“I wanted to be with Abuela Lola,” Sebastian replied, trying to keep serious, but it was impossible not to smile back when his aunt ruffled his hair so affectionately, and then she turned back to Gloria.

“Mando won’t be able to come by today. He’s working on a big case, but he said to call him if there’s any change.”

Gloria nodded, her expression stern and unwavering. “We have some important decisions to make and it would be better if he were here.”

“I thought you’d be happy to hear it. If Mando comes, there’s always the chance that Susan will be with him.”

“You have a point,” Gloria replied. “I don’t want her poking her stuffy nose into decisions regarding Ma.”

Gabi knew better than anyone how her sister felt about Susan, who Gabi agreed could be an annoying snob at times, but she also thought that Gloria had allowed her pride to overwhelm her better judgment. Over the years Gabi had tried to tell her sister that their grudge had lasted long enough and that it was time to call a truce, but her attempt at mending fences was usually met with derision. While it had never been easy to give her sister “constructive criticism,” maybe now, with their mother so gravely ill, she might listen.

“You know Gloria,” Gabi said. “Sometimes I think you’re a little too hard on Susan. I mean, God knows she has her faults, but she means well most of the time. And don’t forget, she’s your brother’s wife.”

Gloria folded her arms stiffly across her chest. “How can I forget when you’re constantly reminding me?”

“Don’t you think it would be easier if you…”

“And don’t you think it would be easier if you didn’t keep bringing it up all the time? What’s done is done, and we can’t change the past. Anyway, we have more important things to worry about right now.” Gloria glanced over at Sebastian to see if he’d been paying attention to them, but he was fixated on the blue curtain next to him, poking it with his finger and watching it swing back and forth.

She didn’t want to think or talk about Susan anymore because the profound disdain she felt always came flooding back with a vengeance, robbing her of the precious energy she needed to get through her day. She pushed these unpleasant thoughts out of her head, and turned her attention back to her mother.

A half hour or so after Gabi’s arrival, a dark young man wearing a white lab coat, and a stethoscope slung around his neck entered the room. This was not the same doctor they’d spoken to the day before, but neither Gloria nor Gabi seemed concerned about this as they began to discuss their mother’s condition.

“We’re not exactly sure why she isn’t responding,” he said with quiet authority. “And it’s difficult to make any predictions at this stage. Are you sure she’s been taking her medications?”

“She’s always taken them religiously,” Gloria replied.

“Will she ever wake up, Doctor?” Gabi asked.

“Every case is different, but the longer she remains unresponsive, the poorer her prognosis. I can tell you that the first forty-eight hours are critical.”

Gabi gasped. “You mean if she doesn’t wake up by tomorrow, she’ll never wake up?”

The young doctor shook his head. “As I said, we don’t know for sure, but in a statistically significant number of cases, that’s what we’ve seen.”

“What in the world is that supposed to mean?” Gabi asked.

But it was Gloria who replied. “I think what he means is that the likelihood Ma will wake up after tomorrow is less than it is today, but that there’s still a chance even after tomorrow that she will.”

“Precisely,” the doctor replied.

Gabi looked between Gloria and the young doctor, no more satisfied than before. “Well that isn’t saying a hell of a lot is it?”

Gloria gave her younger sister a look, and turned to the doctor again. “Thank you, we’ll keep this information in mind.”

The doctor left, and Aunt Gabi threw up her hands. “What information? He didn’t really tell us much of anything.”

“So what else is new?” Gloria replied tersely. “I learned a long time ago that doctors don’t have all the answers. Hopefully, the social worker will give us some information we can actually use.”

Gabi dared not argue because she knew that when it came to dealing with doctors and illnesses, Gloria was the unquestioned expert in the family. She sighed and leaned over the hospital bed toward her mother. “I have to go to work now Ma, but I’ll be back later,” she said, trying to sound as cheerful as possible, although her expression was glum. Then she kissed Lola’s forehead as though she were already dead and laid to rest in her coffin.

For the next couple of hours as they waited for the social worker to arrive, Sebastian was content to watch his grandmother breathe, matching his breath to hers and hoping that after every exhalation she would open her eyes. It seemed to him that if he just concentrated hard enough, he would be able to help her slowly wake up.

All the while Gloria kept crossing and uncrossing her legs, sighing loudly and leaning over to see who was walking down the corridor. “I should’ve brought something to read,” she muttered. “Maybe they have some magazines down at the gift shop, want to come?”

Sebastian would have gone, but he was certain that a couple of breaths ago he’d seen his grandmother’s index finger twitch, which he took as a very good sign that his mental efforts were paying off. “I’ll wait here for you,” he said, never taking his eyes away from her face.

Mere seconds after she left, he heard the curtain rattle behind him, and turned to find the black haired old lady eyeing him strangely. Incredibly, he’d forgotten she was there, and seeing her again was like resuming a nightmare he thought had ended for good.

“It’s a terrible thing to save your life and lose your soul,” the old lady said. “It’s even worse than dying a long and lingering death.”

Sebastian had no idea how to reply, and suddenly, he wished that the old lady would just hurry up and die.

She then closed her eyes, and eased her head back on her pillows. “Dying people see things, they know things,” she muttered, and then she suddenly opened her eyes wide, startling him half to death. “You see things too, don’t you?”

“I’m not dying,” Sebastian replied.

“Perhaps not,” she said. “But you know what it is to dance with death, and that will give you courage if you let it.”

For the first time, Sebastian allowed himself to look fully into the old woman’s eyes. Her irises floated in their sockets like a stream of clouds passing across a gray sky, and he had the strangest sensation that he was looking into a foggy window where he couldn’t see in, but where everyone inside could see out. All at once, he felt strangely drawn to her, as though he’d known her all his life.

“I don’t want my grandmother to go to a convalescent home. She’d rather die than go there,” he said.

“I didn’t hear you say anything when they were talking about putting her away just now. Why didn’t you speak out?”

“I’m just a kid. They won’t listen to me.”

“But you’re a kid who’s danced with death,” she whispered. “They may listen more than you think.”

“Is my grandmother ever going to wake up?” Sebastian asked.

The old lady smacked her lips again, and pointed to the water pitcher. Sebastian poured out a glass of water, carefully this time so as not to spill a drop. He offered her the glass and she drank deeply as he watched the muscles gather up and down her throat like a pale slithering snake. She gave the empty glass to him and said, “Your grandmother will wake up, and when she does, you’re going to have to take some chances.”

“What kind of chances?”

“You’ll have to risk everything,” she said, her eyes glittering.

Feeling frightened and confused, Sebastian stepped away from her. But the old lady didn’t notice. She just yawned and stretched her arms over her head before closing her eyes. In seconds she was snoring again more loudly than before.

The social worker, a young Hispanic woman named Lourdes arrived that afternoon as expected. After a few preliminary questions, she began to discuss the various convalescent hospitals in the vicinity. Gloria listened attentively while Sebastian stood back a ways wondering when it would be best to interrupt and say something. He had no doubt that the black haired old lady was listening to every word, but this time her presence emboldened him.

It was when Lourdes was laying several pamphlets at the foot of the bed for Gloria to consider that Sebastian finally built up the courage to say something. “My grandmother won’t like any of those places,” he said.

Lourdes turned to the sound of Sebastian’s voice, as though noticing him for the first time.

Although he had directed his bold comment to the social worker, it was his mother who responded. “Sebastian, do you think this is what I want? Do you think this is what anyone wants?”

Sebastian shook his head, feeling very badly when he saw the muted agony in his mother’s eyes. He wasn’t making things any easier for her, but he couldn’t stop now. “She doesn’t want to go there, Mom. She’ll die if she goes there.”

The social worker spoke gently and professionally. “I know this is very difficult for you to understand, but people in your grandmother’s condition can’t live alone.”

“It’ll be okay little man,” his mother said. “We all want what’s best for your grandmother.”

“And that’s for her to go back to Bungalow Haven where she belongs,” Sebastian replied, his hands curled into fists.

Gloria and Lourdes agreed to talk more about it the following day, and when the social worker left, Gloria called Sebastian to her side. “Your grandmother is very old,” she whispered. “And you must prepare yourself for…”

“She’s going to wake up,” Sebastian said with such authority that she held him away at arm’s length to look him in the eye.

“How do you know Sebastian? How can you be so sure?”

With his heart hammering away in his chest he replied, “Because I’ve danced with death and I see things. I know things.”

Gloria’s face went pale and her hands slipped away from his shoulders. “Who told you this?”

Sebastian glanced at the blue curtain and then looked into his mother’s eyes and said, “Nobody told me. I just know.”



  



Chapter Six
 

On Sunday morning, despite Jennifer’s complaints that she’d had enough of hospitals, the entire family went to see Lola together. It had been decided late the previous evening that everyone needed to be there since this was the day that difficult decisions would be made regarding Lola’s long term care and placement. Given what the doctors had told them, this could also be the last time the grandchildren saw their grandmother in a more or less presentable condition. The longer she remained in this vegetative state the worse things would get, and Gloria didn’t want her children to witness their grandmother slowly withering away to nothing.

She’d visited several of the facilities suggested by the social worker, and had already spoken to her sister and brother about what she’d seen. Sebastian overheard some of the conversation and was disappointed that she hadn’t given them his perspective. That moment of hopeful magic they’d shared the day before didn’t last very long.

Nevertheless, it was consoling to remember what the black haired old lady had said to him when his mother left to use the restroom. “Well done, Sebastian. You have something special, and when you share it with others, you’re able to make a difference.” It felt so wonderful to hear her say this, that he had to fight the urge to embrace her.

“Thank you,” he replied shyly. “I hope that your heart gets better, so that you aren’t dying anymore.”

For the first time, she smiled which made her look almost pleasant. “You too,” she whispered before closing her eyes. And she slept the rest of the afternoon away, and this time the sound of her snores was almost endearing.

As they drove to the hospital, Sebastian realized that he was anticipating seeing this strange old lady almost as much as seeing his grandmother.

Sebastian’s family was heading down the corridor toward Lola’s hospital room, when they saw a gurney with what appeared to be a body covered by a white sheet being wheeled out of her room. It might’ve been nothing more than a pile of bedding, but from such a distance it was difficult to know for sure and they all stopped, fearing the worst. Seconds later Susan emerged from the room in a daze, not sure which way to turn or what to do, and everyone rushed to her side. “I need to find a doctor or a nurse,” she said when she saw them. Her voice was shaky, and her hands were trembling.

“What happened?” Dean asked.

“We were just standing there, watching her breathe,” Susan said. “She looked just like she did the other day. We…we didn’t expect it would happen so fast.”

Gloria was trying her best to remain composed and not break down as she turned to her children. “Your grandmother is in heaven now, and we have to be grateful that she didn’t suffer.”

Susan stared at Gloria for a moment. “You’re mother didn’t die,” she said. “She opened her eyes just now. She’s awake.”

“Abuela!” Sebastian cried, and he rushed ahead of them into her room.

Lola’s eyes were indeed open, and she was staring up at the ceiling, looking neither left nor right. Her lids were opening and closing like the delicate wings of a butterfly that had just emerged from its cocoon. The gentle rise and fall of her chest was in sync with the movement of her eyelids.

After confirming that his grandmother was awake, Sebastian turned to find the other bed empty, and he realized that it was the black haired old lady’s body they’d seen on the gurney. He felt a wave of wonder and grief come over him as he remembered their strange conversation the day before. Now that the black haired old lady was no longer dancing with death, what was she doing? Was she happy to finally be free of her bad heart? Was she able to get out of her bed and dance with life for a change? And this thought sent a shiver up his spine.

“She just keeps staring up,” Cindy whispered. “It’s so weird.”

Uncle Mando was at the foot of the bed looking baffled as he gazed down at his mother, and everyone stood around the bed looking much the same. They were afraid to disturb her or do anything that might cause her to close her eyes and fall asleep again.

“Do you think Abuela Lola’s really awake?” Jennifer asked her father. She was referring to the deadpan expression on her grandmother’s face. Her eyes were open, but they were empty.

“I’m not sure honey,” he whispered back.

Mando suddenly snapped to attention. “I’ll go see what’s taking Susan so long,” he announced, and he strode out of the room toward the nurse’s station.

Everyone stepped in closer to get a better look when Gabi burst into the room. “Mando just told me the wonderful news,” she cried, and she pushed everyone aside. “Ma, Ma,” she cried, grasping her mother’s hand. “Can you hear me?”

Lola slowly turned to face Gabi, the same blank expression clouding her eyes. “Yes you can. You can hear me just fine,” Gabi said, tears streaming down her face, and then she turned to the others. “She can hear us and see us now. She’s going to be fine. She’s going to be just fine.”

Gloria elevated Lola’s bed slightly so that she was no longer lying flat on her back. Cindy combed her soft white hair as Gabi wiped her face and eyes with a moistened towel. Every little touch and movement revived her more and more, so that the blank void behind her eyes began to absorb the energy around her, like a black and white photograph gradually infusing with color. Even so, Sebastian still didn’t recognize her. It was her face, her nose, her mouth, and even her wrinkles were beginning to look familiar. But the sweetness in her eyes, the arch of her brows, the turn of her mouth and her slightly tremulous chin were not the same. The essence behind her face was different. So much so, that he was afraid to touch her as the others were doing.

Mando and Susan swept back into the room with the doctor at their heels. It was the same young man who’d been there the day before, and he was pulling frantically at the stethoscope slung around his neck as he prepared for action. He took hold of Lola’s wrist, and then surveyed the various monitors flanking her bedside. They beeped and whined and blinked incessantly, but their strange and constant music hadn’t changed. He produced a small flashlight from his pocket and began to pass a beam of light across Lola’s eyes. Everyone was waiting eagerly to hear what he would say, although he appeared reluctant to speak and make any premature proclamations. The only one who seemed to be perfectly at ease with the whole situation was Lola who by then was looking about at everyone standing around her, and studying each face with care and deliberation.

And when her eyes rested on Sebastian’s face, her expression softened and she lifted her hand and held it out to him. “Abuela,” Sebastian whispered and he took her hand. He wanted to say something more, but wasn’t sure what to say. And then he thought about how long it had been since they’d sat around her kitchen table to share a meal. “You must be hungry, Abuela. Are you…are you hungry?”

The creases around her mouth shifted as she smiled weakly and nodded.

“Can we get her some food?” Gabi asked the doctor.

“I’m afraid not. She needs to be evaluated by the occupational therapist first. We need to be sure that she hasn’t lost the swallowing reflex or else she might choke.”

“Not even a small cup of jello?” Gabi complained.

“Gabi please,” Gloria muttered.

Gabi scowled, but everyone’s attention was focused on the doctor who was now listening to Lola’s heart and lungs with his stethoscope. He seemed quite satisfied with what he heard, and was scribbling his notes on the chart that hung from the railing at the foot of the bed.

Meanwhile, Sebastian hadn’t let go of his grandmother’s hand. He imagined a life force flowing between them so that the longer he held it, the stronger she would be. Perhaps after an hour or so, she’d be able to get out of bed, get dressed and go home.

As though to affirm Sebastian’s hopeful expectations, she coughed lightly, and said, “I want to go home.”

“Good Lord, she talked,” Gloria exclaimed, pushing Gabi out of the way to get nearer.

Lola looked directly into her oldest daughter’s eyes and said again, “I want to go home.”

“I know you do, Ma, but you can’t go home right now.”

Mando stepped in, and crouched down low so that he was at eye level with her. “Ma, it’s me, Mando.”

She shifted her gaze to meet his face, and her eyes registered recognition, but she said nothing.

“Listen Ma,” he said, placing his hand gently over hers. “You can’t go home right now. The doctors still have to check out a few things to make sure you’re okay. We need to take it one step at a time.”

“One step at a time?” she repeated, tilting her head to one side.

“Yes, and once the doctors give us the ‘all clear’, we can talk about going home or…or going somewhere else,” Mando said, speaking tenderly as though to a small child.

Lola’s expression hardened. “The doctors are not in charge of me,” she snapped.

Everyone was shocked. It wasn’t like Lola to question him, and what’s more, she’d always revered her physicians and was careful to follow their directions to the letter.

“We only want what’s good for you,” Gabi said, leaning in.

“Of course we do,” Gloria added.

The doctor closed the chart and smiled sweetly. “Listen to your children…” he glanced at the name on the outside of the chart, “…Dolores. They love you and they’ll help you make the best decision for your own good.”

Lola glowered at him. “What do you know? You only just met them.”

The doctor’s eyes widened, although it seemed that he was accustomed to dealing with cantankerous patients, so he shrugged and resumed scribbling in the chart.

“Ma, how could you say such a thing?” Gloria asked.

“Because it’s the truth,” Lola said, and then she turned to Sebastian again. “I’m thirsty.”

He immediately went to her nightstand, and began to pour out a glass of water from the pitcher.

This time the doctor spoke without looking up from his notes. “She’s getting plenty of fluids intravenously and she shouldn’t drink anything until her swallowing reflex has been properly assessed. The therapist should be by today or tomorrow.”

“Did you hear that Ma?” Gloria asked. “You shouldn’t drink anything until you’ve been properly assessed.”

Sebastian held the glass of water, unsure of what to do.

“Give me the water,” Lola commanded and he extended the glass to her. She was about to take it when Mando snatched it away.

“If the doctor says you have to wait until your swallowing reflex has been properly assessed, then that’s what you have to do,” he said firmly, and he proceeded to pour the water back into the pitcher.

Then to everyone’s shock and amazement, Lola reached across to her nightstand, took up the pitcher and drank deeply from it. A thin stream of water escaped from the corners of her mouth and dribbled down her neck.

The doctor had stopped scribbling in his chart and was staring at her as well. He’d never seen a patient who’d been in a coma for three days move with such strength and deliberation. “Looks like her swallowing reflex is just fine,” he muttered.

When she’d had enough, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and turned to look each one of her family members in the eye. “I want to go home,” she said. “And I want to go home now.”

After begrudgingly accepting help from a nurse’s aid, Lola agreed to shower while her family waited in the lounge down the hall. Meanwhile, the doctor went to confer with his colleagues about his patient’s spontaneous recovery. He said he’d never seen anything like this before, and he wanted to run more tests. Everyone agreed it was important to know what was happening no matter how well Lola seemed to be doing at the moment. If this required her to spend a few extra days at the hospital, then so be it.

“It’s like someone else put on her skin, and is masquerading as Ma, but it’s not Ma,” Gabi said.

“We have to remember that she’s been unconscious for several days. She’s probably still disoriented,” Mando returned, sounding reasonable and calm as always.

“In the meantime,” Gloria said, “we have to find a way to keep her here, but I don’t know if we can.”

“Of course we can,” Mando said. “She’s always listened to us, and I’m sure that after her shower, she’ll feel refreshed and much more like herself.”

“I wish Pops were still alive,” Gabi said, her eyes filling with tears. “He had a way with Ma, especially when she was upset.”

“Try and stay focused, Gabi,” Mando said in a patronizing tone. “We all need to keep our heads on straight right now.”

Susan stepped in next to her husband. “I don’t know what the rest of you think, but Lola reminds me a bit of how she used to be before the fire, before everything changed.”

Gloria and Gabi traded looks, and then Gloria shook her head vigorously, practically sneering at her sister in law. “You’re wrong. Ma was never like this. She’d cut off her right arm before she’d be rude to a doctor.”

“Well then what do you think is going on?” Susan asked with a toss of her head.

Gloria glared at Susan for a long lingering moment, then she dismissed her entirely, and turned to address the others. “I believe this could be signaling a bigger problem, like Alzheimer’s or dementia.”

“Or it could be an altered state of some kind,” Gabi said. “I was watching a program on TV last week where this woman had a complete personality change, and they discovered that wandering spirits had taken possession of her …”

“You can’t be serious,” Mando said, chuckling derisively. “Are you trying to tell us that Ma’s possessed? Should we start arranging for an exorcism? Or maybe we can forget about the priests and perform the ritual cleansing ourselves like they do on the island. I’m sure Ma will be completely cured after that.”

Gabi narrowed her eyes at her brother. She knew that her siblings considered her to be immature and silly sometimes, and she usually tolerated their condescending manner, but sometimes they went too far. “A ritual cleansing might not be such a bad idea,” Gabi said to her brother. “But I don’t think it’s Ma who needs it.”

Sebastian sat a few feet away near his sister and cousin. Although he was still worried about his grandmother, he didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Yes, she was different than she was before the stroke, but she was awake and walking and talking, and he had no doubt that before the sun went down she would be back in her own little house at Bungalow Haven, and the predictable tranquility there would heal her as nothing else could. And as Sebastian thought about this, he allowed his feet to swing freely beneath him.

“Why do you think your grandmother’s behaving this way, Sebastian?” Gabi asked suddenly turning to him.

His feet grew still when he saw everyone staring down at him. Even his sister and cousin were leaning over to hear what he would say.

“I don’t think it’s fair to ask a little boy a question like that,” Mando said.

“Why not?” Gabi replied. “Sebastian may be the youngest person here, but he spends more time with Ma than any of us put together, and I’d like to hear what he has to say.”

“You don’t have to answer,” Gloria said when she saw how uncomfortable her son looked.

“But maybe he wants to…” Dean said, touching her elbow, and she shifted away from him.

Sebastian slid off of his chair so that he could stand with both feet firmly on the ground. “I think…I think Abuela is acting like this because…” he swallowed and tried not to look at all those eyes staring at him at once.

“Because…?” Gabi coaxed gently.

He glanced up at her, and then away not sure if he should say what was on his mind.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Jennifer said impatiently, her cell phone set aside for the moment.

Sebastian felt his heart thumping in his chest, and he leaned back on the edge of the chair to steady himself. “I think Abuela’s acting like this because she’s…. because she’s…”

“Because she’s what?” Jennifer asked.

“Because she’s hungry,” Sebastian said. “She hasn’t eaten for three whole days.” Everyone stared at him lost for words. Jennifer shook her head and returned to her phone.

Moments later, the nurse’s aid who’d been helping Lola bathe appeared in the doorway of the waiting room. “Someone better come with me,” she said, and for the second time that day the family rushed down the corridor toward Lola’s room. It seemed to Sebastian that he’d run more in that one day than he had all the other days of his life combined, and he was starting to feel exhausted because of it. But he couldn’t slow down now because he feared that his grandmother might’ve had another stroke and that he’d find her lying on the floor again. When they entered her room, they encountered something quite different. Lola was sitting primly in her chair freshly bathed and fully dressed. The other nurse standing over her sighed with relief when she saw the family enter.

“I’ve been trying to tell your mother that it’s very important she stay at the hospital for some additional tests, but it looks like she has her mind set on going home.”

Gloria knelt before her. “Listen to me Ma,” she said her voice firm. “It’s very important that you follow doctor’s orders right now. We’ll talk about going home later.”

“You can come to my house afterward if you like,” Gabi added. “I’ll just reschedule my appointments.”

“I’m going home,” Lola said calmly, resolutely.

Mando stepped in, his jaw set. “I’m sorry to tell you this Ma, but you’re not going anywhere. You’re staying here and you’re cooperating with the doctors and nurses until they’re finished with what they have to do. And then, when we’re certain you’re well enough, we can talk about the next best step, whether it’s going home or somewhere else.” His face broke out in an affable if patronizing smile. “And what’s more, I don’t want any more arguments. I want you to behave for the nice nurses and doctors who’re taking such good care of you.”

While Mando spoke, Lola gazed up at her son, her expression revealing nothing. When he was finished, she stood up slowly, refusing the nurse’s assistance. She took a step or two towards him, and then without warning, her right hand shot out and she slapped him hard across the face.

“How dare you talk to me that way?” she asked. “I carried you in my womb for nine long and difficult months. I gave you life, I fed you and clothed you, I sacrificed what I didn’t have to give you an education, and now you have the nerve to talk to me like I’m a stupid child. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Mando’s hand floated up to his reddening cheek and he stared at his mother as though the small silver-haired woman standing before him were a total stranger. But this wasn’t the first time he’d felt such a sting. When he was a boy, Lola had often shown him a strong hand whenever he dared use bad language or contradict her too boldly. At that moment, he felt as though he’d been slapped back forty years.

Lola walked past her son toward the door, her head held high, and her shoulders back, nearly swaggering. “I’m going home.”

“Maybe we should drive her,” Dean muttered under his breath, thinking she couldn’t hear him.

“Don’t bother. I’ll take a cab,” she replied, and she proceeded down the hall alone.

Gabi called after her. “No wait, I’ll drive you Ma,” and she followed Lola down the hall.

Sebastian tried to follow them too, but his mother held him back as she turned to the nurse. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”

“I’m afraid not,” she replied. “Your mother’s well within her rights to refuse treatment. We can’t hold her against her will unless she proves to be a danger to herself or others.”

“But you saw how she struck my husband,” Susan said. “There must be something very wrong with her or she wouldn’t do that. She’s always been a very gentle person.”

“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. Sometimes patients who’ve been unconscious for awhile have strange reactions like this. All I can suggest is that you get over to her house and make sure she’s okay,” the nurse said, and she excused herself to attend to her other patients.

“What do we do now?” Gloria asked.

Mando replied with an indifferent shrug. He couldn’t shake the shame and humiliation he felt.

“She’s not in her right mind, Mando,” Gloria said noting his pained expression. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”

His sister’s unexpected tenderness brought Mando back to his senses and he puffed up a bit. “That’s exactly what worries me. She’s agitated and God only knows what she’ll do next.”

“What can she possibly do?” Susan said. “She’ll go home, watch TV, eat a little something and then go to sleep. Tomorrow she’ll be back to her old self again, you’ll see.”

Nobody seemed very reassured by this prediction, but Sebastian felt as wonderful and free as he did whenever he imagined himself running down the length of the soccer field from end to end. The blood was pumping vigorously through his veins, and that fantastic tingle was spreading all throughout his body. His dear grandmother was alive, and at that very moment she was on her way to her little yellow house where she belonged. Before too long, she’d be sitting on her porch, and enjoying a cup of tea. Perhaps Terrence had found a way to leave her dinner order even though she wasn’t home. Best of all, Sebastian knew that he would see his grandmother at Bungalow Haven again, and for the moment that was more than enough to satisfy him.



  



Chapter Seven
 

When Sebastian went downstairs for breakfast the following morning, he was surprised to find that his father would be taking him to school for a change. His mother had left early for work so that she could make up the time she’d missed while Lola was in the hospital. Sebastian knew he’d have assignments to make up as well, and for the next day or two he wouldn’t be able to sit outside and play footsie tether ball or watch the soccer game from beneath the willow tree. But he would happily comply with whatever was asked of him, so long as he could go directly to Bungalow Haven afterward.

Sebastian had wanted to go see his grandmother after she stormed out of the hospital the day before, but his parents had insisted on going to her house alone, and he didn’t push it too much. He understood that they didn’t want the grandchildren around to witness any more awkward scenes. When his parents arrived home later that same evening, Sebastian studied them carefully. As far as he could tell, they didn’t appear especially worried or upset, and when he asked them about how his grandmother was doing, they both said that she seemed to be okay for the time being.

After eating half of his breakfast, Sebastian grabbed his book bag and followed his father out to the car. He liked going places in his father’s Jeep. Sometimes, when his mom wasn’t around, his father allowed him to sit up front, saying that it was their little secret. Sitting up so high off the ground, and looking down on the world for a change was an exhilarating experience, and Sebastian enjoyed the bumpy ride.

“You’ll need to go to the care center or whatever it’s called, after school today,” his father said as they waited at a stop light. “Your mother will pick you up from there.”

Sebastian wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly, or maybe he was merely confused since he wasn’t familiar with the usual routine. “Dad, I always go to Abuela Lola’s house after school. That’s what I always do.”

“I know, but since your grandmother isn’t well, we thought it would be best for you to go somewhere else for awhile.”

“But she’ll be waiting for me,” Sebastian said. “She’ll be upset if I don’t show up.”

“You’re mother and I talked about this last night, and we’ve decided that this is for the best. In fact, I’m going to talk with your teacher about it when I drop you off.”

“Ms. Ashworth?” Sebastian asked incredulous. “You’re going to talk with Ms. Ashworth by yourself, without Mom?”

Dean glanced at his son, somewhat bemused and a little hurt. “You may not believe this, but I’m actually capable of talking to people without your mother’s assistance.”

Sebastian turned away to stare out the windshield, his heart beating like a drum. “I know, but Ms. Ashworth is…”

“Ms. Ashworth is what?” he asked.

He wanted to say that Ms. Ashworth is very pretty and that she wears short skirts, and smells like heaven, and that if he were capable of looking at her the way he did when his mother was present, then anything could happen when she wasn’t. But he remained silent, knowing that this would be a hurtful thing to say, and that even his joke loving father wouldn’t like it very much.

“Ms Ashworth is what?” Dean asked again.

“She’s always busy,” Sebastian muttered, and he didn’t say anything more about it.

Dean parked the Jeep in the visitor’s area and he and Sebastian walked to the classroom in silence. Dean knocked on the door that was always kept locked until after the morning bell rang. Moments later, Ms. Ashworth opened it, and her flowery perfume wafted over them like a summer breeze. Standing in the doorway with her thick hair slung over her shoulder, and one hand poised on her shapely hip, she was positively breathtaking.

“Oh, look who’s here,” she said, her eyes sparkling with pleasure when they fell on Sebastian. She invited them in and led them to her desk at the front of the classroom. A senseless smile hovered about Dean’s lips, and his eyes flashed bluer than ever as he explained that Sebastian’s grandmother had suffered a stroke, and that it would be necessary for him to attend the afterschool program for several weeks and maybe even permanently.

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she replied, frowning prettily. “I know that Sebastian really loves his grandmother.”

Sebastian hung his head. He’d spoken to Ms. Ashworth about his grandmother a few times, but couldn’t remember saying anything about love. Dean responded with some gentle platitudes about how the entire family was upset and the like, but it seemed that he was taking much longer than necessary to say these things. Didn’t he have to get to work? Sebastian wanted to kick his father on the shins and send him on his way. But his father had no intention of bringing this meeting to a premature close, and whatever he was saying now, he was saying it so smoothly and so cleverly, that it caused Ms. Ashworth to make a soft purring sound like a contented kitten.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that there’s room for Sebastian in the after-school program,” she said. “In fact, I’ll take him there myself.”

Ordinarily, this would have been a pleasing prospect, but now the idea left Sebastian feeling cold and he went to go sit at his desk. From there he could still hear his father and Ms. Ashworth talking in such a warm and intimate manner that he knew it had to be a betrayal of some kind. He put his head down and thought of his mother as she arrived early to work, wearing one of her shapeless polyester dresses with a matching vest that barely reached around her midriff. He thought of her chubby fingers and the puffiness that collected around her eyes when she was tired, the gray at her temples that mysteriously appeared and disappeared every few weeks. His mother could never compete with someone as perfect and lovely as Ms. Ashworth.

When he sensed that the conversation was finally coming to a close, he raised his head and saw his father take a business card from his pocket, scribble something on the back and place it on Ms. Ashworth’s desk. Almost as an afterthought, he turned to give Sebastian a friendly wink. “See you tonight, little man,” he said brightly before leaving the classroom.

Ms. Ashworth put the card in her top desk drawer without looking at it. “We still have a few minutes before the bell rings,” she said. “Would you like to clean the whiteboard for me?”

Sebastian studied the white board, and could see that it hadn’t been properly cleaned for a couple of days. It would’ve been quite satisfying to wipe away the grime, and make it look brand new again. But even if he didn’t have to worry about Keith getting angry, Sebastian realized that for the first time he didn’t want to clean the whiteboard.

“What’s wrong Sebastian?” Ms. Ashworth asked. “Are you feeling ill?”

“No, I just don’t feel like cleaning the white board today,” he replied, putting his head down again. Moments later, he felt Ms. Ashworth’s gentle fingers smoothing the hair away from his forehead. Her touch was as beautiful as she was, and he clenched his teeth while trying his best to resist her.

“I’m sorry about your grandmother,” she whispered. “I hope she gets better soon.”

Sebastian nodded, and kept his head on his desk until the bell rang, and the other students filed into the classroom.

During the lunch break Sebastian stayed in the classroom to complete the assignments he’d missed on Friday. He started on his math as Ms. Ashworth organized some papers in the file cabinet. When she was finished, she began to grade the previous night’s homework, but then stopped abruptly, and pushed herself away from her desk.

“I need to go to the office for a moment,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

Sebastian nodded, barely looking up from his work, but when she left the classroom he went directly to the top drawer of her desk where he found his father’s business card resting on a row of newly sharpened pencils. He took the card without disturbing anything else, and returned to his own desk in a matter of seconds. Before he tucked the card into the front pocket of his book bag, he turned it over and read the hastily scrawled note on the back. “Let’s get a drink sometime,” it read, but Sebastian wasn’t sure what this meant. Keith wrote Kelly Taylor bold and adoring notes all the time that said things like, “Let’s get married,” and “I want you to have my baby.” He knew this because every now and then one of the notes was intercepted, and read out loud before Ms. Ashworth confiscated it. Nevertheless, Sebastian suspected that adults were more subtle about these things, and that whatever his father meant, it had very little to do with being thirsty.

Ms. Ashworth returned to the classroom a few minutes later. Sebastian had made little progress on his math, and he still had his spelling assignment to complete. She asked him how he was getting along, but he didn’t answer very convincingly which prompted her to go and see for herself. She was surprised to find that he’d done almost nothing.

“What’s wrong Sebastian? This should be easy for you.”

He shrugged, and looked away. All at once, he hated her for her thick golden hair and short skirts. He hated her sweet smile and zippy thighs, and the sound of her melodious laughter just as much.

“I’ll tell you what,” she said placing her hand on his shoulder. “I know these last few days have been rough on you, so you can take this work home with you tonight, and tomorrow we’ll start fresh, okay?”

“Okay,” he muttered, trying his best to remain stoic and unmoved by her kindness, but when he looked into her lovely eyes overflowing with sympathy, he couldn’t help himself – he smiled.

When the school day came to a close, Ms. Ashworth asked Sebastian to wait for her until the other students had been dismissed so she could walk him to the after school program. He’d been there a couple of times before when his grandmother was ill with the flu, and knew that he’d languish in the corner with some silly craft project meant for kindergartners while watching other kids his age play on the gym equipment outside. And what’s worse, he’d overheard Keith saying that he would be attending for the next several weeks as well. The thought of spending more time with Keith made Sebastian feel queasy, and as he waited for the first two rows to be dismissed he considered possible ways to get out of it. But he couldn’t decide what he dreaded most, spending the afternoon with Keith or disobeying Ms. Ashworth’s request.

And yet, when he thought of his grandmother waiting for him in her little bungalow, it was no longer a question of fear, but of need. He needed to see her. He yearned to sit with her on the porch watching the sun set and waiting for Terrence to bring the evening meal. At that moment, it was the most meaningful part of his life, the reason he woke up in the morning and went to bed at night. And then he remembered the black haired old lady’s words, “You’ll have to take some chances.” Could this have been what she meant?

Ms. Ashworth was preoccupied with the students in the fourth row who weren’t settling down, so she didn’t notice when Sebastian got up from his desk to stand in line with the third row students who were waiting patiently to be dismissed. And when she finally said they could go, he slipped out of the classroom with them.

He marched boldly across the playground, putting greater distance between himself and everything he knew. By the time he passed the soccer field and the tether ball court, he’d crossed the threshold into another world where the air was lighter, the sights and sounds and even the smells had been transformed into something new and strangely invigorating. Suddenly, he was a fugitive from the mundane existence he’d always known, and he became aware of a foreign sensation coursing through his body. At that moment he felt that he could defy anyone and make things happen simply by forcing his will upon the world, and he thought of all the things that he wished could come to pass; that his mother was beautiful again like she was in those old photographs and that his father would look at her the way he looked at Ms. Ashworth; that his sister would find the time to read to him at bedtime the way she used to do; that his grandmother would be completely well again. But most of all, he wished that his heart was healthy so that he could play soccer and be the fastest runner in his class.

As Sebastian continued on his way, he wondered if Ms. Ashworth had noticed that he was missing yet. Perhaps she was searching for him on the playground, and had already asked several of his classmates if they’d seen him. They’d shrug and say they hadn’t in a way that lets everyone know they also don’t care. Not knowing what else to do, Ms. Ashworth would go back to her desk to look for the card his father left so she could call and inform him that his son had disappeared. Not being able to find it, she’d empty out her drawer until she was absolutely sure that it was gone. Would she suspect that Sebastian had stolen it while she was in the principal’s office earlier that day? Would it occur to her that the little boy who could clean the whiteboard better than anyone and who was always such a perfect gentleman was not only defiant, but also a thief?

Sebastian tried not to think about this anymore because it was robbing him of that sensational thrill he’d felt earlier, and he wanted it to last as long as possible, at least until he reached Bungalow Haven. Once there, he’d let go and breathe easier as he walked along the meandering path between the little cottages to the place where he knew his grandmother would be waiting.



  



Chapter Eight
 

When Sebastian stepped onto the grounds of Bungalow Haven, he felt the same welcoming warmth and tranquility he always felt. Even if his parents were furious with him for having left school, he knew Abuela Lola would be overjoyed to see him, and perhaps she’d find a way to lessen his punishment. But at that moment, he wasn’t too worried about punishments because he could see her little yellow house at the end of the path bathed in golden sunlight. It was the end of the rainbow, the shining star, and he could barely keep himself from running the rest of the way, and bounding up the stairs to see her.

He found the door open and the screen unlocked as usual - so far so good. He peered inside. Lola was not seated in her rocker facing the photographs on her wall, and she wasn’t in the kitchen, but neither was she lying on the floor in a heap. Sebastian figured that she was probably in the bathroom, or perhaps she’d stepped out for a moment to visit a neighbor who was curious about her stay in the hospital. He knew that old people talked about their adventures at the hospital as though they were discussing their latest vacation. This would undoubtedly be his grandmother’s preferred topic of conversation for awhile, but he was more than prepared to endure it.

He stepped inside and became aware of the faint odor of burnt matches, and then noticed that the vase of plastic flowers in the center of the kitchen table had been replaced with several candles that were burning brightly. Their flames flickered merrily so that the space around the table glowed with a beckoning light. A chill stole up his spine as he realized that he hadn’t been the only one to break the rules that day.

Just to make sure that all was well, Sebastian peeked behind the counter and breathed a sigh of relief. All he saw was the trash can brimming over with artificial candles, and this gave him pause - it wasn’t like Lola to throw anything away that wasn’t broken.

“Abuela,” Sebastian called out. “I’m here, Abuela.”

She called back from the bedroom. “I’ll be right there Sebastian. I’m just combing my hair.”

Sebastian noted that her voice sounded completely normal. If anything, it was cheerier than usual, and he could only assume that she’d had a good day. No doubt, she had enjoyed lighting her candles and he couldn’t deny that the difference between the real and the artificial ones was remarkable. The entire room was infused with a soft wavering aura, as though it were underwater or floating on a cloud.

“I like your new candles,” Sebastian called out, feeling quite daring mentioning it.

Moments later, Lola appeared and when Sebastian saw her, he jumped back and brought his hand to his chest. “Abuela Lola,” he said, staring at her in disbelief. “What happened to you?”

She ran her fingers through hair that was now the pinky red color of strawberry Jell-O. “Do you like it?” she asked, with an impish smile.

“I like the way it was before,” Sebastian replied.

She considered her grandson’s opinion for a moment and shrugged it off. “You’ll get used to it,” she quipped, and then she brushed past him to go to the kitchen. She didn’t bother with the plug-in kettle that she normally used for her tea, and turned on the burner instead. It hadn’t been used for quite some time, and it took several attempts for it to light.

Meanwhile, Sebastian looked on in shock. “I…I won’t get used to it Abuela. I will never get used to your hair like that.”

Another shrug, “Well, you never know. People change,” she said and then she scrunched her nose up and winked at him, which made Sebastian shrink back even more. Lola had never been one for silly little gestures like that. He leaned forward to study her more closely. Those were definitely her eyes, and it was her nose and mouth and those were her wrinkles. But to see her familiar face crowned by this alien strawberry colored hair was almost as upsetting as seeing her sprawled out on the floor.

“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” she snapped.

“Because you look so different,” he replied. “You don’t look like my Abuela Lola anymore.”

She narrowed her eyes at him as she steeped her tea bag. “Different doesn’t have to be bad does it?” she asked and then she tossed the tea bag into the trash, but she missed and it splattered against the side of the can, and slid down to the floor. Sebastian put the tea bag in the trash where it belonged, and followed her out to the porch. Once there, she sat in her metal chair and began to slurp her tea. Sebastian sat in the chair next to hers, as he usually did.

“I always wanted to have red hair,” she mused. “There was a young woman who lived in our apartment building in New York, and she had the most beautiful flaming red hair. Your grandfather couldn’t take his eyes off of her. Ever since then, I wondered how it would feel to have red hair.”

Sebastian could barely see his grandmother’s face for the wavy crimson mess that obscured it. “Well you definitely have red hair, Abuela,” he muttered.

A wide shameless grin spread across her face. “And it feels fabulous,” she said. “Even better than I thought it would. I should’ve colored it a long time ago. I believe that your grandfather would’ve been quite pleased.”

Sebastian turned away, no longer willing to talk about his grandmother’s ridiculous red hair. It was bad enough having to look at it.

Soon, they heard a familiar tapping noise, and Mr. Jones’s teetering figure appeared on the path, his face cut into a perpetual frown. He lived in the little blue house near the street and had the habit of slamming his cane down so forcefully that he’d worn off the rubber cap at the end. The crack of bare wood against concrete always signaled his approach. Sebastian had never seen him without his shabby fedora hat, and no matter how warm a day it was, the same gray moth-eaten sweater hung from his bony shoulders. Charlie’s wife had died three years ago. Since then he’d been visiting Lola regularly and bringing her small gifts, usually fresh fruit, although one time he brought her a bottle of mint flavored antacid because he complained that he didn’t like the taste.

He turned onto the path leading to Lola’s house and tipped his hat after which he continued pounding a few steps forward, his plastic bag at his side. For the first time, Sebastian was actually glad to see Charlie Jones as he had no doubt the old man would find his grandmother’s transformation shocking, and tell her so.

Mr. Jones lifted his bag, and was about to speak, but when he saw Lola’s hair, he came to an abrupt halt, and in his confusion, he dropped his bag to the ground.

“What’s the matter, haven’t you ever seen a red head before?” Lola asked.

Mr. Jones opened and closed his mouth, but nothing came out. Finally, he stammered, “Well…well yes…I…I have.”

“Don’t you like red heads?” she asked, tilting her chin provocatively.

He thought about it for a moment, and then a genuine honest to goodness full of life grin spread across his face. “I love red heads,” he said, almost growling. “And the more fiery they are, the better.”

Lola pointed her crooked finger at him as though she’d caught him at something wonderfully wicked, and she began to cackle. Mr. Jones did as well, revealing a few jagged yellow teeth in the process. Sebastian stared between the two of them, completely unaware of what could be so funny. And, he didn’t like the way Mr. Jones was looking at his grandmother, he didn’t like it one bit.

“What have you brought for me today Charlie?” Lola asked coyly.

He bent over with surprising ease, and plucked the plastic bag he’d dropped off the ground. “Figs,” he said, “Sweet and succulent figs.”

“Oooh,” Lola replied, snatching the bag from him, and sticking her face into it. “I love figs, especially sweet and succulent figs.” And again they giggled while Sebastian looked on, his suspicions inflamed.

“Do you like figs?” Lola asked, turning to her grandson.

He folded his arms across his chest. “No, I don’t,” he replied flatly.

“Have you ever had one?” Mr. Jones asked.

Not only had he never eaten a fig, but he wasn’t even sure that he’d ever seen one. He shrugged, not wanting to admit his ignorance.

Lola reached into the bag, pulled out a fig, and waggled it before Sebastian’s eyes. He stared at the strange looking fruit and when she poked his nose with it, he had no choice but to take it from her. The outer skin felt smooth and firm in his hand, yet the inside it seemed squishy. A pleasant floral fragrance wafted up to his nose when he squeezed it, but he was in no way tempted to eat this thing that looked like an ugly Christmas ornament.

“Go ahead, take a bite,” she said while nudging his shoulder.

Sebastian swallowed hard, but made no move to put the fig in his mouth.

“Oh for goodness sake,” Lola said, and she took the fig from him, and indulged in a healthy bite, exposing the pink juicy flesh underneath. A trickle of syrupy liquid trickled down her chin, and she swooned with pleasure. “Divine,” she murmured. “They almost taste like strawberries and so sweet, I could swear they were injected with honey.”

“I’m glad you like them, Lola,” Mr. Jones said, and with a genteel bow, he bid her goodnight and sauntered off with a new spring to his step, chuckling and shaking his head as he went.

Lola finished her fig, not at all bothered that her face and hands were dripping with sticky juice. “You must try one, Sebastian. They’re truly delectable.”

“No thank you, Abuela,” he replied, convinced that he’d never seen anything more disagreeable in all his life. And when he looked at her again with her jello red hair, and her lips glistening with fig juice, he realized that he’d lost his grandmother after all. The sadness he felt caused his bones to ache, and he stared out listlessly at the darkening sky as his grandmother slurped noisily on another fig, sighing with pleasure.

By the time Terrence arrived, his ample arms laden with the evening meal, it was almost dark so he didn’t immediately notice the difference in Lola’s appearance, but he was delighted to see her anticipating his arrival as always. “It’s your favorite tonight,” he announced cheerfully. “I made sure to pack an extra large portion of meatloaf for you.”

“How wonderful,” Lola exclaimed, stepping out of the shadows and directly under the porch light.

Terrence gave her a second glance, and then a sustained stare. “Ms. Lola, your hair.”

At first, she didn’t understand why Terrence looked so perplexed, but then she remembered and laughed. “Oh, that’s right, I’m a red head now. What do you think?”

Sebastian held his breath, hoping that Terrence would speak the truth that Mr. Jones had been unable or unwilling to express, but he merely smiled politely and said, “Women always say they feel brand new when they change their hair.”

“Yes exactly,” Lola said pressing his arm appreciatively. “I feel brand new, just like a butterfly.”

“There you go,” Terrence said, with an encouraging nod for Sebastian. “After what your grandmother’s been through these last few days, that’s great to hear.”

Sebastian surrendered a small shrug. “I guess,” he muttered.

When they entered the house, it was dark and the place glowed eerily with the light that emanated from the candles on the table. Terrence looked around, taking it all in, but he said nothing as he set the dinner boxes down.

Lola proceeded to the kitchen where she took the plates from the cupboard and scurried back to the table. This was obviously the part of her life she’d missed the most during her stay at the hospital, and it hurt Sebastian to think that she hadn’t missed him most of all. The smell coming from the containers made him feel queasy, and he knew that this time he wouldn’t be able to eat or pretend to eat. In fact, he was fully prepared to tell her just how awful he thought the Senior Center food was, but he’d wait until Terrence left so as not to hurt his feelings.

Terrence draped his generous frame across the couch as Lola sat down at the table. As she opened each container, her eyes narrowed. Without a word, she took up her fork and tasted the meat loaf. She then speared the limp string beans, and they dangled toward her lips, dripping as they went. The mashed potatoes were next, and she plunged her fork into the pale gummy mess that she had always found so satisfying. Finally, she put down her fork, turned to Terrence and said, “This is crap.”

Terrence’s eyes widened and he sat up straight. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she said, pushing the steaming boxes away from her. “I wouldn’t feed this to my dog, if I had a one.”

“I’m sorry you don’t like it. I…I…you’ve always enjoyed it before.” He turned to Sebastian. “Hasn’t your grandmother always enjoyed her food?” he asked, looking somewhat sheepish.

Sebastian nodded. He couldn’t believe that he’d just heard his grandmother say a four letter word, perhaps not the worst of the bunch, but a four letter word just the same. “You used to like it, Abuela,” he said, not that he had any intention of persuading her that she should like it now.

“I used to like this?” she asked, making a face.

“You don’t remember?” Terrence asked.

Lola shook her head and crossed her arms. “Do you like this stuff?” she asked Sebastian.

“No, not really,” he replied.

Then she turned to Terrence. “How about you?”

Terrence shrugged. “To be honest with you, I never tried it.”

“Well try it,” she said.

“I don’t think….”

“Try it,” she insisted, pushing the plate toward him. “You should taste the stuff they’re making you deliver.”

He chuckled as he went to the table, and looking somewhat unsure of himself, he took a small piece of meatloaf on his fork. He hesitated for a moment, and then put it in his mouth and began to chew. He swallowed hard, and set his fork down. “I see what you mean,” he muttered.

Lola closed the boxes one by one, stacked them on top of each other and put them back into the white plastic bag. “There’s a large trash bin outside. Feel free to deliver this to its rightful home when you go.”

“What will you have for dinner, Ms. Lola?”

She obviously hadn’t thought about it, and seemed at a loss.

“After I finish my deliveries, I can go to the market for you if you like,” Terrence offered.

“That’s kind of you,” Lola said. “But I’m really not very hungry. I had some delicious figs just before you came, and I’ll prepare some toast and warm milk before I go to bed. And,” she continued, her eyes glittering with promise, “tomorrow is another day.”

“That’s right and it’s baked chicken tomorrow, another one of your fav….” He stopped himself and mumbled, “We’ll see how it goes.”

Terrence lingered awhile longer. He inquired about Lola’s experience at the hospital, but she was reluctant to talk about it, so he told her about some of the gigs he’d played recently, although not with the ease and openness he had before. He was trying to find his comfort zone, and every time he focused on Lola and her strawberry hair, he faltered a bit, as though wondering whether he should be saying these things to a woman he wasn’t sure he knew anymore. Nevertheless, Lola listened as intently as ever, and eventually her questions prompted Terrence to share openly again.

The candle flames grew taller and the shadows they created danced all around them. By the time they’d burned almost half way down to their bases, the pleasant fragrance of melting wax permeated the room, and as Sebastian gazed at his grandmother in the flickering light, she changed before his eyes. Shifting back and forth through time, he saw his mother’s face, and sometimes his sister and aunt, and when he squinted, he couldn’t be sure, but he thought he might’ve even caught a glimpse of someone he’d never seen before, an exceedingly wise and beautiful woman.

But the spell was broken when the screen door flung open, and Sebastian’s mother entered the house. She hesitated near the door, as her eyes adjusted to the darkness and flickering light. When she was finally able to focus, her hands floated up to her face in bewilderment. Up until a few seconds ago, she had her mind firmly set on addressing her son’s defiance at school, but she completely forgot what she was going to say. She tore her eyes away from Lola to look at the blazing candles on the table.

Terrence stood up, and cleared his throat. “I…I think I’ll be going now Ms. Lola.” He said, taking the plastic bag of uneaten food with him. “I’ll be by tomorrow with your delivery.” That said, he flashed Sebastian a smile, and walked past Gloria, and out the door while humming softly to himself.

“What does this mean, Ma?” Gloria asked once she found her voice.

“What does what mean?” Lola returned with an impudent toss of her head.

“You know - the candles, the hair…”

“I like real candles,” she said. “And as for my hair, I needed a change.”

Gloria walked slowly forward, and took the seat that Terrence had occupied. “I certainly hope you aren’t getting back into that weird Jibaro stuff you used to do with candles and herbs.” Gloria strongly disapproved of these superstitions from the island, and had often told her mother that she didn’t want her children exposed to such nonsense.

Lola met her daughter’s formidable gaze, and sat up straighter in her chair. “I merely lit some candles and colored my hair. Is that a crime?”

“You promised.”

“What exactly did I promise?”

“After the fire, we agreed that you could stay here as long as…” She paused when she saw her mother’s baffled expression. “Don’t pretend you don’t remember because I know you do.” When Lola didn’t reply, Gloria sighed and turned to her son next. “Your teacher told me what happened today. Why did you ignore her directions?”

Sebastian knew that he’d done wrong, but he also felt a tinge of satisfaction in knowing that because of him, Ms. Ashworth had called his mother instead of his father. “I wanted to see Abuela Lola,” he replied, glancing sideways at his grandmother. “Is that a crime?”

Gloria slammed her hand hard on the table, and the candle flames sputtered and nearly went out. “I won’t have you leaving school without permission. This will not happen again, do you understand me?”

Sebastian hung his head, and nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Look at me,” she commanded, and he raised his eyes to meet hers.

“Do you understand me?” she repeated.

“I understand,” he muttered.

Gloria sighed, and pushed herself away from the table. She flicked on the kitchen light and Lola and Sebastian winced against the harsh glare. She then blew out the candles one by one, and they watched as gray smoke curled up from their wicks, filling the room with a pleasant fragrance.

“Get your book bag,” Gloria said to Sebastian. “We have to get home so you can start on your homework, and I want it finished before dinner. Then, you’ll write Ms. Ashworth a full page letter of apology before you go to bed.”

Lola leaned forward and whispered loudly, “Actually, long winded apologies can be tedious. Keep it brief.”

“This is absolutely none of your business, Ma,” Gloria returned.

Lola shrugged, and addressed Sebastian again, her eyes glittering with promise. “Tomorrow when you come, I’ll have a surprise…”

“Sebastian will be going to the after school program tomorrow like he should’ve today,” Gloria said. “And if he knows what’s good for him, he won’t make the same mistake twice.”

Sebastian took up his book bag, and followed his mother out the door. He was dying to know what surprise Lola was planning, but knew that if he asked her about it, his mother would get angrier than she already was. Before stepping outside, he turned to see her sitting at the kitchen table watching them, and when their eyes met, she winked again. This time, however, it seemed like a perfectly natural thing for her to do.



  



Chapter Nine
 

When they got home Sebastian went straight up to his room to get started on his homework. His mother had been preoccupied on the drive home, but Sebastian knew she wasn’t so much angry with him as she was worried about Abuela Lola’s strange behavior and even stranger appearance. When his father arrived home from work, Sebastian was able to overhear most of the conversation between his parents downstairs in the kitchen from his room.

“I don’t know what to make of it. It’s not just the hair, it’s… it’s everything. The words coming out of her mouth, the expression on her face, even the way she moves is different.”

“Have you called her doctor?”

“I plan to do that first thing tomorrow morning, and I’m going to call Mando and Gabi too. When Mando hears about this, he’ll want to pack Ma right up and move her out immediately”

“I imagine he will. Now, what was the problem with Sebastian? You said his teacher called you? What’s her name?”

Sebastian’s ears perked up at the sound of his name, and he crept out of his bedroom, and into the hallway so that he could hear them more clearly.

“Her name is Ms. Ashworth. She called me this afternoon and said that Sebastian walked out of her classroom even after she specifically asked him to wait for her.”

“Very strange.”

“I sent him straight to his room when we got home. He’s supposed to be doing his homework and writing a letter of apology. I should probably go check on him.”

Sebastian scrambled back to his room and closed the door. He tossed his book bag on the bed, and started looking for the homework pages Ms. Ashworth had given him, but they weren’t where he remembered putting them. He dumped everything out of his bag so that it would appear he was making a sincere effort to find them, but when his mother entered the room moments later, she was disappointed to see that he hadn’t even started yet.

“What are you doing young man?”

“I’ve been looking for my homework, but I can’t find it,” he replied, and he riffled through his stuff more vigorously.

“Look here,” she said reaching down. “There’s a whole other pocket you haven’t checked yet.”

Before Sebastian could say anything, she unzipped the front pocket of his book bag and pulled out all the contents. Pencils and erasers, old popsicle sticks, cafeteria tickets and odd scraps of paper fell onto his bed, and sitting on top of everything was the business card he’d taken from Ms. Ashworth’s desk. His mother immediately recognized the writing which prompted her to pick up the card and turn it over. All the while, Sebastian didn’t so much as blink as he watched the crease transecting her forehead deepen.

“Sebastian,” she said coolly. “Where did you get this card?”

He swallowed hard. “It’s Dad’s business card.”

“I know what it is,” she replied, her voice smooth as glass. “What I want to know is where you found it.”

He stared at her questioning face, and the band of fear around his throat began to constrict, nearly choking him. He couldn’t possibly tell her where he found it. If he told her that, he’d have to tell her everything he knew about how his father’s eyes flashed when he looked at Ms. Ashworth, that strange far away smile, the fluttering eyelids, and the billowy words that passed between them infused with riddles of meaning and desire he couldn’t begin to decipher, but he knew it was wrong because of the sick way it made him feel.

“Talk to me, Sebastian,” she said. “I’m not mad at you, I just want to know where you found your father’s card.”

At that moment, Dean appeared in the doorway. “Is there a problem?” he asked, his blue eyes sparkling merrily as always.

In answer to his question, Gloria held the card out to him. He took it from her, and blanched when he turned it over.

“I’ve been asking Sebastian where he found this, but he seems to have forgotten,” she said with a hint of sarcasm.

Dean stood sullen before them. “I think we should talk in the other room,” he muttered.

“Why?” Gloria asked. “This card was in Sebastian’s book bag, and I want to know where he got it. For God’s sake Dean,” she said breathing heavily now. “What have you got him involved in?”

“Nothing,” he replied, shaking his head. “Honestly, I…” He turned back to Sebastian, his eyes filled with a deep foreboding. He hated putting his son through this, but at the moment he couldn’t think of a way out. “Tell your mother where you found the card, Sebastian.”

Sebastian shook his head. He felt short of breath and it was difficult to speak.

“You can tell her, son,” he said gently. “It’ll be okay.”

Sebastian placed his hand over his heart, and could feel the pounding force of it against his palm. He waited a few seconds for it to lessen. “I found it in Ms. Ashworth’s desk.”

“Your teacher?” Gloria asked. “Why were you going through her desk?”

He looked to his father who nodded for him to continue, but Sebastian could tell by the look in his eyes that he was already a million miles away, and resigned to whatever catastrophe may lay ahead.

“I saw Dad give her the card when he dropped me off this morning, but I didn’t want her to have it, so I stole it when she went to the principal’s office. I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have stolen it.”

Gloria’s face went slack, as she turned her son’s words over in her mind. But no matter how she pulled them apart and put them back together again, the meaning didn’t change.

This time when Dean suggested that they continue the conversation somewhere else, she acquiesced and followed him down the hall to their bedroom. But even with the door closed, Sebastian could hear their muffled voices through the thin walls separating their bedrooms. He’d heard many of his parent’s arguments over the years. Usually they argued about money, and projects that needed to be done around the house, and other household and family matters that he didn’t always understand. This time, he assumed it would be worse, and he was right.

“It was an idiotic thing to do,” Dean said, almost pleading. “I don’t know what got into me. I…I…guess it just felt good to have a woman smile at me again, I wasn’t thinking …”

“Do you really expect me to believe anything you have to say now?”

“It’s the truth. I swear I’ve never done anything like this before.”

Gloria laughed bitterly. “And it just so happens that the first time you try it, you’re caught by your own son.”

“I know it’s hard to believe…”

“Only a fool would believe it.”

“Gloria, you have to listen…”

“No, I don’t….”

“But if you just…”

“Can’t you hear me?” Gloria yelled.

“Yes I hear you,” Dean yelled back even louder. “I always hear you, but you haven’t heard a word I’ve said for the past ten years. I’m invisible to you too. Everyone and everything is invisible to you. Except for Sebastian - he’s all you care about.”

“He’s sick and I’m his mother,” Gloria said more softly.

“I know he’s sick, but you have a husband and a daughter as well.”

There was a long pause after which Gloria spoke, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I guess this is all my fault and I should be the one apologizing to you. Well then please allow me to beg your forgiveness. Forgive me for forcing you to hit on our son’s teacher the first chance you had. I shouldn’t have allowed you to take him to school. I should’ve known that my mindless devotion to our sick little boy would provoke you to do something like this. Can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me Dean?”

After several seconds of silence Dean said, “You disappeared after Sebastian was born, Gloria. That’s all I know.”

Sebastian staggered back from the wall toward his bed and lay down amongst the items still scattered all over it. He put his pillow over his head so that he wouldn’t have to listen anymore, and he felt a great heaviness in his heart much worse than the fluttering weakness he was so familiar with. But no matter how hard he pressed the pillow against his ears, he couldn’t obliterate the realization that his parents, his family and everybody he knew would be much better off if he’d never been born.

Jennifer arrived home from cheerleading practice a couple of hours later. Finding no one in the kitchen, she went straight upstairs to Sebastian’s room. He was busy working on the lost homework he eventually found stuffed inside his math book, and had every intention of beginning his apology letter next. He hoped that it would help matters if his parents saw him working hard, although he hadn’t heard a peep from them for quite some time.

Jennifer plopped herself down on Sebastian’s bed. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Mom’s hiding out in her room and Dad’s car is gone. Don’t tell me they had another fight. The last time they had a fight we ate nothing but peanut butter sandwiches for a week.”

Sebastian wondered whether he should tell Jennifer what happened because sometimes the way she scolded their parents only made things worse. But realizing it would only be a matter of time until she found out on her own, he decided to tell her everything, beginning at the point when their father first set eyes on Ms. Ashworth at the start of the school year, and then everything that had happened on that day up until just a couple of hours ago. It actually felt good to get it off his chest.

“Shit,” she said, pounding her fist on the bed. “Shit, shit, shit!” Tears trailed down her cheeks, and she angrily slapped them away.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have stolen dad’s card,” Sebastian said.

“It’s not your fault,” she snapped.

“It’s Ms. Ashworth’s fault for wearing short skirts and…”

“No,” Jennifer corrected, staring at her brother with cold demeaning eyes. “Your teacher can’t help it if she’s beautiful. What’s she supposed to do, spend the rest of her life with a bag over her head? It’s Dad’s fault. He should never have written that note. It was a cheesy, disgusting thing to do.”

Sebastian was stunned to silence in the wake of such a declaration, and all he could do was watch his sister pick the dark green nail polish from her thumb and forefinger for the next minute or so.

“C’mon,” she finally said, “Let’s go downstairs and I’ll make you a peanut butter sandwich.”

On the way downstairs, Sebastian dared to make a request. He knew it was a long shot, but it was the only thing he could think of to ease the dread he felt swirling deep in the pit of his stomach. “Will you read to me tonight until I fall asleep?” he asked.

“I don’t feel like reading to you tonight,” she said.

“How about just for fifteen minutes?”

They walked past their parent’s bedroom door, and Jennifer hesitated, wondering if she should knock, but then decided against it. She knew from experience that after the worst arguments it was best to give her mother plenty of time to cool down, and this was more serious than anything they’d faced before.

“Okay. How about ten minutes?” Sebastian asked.

“I said no,” Jennifer replied more firmly as they proceeded down the stairs. “Anyway, you’re getting too old for that sort of thing.”

It was the longest school day Sebastian could remember. He’d promised his mother when she drove him to school that this time he would obey her and go to the after school program. She looked so forlorn, so completely out of sorts, that he feared she’d fall apart if he said anything else. What would happen if she knew that for a split second he’d actually thought about how it would be to have Ms. Ashworth for a mother instead of her? He felt horribly guilty thinking about it, but he couldn’t help but wonder if life might be a little bit more interesting with a beautiful mother who laughed all the time and swung her hair around just for fun. But he didn’t entertain this idea for long because the sadness he felt when he thought of his mother all alone without him made him sick. Losing her would be like losing an arm or a leg, or his very life.

Sebastian hadn’t seen his father at all that morning, but he had no doubt that he would want him to go to the after school program too. Even so, Sebastian yearned to tell his grandmother all about his parent’s argument the night before because he knew she’d set his mind at ease as she had in the past, and this made his desire to return to her house stronger than ever. It gnawed at his insides, making it difficult for him to concentrate on his lessons. This, and his desire to avoid Keith, made the feeling overwhelming.

Ms. Ashworth had been somewhat reserved toward Sebastian all day. When he gave her his apology letter, she accepted it with a smile, but it was nothing like the radiant smiles she usually lavished upon him. Sebastian knew that she no longer thought of him as the sweet doe-eyed little sick kid who’d do anything she asked of him which made him feel both sad and exhilarated. And these conflicting feelings only heightened his confusion over what to do when the bell rang.

Of course, this time it wouldn’t be so easy for Sebastian to sneak away. Ms. Ashworth made certain that he was standing right next to her when she dismissed the students row by row. Then she took his hand and walked him directly to the after school program. As they made their way, Sebastian took no pleasure in the sound of her zip zippy thighs or the flowery smell of her perfume. He felt her disappointment oozing into him through her fingers like black tar. When they finally reached the recreation room and she released him, his fingers were sticky with it.

After briefly explaining his physical limitations, Ms. Ashworth turned Sebastian over to a young teacher’s aid who immediately found a quiet place for him to sit with some paper and crayons. Just beyond a set of double doors, he spotted Keith hanging upside down from the jungle gym by his knees like a bat. He was throwing playful punches at one of his friends who kept jabbing him in the stomach. Sebastian quickly looked away, well aware that people could sense when they were being watched. With any luck, he’d make it through the next two or three hours without being noticed.

Sebastian took up the first crayon his fingers fell upon and began to move it across the page. Without thinking about it, he drew a series of lines and loops one after the other, more interested in appearing busy than anything else, but soon found himself looking at something that resembled a face. If he squinted, he could just make out the long crooked nose and beady eyes. The lips were set like a powerful gash, and the face had many cris-crossing wrinkles around the mouth and the eyes. So many, that he had to go over the features with a heavier line so that they wouldn’t get lost amongst the creases. Next, he colored in the hair, thick and black so that it stuck out in a funny wrangled mess on the sides and the top. He used a black marker to make it darker still, and that’s when the eyes began to sparkle with life, and the lips slithered against each other, preparing to speak. Sebastian felt a strange but not unpleasant vibration deep in his inner ear, so that he couldn’t be sure if he was hearing her or feeling her speak. Nevertheless, the black haired old lady’s rough voice was as clear as if she were sitting right next to him.

“Why aren’t you with your grandmother where you belong?” she asked.

Sebastian was so shocked that he couldn’t answer.

“Well,” she said. “Are you deaf?”

“I…I promised my mother I’d come here,” Sebastian replied. “And if I break my promise, I’ll get in lots of trouble, maybe the worst trouble of my life.”

“Life and trouble are often one in the same,” the old lady said. “Anyway, you kept your promise. You said you’d go to the after school program and you did. Did you ever promise that you wouldn’t see your grandmother?”

“No,” he replied. “I never promised that.”

All at once Sebastian felt a tingle travel up and down the length of his spine, and another dreadfully familiar voice behind him.

“Who is that supposed to be?” Keith asked. Then he snatched the paper away to look at the drawing more closely, and immediately an enormous grin spread across his face. “I know who this is,” he said. “It’s Monkey Boy!”

“Give it to me,” Sebastian cried, trying to snatch it back, but Keith had little trouble keeping it out of his reach.

“You’re going to have to catch me first,” Keith said with a derisive smile. “Oh, but I forgot, Monkey Boy doesn’t know how to run.”

“I know how to run,” Sebastian replied.

“Then how come I never seen you? You’re always sitting or walking or just standing around like a dope.”

“I know how to run, but I can’t.”

“Why can’t you?” Keith asked. It was the closest thing to a civil conversation they’d ever had, and Keith didn’t seem too comfortable, but he was curious enough to endure it.

“I have a bad heart,” Sebastian explained. “If I run, it’ll explode.”

“Bullshit,” Keith said, glancing at the teacher’s aid to see if she’d heard him, but her attention was fully dedicated to the first graders she was playing with at the other end of the room. “Everyone says you have a bad heart, but I think you’re a faker.”

Sebastian unfastened the top three buttons of his shirt, and opened it to reveal the upper third of the scar that ran down the center of his chest. It was shiny and raised, like a spaghetti noodle imbedded beneath a layer of skin. Keith’s eyes blew open at the sight. “Fuck,” he muttered, genuinely impressed, and unable to tear his eyes away even as Sebastian refastened the buttons. “What happens if your heart explodes?”

“It’ll be like a grenade went off inside of me. Then I’ll bleed out, and die,” he replied in a matter of fact tone that made him feel almost brave.

At that moment Keith’s friend, Sean, approached. He was one of the boys who’d stood around and cheered a few days ago while Sebastian performed his idiotic dance. “Hey what’s going on with Monkey Boy?” he asked.

Keith tossed the drawing back at Sebastian and shoved Sean’s shoulder. “Dip shit,” he muttered, and he walked away. Sean followed him somewhat unsure as to who Keith was calling a “Dip shit.”

Sebastian folded the drawing, and put it in the front zipper of his book bag. He glanced once at the aid who was still with the younger students, and then quietly slipped out of the room.



  



Chapter Ten
 

Sebastian peered into the shadows lurking behind the houses, the trees, and around every corner he passed. He sensed the encroaching darkness alive with mystery and a million little fears that could disperse in one brilliant flash of understanding. Although he was sometimes afraid of the dark, at that moment he was at peace with it. It was a lonely ghost that reminded him he had danced with death once, and that perhaps he would do so again.

He thought of the black haired old lady from the hospital. She existed only in the shadows now, but he could feel her near him at times, watching him, guiding him when he couldn’t be sure where he was going. Perhaps he would show his grandmother the picture he’d drawn so that she could see for herself the ashen face, and the bizarre black hair that crowned it. Perhaps he would tell her about the strange conversation they’d had at the hospital. He peered more intently into the darkness, and quickened his pace.

Standing upon his grandmother’s porch minutes later, he instantly knew that the strange turn she’d taken had deepened and twisted around their world like a thick and thorny vine, choking out what little normalcy remained. He noted the intense glow of candlelight through the window, and a myriad of boxes and packing paper strewn all over the porch, making it look like she’d either been shopping or was preparing to move. He sniffed the air and realized the delicious smell he’d detected by the mailbox was stronger than ever. He entered the house to find that most of the floor was covered with additional boxes and paper. The rocking chair, where Lola had previously spent most of her time, was overflowing with the same, and on almost every flat surface candles of every size were burning brightly. Squat orange candles on the coffee table, and thick white pillar candles on the window sills. On the kitchen table red tapered candles were aflame, and the melted wax dripping down the stems looked like thick tears of blood.

Sebastian felt the fragrant heat all around and permeating through him. He’d never seen so many candles burning at once. The light they created was alive, and it moved through the space like a mystical breeze, a spirit of warmth.

Lola was in the kitchen hunched over a large boiling pot, stirring frantically and muttering to herself. Clouds of steam wafted up past her face toward the ceiling, and with her red hair sticking out, she looked like a witch at her cauldron, concocting a poisonous brew. She was so absorbed, that she didn’t notice Sebastian standing in the middle of the room watching her. Over the counter were scattered bowls and pots and pans of all sizes. He’d never seen the kitchen such a mess.

“Abuela, what are you doing?” he finally asked.

She looked up with a start. Her glasses were fogged over, but she didn’t bother cleaning them. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

He took another step forward, drawn by the enticing aroma. “You’re cooking,” he said.

“Bingo!” Lola replied, and she resumed stirring, her head bobbing furiously as she worked the spoon round and round.

Sebastian stepped in closer. “Mom’s going to be really mad at you.”

“And what will she do?” Lola replied with a bright cackle. “Send me to bed without my dinner?” Then she lifted her spoon and waited for three thick drips to land on her palm. She slurped these up, then puckered and smacked her lips. She pondered her taste buds for a moment before adding a pinch of something from one of several small bowls she had lined up on the counter, and stirred it in. Then she turned to Sebastian. “Taste this sauce and tell me what you think,” she commanded.

Sebastian obediently walked forward with his hand extended, and Lola allowed three thick drops of brown sauce to puddle into it as well. He glanced at her shyly before slurping it up, and then paused, somewhat confused. He’d never tasted anything quite like it. It was rich and savory, sweet and spicy all at once, and the flavors lingered like a beautiful melody on his tongue. It was, in short, delicious.

“Well, what do you think?” she asked.

“It’s good,” Sebastian said, craving more.

She propped her hands on her hips. “That’s all you have to say? Just good?”

“It’s very good,” he said, and he was prepared to take it further and tell her it was the best thing he’d ever tasted in his life, when he caught sight of something on the counter behind her. Piled high on a large platter were several chunky prehistoric looking bones, something ancient people might’ve used to bang on their crude drums.

Noticing his interest, she said, “Those are lamb shanks. I would’ve made cabrito, but it’s hard to find at supermarkets around here. It used to be easy to find on the island, but these days they tell me that it’s almost impossible to get. I’ll have to go downtown and order it special one day.”

“What is cabrito?” Sebastian asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the strange looking meat.

“Goat,” she replied.

“You eat… goats? The animal that goes Bleeeaaaaat?” he asked, making the same sound he’d performed for Keith and his gang a few weeks ago.

“Of course I do. You come from a long line of goat lovers. Your great grandmother taught me how to make goat. Actually, she didn’t really teach me. I learned how to make it the same way I learned how to walk and talk and climb trees. You see, back on the island learning was natural and easy. It didn’t require a whole lot of effort like it does here, it just happened in the same way orchids grow in the jungle all by themselves without a gardener or a greenhouse.”

Sebastian tore his eyes away from the lamb shanks to look up into his grandmother’s face. “But…you…you really eat goats?” he asked again.

Lola was annoyed by her grandson’s incredulousness. “I’ve been eating it all my life, but the first time I tried it, I was even younger than you and…” She stopped to consider him with a wary eye. “No, I don’t think I should tell you this story. You may not like it very much.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because it requires a strong stomach.”

Sebastian threw his shoulders back. After his bold act of defiance at the afterschool program, he felt pretty tough. “I can handle it,” he said. Lola thought about it for a moment, and then turned the flame down on the stove. She began to tell her story with a voice that was as powerful and vibrant as the flavors that still lingered on Sebastian’s tongue.

My oldest sister Tamara, may she rest in peace, was getting married, and we were planning a big feast to celebrate her wedding. She was the first one to find a husband, and my parents had four other girls to marry off, so they were eager to get the show rolling. Money was short, but they ordered a beautiful white wedding dress for her, and lovely yellow dresses for the rest of us. My mother and I spent countless hours making the capias, intricate lacy favors, each one embroidered by hand with the date of the wedding and the names of the bride and groom. We had to make enough for two hundred guests, and every night after the others went to sleep we worked on them, sometimes until the sun came up the next morning.

The wedding preparations were going very well, and everyone was excited about the big party that was planned for after the ceremony. I was excited too until the day before the wedding when I discovered the little cabrito tied to a tree a few yards from the house. He was a baby, and the fur around his ears was still soft so I knew this was probably the first time he’d been separated from his mother. I knelt down to nuzzle him, but while I whispered comforting words to my new little friend, I heard the sound of the blade shrieking against the wetting stone in the kitchen.

By the time my father appeared with his sharpened knife, I was convinced that this was the most precious creature that had ever lived and that, wedding or no wedding, he should be spared. I tried to persuade my father of the same with tears and a fair amount of begging, but he wasn’t moved. He pried me away from the goat, and after saying a brief prayer, he took firm hold of the small animal with one hand and readied his knife with the other.

But before he could strike I threw myself on the ground. “No Papi, please don’t kill my Cabrito,” I cried.

“We can’t have a wedding, and serve nothing but rice and beans,” he said. “Can you imagine how upset your sister will be if we do that?”

“I don’t care about the wedding. All I care about is my cabrito.”

“Get inside,” my father commanded, pointing his knife toward the house. “I paid good money for this goat, and you’re making this more difficult than it needs to be.” And he was right because now the cabrito was struggling against my father, and his eyes were fearful as though he finally understood what was going to happen to him. But my father managed to get a firm grasp of him again.

I was preparing to go into the house so that I wouldn’t have to see him die, but at that moment, the little cabrito looked at me. His eyes were pleading with me to accept his fate, and to stay with him and give him strength - to be present, nothing more.

“Papa,” I said. “Let me stay, and I promise that I won’t cry anymore.”

He thought about this, and when he saw that I was indeed calmer, he allowed me to place my hand on the cabrito’s back which instantly calmed him too. After one swift swipe of the blade, I felt the cabrito start and shudder beneath my hand. Blood poured from his throat in a thick stream, creating a red river at our feet. As the flow lessened, his front knees buckled and after several minutes he collapsed in my father’s arms. I wanted to cry when I saw him lying motionless on the ground, but I held my tears.

The next day, I brushed my hair, put on my new dress, and went outside to the place where the carcass was slowly roasting. The aroma was intoxicating, and I paused for a moment to savor it. And then, when I thought no one was watching, I took a handful of the beautiful capias my mother and I had made and tossed them into the fire. They flared up and turned into ash within seconds. Little did I know that my mother was watching me from the kitchen window and she scolded me severely. She told me that for that misdeed she would think long and hard about giving me a wedding when my turn came. I cried a river of tears, and my mother was angry with me for quite some time, but it was worth it.

When Lola finished her story, she turned her attention back to the pot simmering on the stove.

“But I don’t understand Abuela Lola,” Sebastian said. “Why did you throw the capias in the fire? What difference did it make if the little goat was already dead?”

“I wanted to thank him with a sacrifice of my own, and mine was by far the easiest to make,” Lola said as she sprinkled more seasoning into the pot.

Sebastian pondered his grandmother’s story, but he felt only sadness when he imagined the little goat tied to the tree waiting to die.

Lola perked up and pointed to the living room floor. “I asked the taxi driver to help me with my bags, and I’m not sure where he put the one with the potato masher. See if you can find it.”

Sebastian wasn’t quite sure what a potato masher looked like, but he began to search through the bags until he found a strange looking instrument with a handle on one end and sturdy wire mesh on the other. Lola directed him to bring it to the counter where she had another steaming pot waiting as well as a step stool for Sebastian so he could easily reach the counter. She removed the lid, and through the steam Sebastian beheld many peeled and quartered potatoes. Next to the pot she placed a large slab of butter, a container of cream, and two bowls one filled with salt and the other with pepper.

“While I finish this sauce, you’ll make the mash,” she said. “Of course, back home, you’d be making sorullitos, corn meal fritters, but we’ll take it one step at a time.”

Sebastian stared blankly at the ingredients. He’d never seen anyone make mashed potatoes from scratch before. Whenever his mother made them, they came out of a box.

“But Abuela, I don’t know how to make mashed potatoes,” he said in a slightly whiney voice.

“Everything you need is right under your nose. You can figure it out, but be careful. The pot is very hot.”

Sebastian surveyed the ingredients again, and then tentatively stuck the masher into the potatoes. They were soft and squishy which encouraged him. He reached for the cream, but hesitated, thinking that maybe he should add the butter first. There was another container filled with a cloudy liquid, but he had no idea what to do with that.

“Go on,” Lola said, with a nod. “Just mix it all together, it won’t explode.”

Sebastian slowly poured in the cream and watched it flow over the potatoes. He tossed the butter into the pot next. It was wonderful to see how the golden pieces melted and swirled, disappearing into the hot cream and potatoes almost like magic. He took up his masher and began to work it into the pot up and down with increasing strength and confidence. The aroma made his mouth water, as he grabbed the masher with both hands and began to pound away more vigorously.

“Don’t get too carried away,” Lola said. “The potatoes could get gummy and lose their creamy texture. She inspected the mixture and added some of the cloudy liquid. Then she took the masher away, and gave him a big metal spoon. “I always reserve a cup or two of the cooking water in case the potatoes are too dry. You can stir it right in.”

Sebastian didn’t enjoy stirring as much as mashing, but there was no doubt that the texture of the potato mixture was improving with each revolution of his spoon. Every now and then he stopped, and put his nose into the pot to inhale the fragrance of fresh potatoes, butter and cream which he found irresistible.

“Have a taste,” Lola said. “Every good cook tastes his own food before he allows others to eat it.”

Sebastian did as she directed, and gone was the thin cardboard flavor and chemical after taste he was used to. All he savored was the delicious goodness of the ingredients, pure, simple and deeply satisfying. He loved the thick creamy texture of it and wanted to dip his spoon in again and again until the entire pot was empty.

“Is it good?” Lola asked.

He nodded enthusiastically, his mouth full.

“Wait until you taste the lamb,” she said. “You’ll think you died and went to heaven.”

Sebastian stole a wary glance at the shanks, and very much doubted his grandmother’s prediction, but he’d be more than happy to make a meal of the mashed potatoes on this night and every night thereafter. Suddenly, he remembered what had been weighing on his mind all day and night, and put the lid back on the pot. “Mom and Dad had another fight,” he said.

Lola set her spoon down and wiped her hands on her apron. It had been awhile since Sebastian mentioned any trouble between his parents which she hoped was a sign that things were getting better.

“What happened?” she asked.

Sebastian told his grandmother everything that happened with Ms. Ashworth and the note and how his father had accused his mother of disappearing. “I don’t understand why Dad said that. Mom didn’t disappear.”

Lola thought about how she might explain this to her grandson, and then motioned for him to stand next to her as she deposited the meaty bones into the pot one at a time. They each fell to the bottom and were concealed by the dark liquid. “The lamb shanks are still there,” she said, “but they’re covered up by the sauce so we can’t see them anymore. It’s the same with people sometimes. Over the years they get covered up by sadness and anger and so many hurts that you can’t see them anymore, but they’re still there. I think that might be what your father meant,” she said.

Sebastian gazed at the thick brown sauce that was simmering away, and he wondered what could be causing his mother so much pain that she would allow herself to sink to the bottom. He wanted to ask his grandmother many more questions about this and what they might do to pull her out when Terrence poked his head through the door, this time empty handed.

“Hello there, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay over here.”

“Oh Terrence,” Lola said somewhat flustered. “You got my message?”

“They told me you cancelled your order and all future orders, if that’s what you mean.”

“Yes, but I also told them that I still wanted you to come by and visit me.”

“I’m afraid they don’t want me visiting people unless I’m making a delivery so I can’t stay long,” he said gazing around the room. “What happened in here?”

“Sebastian and I have been cooking and you came just in time. You will be our guinea pig.”

Lola left the kitchen and promptly took Terrence by the hand, pulling him through the boxes toward the table. He looked bewildered as he sat in the chair she offered him, and when he looked to Sebastian, he was not reassured by his dubious expression. Sebastian could vouch for the potatoes, but as far as that strange looking meat was concerned, he’d rather not say.

Lola was humming a little tune as she served up a generous portion of mash potatoes in the center of the plate. Over that she placed one of the meaty bones and ladled her sauce over it which was now as thick as syrup. She walked toward the table with the steaming plate in both hands, and placed it before Terrence who eyed it suspiciously.

“Don’t say a word yet,” she said handing him a fork. “Eat first and then tell me what you think.”

Terrence assembled a fairly generous portion of potato and meat onto his fork. As he chewed, his gaze softened with wonder, and before he swallowed he was already preparing another forkful. “This is the best lamb I’ve ever had in my entire life.”

“Really?” Lola said, scrunching her apron with delight. “It’s been so long, that I was afraid I might have forgotten how to make it.”

“You surely didn’t forget,” Terrence mumbled, his mouth full.

“Sebastian made the mashed potatoes,” she said, and Terrence gave him the thumbs up.

Watching him eat, Sebastian was tempted to try some himself. Perhaps it wasn’t as frightening as it looked. Already one step ahead of him, Lola served her grandson a smaller plate than she’d served Terrence, but it was still the largest plate of food he’d ever been served in his life. The hunk of meat under his nose was almost as big as his arm.

Feeling only slightly courageous, he pulled away the tiniest sliver of meat, and popped it into his mouth. It wasn’t bad at all, but he hadn’t eaten enough to assess it properly so he pulled away a large juicy piece. The flavors burst in his mouth at once, an intoxicating blend of savory and sweet reminiscent of bacon and raisins, and the firm silken texture of the meat was succulent beyond anything he’d ever experienced. And there was a delightful tartness that danced on his tongue. Like Terrence, he couldn’t get another piece into his mouth fast enough.

Lola served herself next and closed her eyes when she had the first bite. It had been years since she’d tasted her own cooking, and it was even better than she remembered. The three sat together thoroughly enjoying their meal as the candle light flickered all around them. And Lola with her flaming red hair sticking up on end, was the brightest flame of all.

They were nearly finished with their meal when Gloria entered the bungalow. At first, she wasn’t sure she was in the right place. The sight of so many candles burning everywhere made her feel dizzy, and the smell of the food was as intoxicating as it was familiar. All of this set her senses reeling, and suddenly she was a little girl back on the island and she could feel the warm embrace of the tropical breeze and taste the sweet current of love and belonging she’d always felt there. Her instinct was to savor it for a moment or two longer, but she couldn’t indulge herself like this when she had more pressing matters to attend to.

Shaking herself free from this illusion, she focused her eyes on the scene before her. Looking between her mother and her son, she didn’t know where to begin, how to address this dual betrayal. She kicked a few boxes out of the way, but then her vision began to blur and she sat down in the nearest chair, the one with the large scroll arms, and held on to them to steady herself. It felt like the first opportunity she’d had for weeks, months, maybe even years to sit down. She didn’t have the energy to be angry anymore, to try and get things in order, to keep the walls of her life from crumbling around her.

Lola stood up from the table and went to her. “Your father used to sit in this chair after he’d had a hard day. It was the only thing that survived the fire.”

“I remember,” Gloria muttered.

Lola pulled her rocker closer and sat down. “I made Fricase de Cabrito except I couldn’t find any Cabrito so I made it with lamb instead.”

“It smells delicious.”

“Have some, Nena,” Lola said.

Gloria shook her head and closed her eyes tight. To hear her mother call her “Nena” prompted a wave of sweet sadness to wash over her. “I can’t eat,” she whispered.

“Of course you can,” Lola replied, slowly rocking in her chair.

“No,” she said, her eyes still closed. “I feel sick Ma, sick to my stomach.”

“It looks like you’re heart sick to me.”

Gloria opened her eyes and jerked her head around to see what Sebastian was up to. He was still at the table eating with Terrence. “What did Sebastian tell you?” she asked under her breath.

“He didn’t have to tell me anything. I can see the hurt in your eyes.”

Gloria covered her face with her hands. It felt good to let go in her father’s chair. She hadn’t thought about him in years, but all of a sudden he was there, and she could smell the fresh cut grass that lingered on his clothes when he came home from his gardening job. She missed his laughter the most, and how he was able to shrug off the worst of life’s problems as though they were nothing but an old coat.

Gloria hung her head and softly asked, “Did Pops ever leave you for another woman?”

“Your father never did anything like that,” Lola answered. “But he would’ve been a fool to leave me. The situation with Dean is very different.”

Gloria raised her head to look at her mother. “What do you mean, Ma?”

Still rocking away in her chair, Lola replied, “Dean would be a fool to stay.”



  



Chapter Eleven
 

Sebastian had never been rushed out of anywhere so swiftly in his life.

“Get your books Sebastian,” Gloria commanded.

“But I haven’t finished my dinner, and it’s really…”

“Do as you’re told,” she said, barely able to keep her teeth from chattering.

“But I made the mashed potatoes and I…”

“You heard me, Sebastian!”

“You better go,” Terrence muttered, and Sebastian scurried off to get his book bag.

Lola shook her head sadly. “You never could stand to hear the truth.”

“I don’t need to hear your version of the so called truth.”

“How long are you going to live with your head in the sand, Nena? Sooner or later you’re going to run out of air.”

“Don’t talk to me, Ma. Just don’t talk to me anymore.”

“The truth is that the way you treat your husband, anyone would think he was a dog not a man, and certainly not the father of your children,” Lola said gravely.

Gloria’s face screwed up into a knot. “Do you really expect me to listen to you now? Look at this place,” she said throwing her hands up in the air. “And look at you. How can anybody take you seriously anymore?”

Once Sebastian had his book bag, she snatched up his hand and pulled him roughly out the door behind her. “I’m going to call Mando and Gabi right away and tell them what’s going on here.”

“Please do,” Lola returned. “I was going to call them myself. There’s plenty of food for everybody.”

Gloria sped all the way home, and once or twice Sebastian heard the tires screeching when she turned the corner. From the back seat, he watched the street lights and buildings whirl by at a greater speed than usual. He licked his lips and tasted the remnants of the saucy lamb, and the buttery goodness of the potatoes. In spite of his mother’s upset, and the punishment that he knew awaited him, he felt a satisfying warmth in his belly. It radiated out to his torso and limbs in gentle spasms so that even his fingers and toes tingled with wellness.

The minute they arrived home, Gloria wasted no time. She called her brother first, although she had some trouble getting past several secretaries and assistants before she was able to reach him. “The situation with Ma is getting worse,” she said. “She has candles burning all over the house and there’s paper and boxes everywhere. It’s a fire hazard if I ever saw one. It looks like she spent a fortune on a bunch of new stuff for the kitchen, and she dyed her hair.” A brief pause followed this last piece of information which allowed her to catch her breath. “Yes, you heard me right. I’d say it’s more or less the color of…of…”

“Strawberry Jell-O,” Sebastian said.

“That’s right. It looks just like strawberry Jell-O.”

She called her sister next, and started to explain the situation in much the same way she had to her brother, but then stopped mid sentence. “Don’t laugh, Gabi. It’s not funny. When you see what Ma’s done to herself, you’ll want to cry, believe me you will. And there’s this weird black guy hanging around, but I have no idea…”

She turned to Sebastian who was hovering nearby. “Who is he Sebastian?”

“Terrence is from the Senior Center. He delivers food, and he also plays in a jazz band. Abuela Lola says he’s going to be rich and famous one day.”

When Gloria ended this call, she was breathing hard and felt even more upset than she did before. Her siblings hadn’t responded the way she’d hoped. As usual, Gabi didn’t take the matter seriously enough, and Mando was far too preoccupied with his own life to care about anything else. And what’s worse, she couldn’t shake the words her mother had said to her that evening. Dean would be a fool to stay. They made her feel like reaching out for the first thing she could get her hands on and throwing it against the wall. But she managed to compose herself and directed Sebastian to sit down at the kitchen table because she needed to talk to him about something.

“Where’s Dad?” he asked. “Shouldn’t he be home by now?”

Gloria took a moment to collect her thoughts. The muscles of her face were quivering slightly, and the swelling around her eyes was more pronounced than ever. She took another deep breath, and nodded. “Your father will be staying somewhere else for a while, but he’ll be coming by on Thursdays and weekends to see you and Jennifer, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

“Why is he staying somewhere else? He lives here,” Sebastian said, sliding to the edge of his chair in a panic.

“Yes, that’s true,” Gloria replied with a nod. It was hard for her to find the right words, harder than she thought it would be. “Your father and I decided it would be best if we separated for awhile so we can…so that we can think things out more clearly.”

“Are you getting a divorce?” Sebastian asked, his heart in his throat.

“Nothing’s been decided yet.”

“Then why can’t Dad sleep in the family room? He falls asleep in there on most nights anyway.”

“Because sometimes grownups need to take space and time to figure things out.” Gloria leaned forward, and pressed her hands over her son’s. “I want you to know that absolutely none of this is your fault. And no matter what happens, you and Jen are going to be okay. Your father and I will always love you. That will never change.”

Sebastian leaned back in his chair, and pulled his hands away. He wanted desperately to believe what his mother was telling him, but he couldn’t forget the argument he’d overheard the previous night. And the brokenness in his mother’s eyes at that moment confirmed what he feared most – that the problem with his parents and his family couldn’t be fixed. He had a million questions about where his father was staying and exactly how much space and time adults needed to figure things out. But he suddenly felt very tired and out of breath, and all he wanted was to get upstairs and go to bed.

“I know this must be very upsetting for you Sebastian, but we still need to talk about what happened today,” Gloria said, straightening up and assuming her usual motherly confidence. “This morning you promised me that you’d go to the afterschool program, and you didn’t go.”

“I did go,” Sebastian replied, altering his tone to match hers. “But then afterward, I went to Abuela Lola’s house. You never told me I couldn’t go to Abuela Lola’s house.”

“I wanted you to stay at the afterschool program until I finished at work, and I intended to pick you up from there and not your grandmother’s house. You knew that’s what I meant all along, didn’t you?”

Sebastian nodded glumly.

“Then why did you disobey me again?” she asked.

“I tried to obey you mom. I really tried, but I wanted to see Abuela and…” he looked into his mother’s eyes, and understood that she needed to hear something that would give her permission to put the matter to rest. Just like him, she wanted nothing more than to go upstairs to her room and go to sleep so that this difficult day could be over and done with. “…and there’s this boy who goes to the afterschool program who’s mean to me.”

Gloria’s ears pricked up. “Who is this boy? Is he hurting you?”

Sebastian shook his head. The truth is that Keith had never struck him, or even attempted to lay a hand on him. He would’ve preferred this somehow.

“Then how is he mean to you?” Gloria asked.

“He forces me to make animal noises, and he calls me Monkey Boy.”

Gloria made a face, not quite understanding what her son was telling her. “I don’t get it. How does he force you to make animal noises?”

“I don’t know,” Sebastian replied, wringing his hands. “He just tells me to make animal noises, and I do it.”

“Do you do anything else?”

Sebastian nodded, shamefaced. “Sometimes I dance around,” he mumbled. “He makes me feel like the dumbest kid in the world, Mom, and I don’t want to go to the afterschool program with him anymore.”

“Then you and I need to talk with your teacher about it.”

Sebastian nearly fell to his knees. The last thing in the world he wanted was for Ms. Ashworth to know what a fool he was. This would make his humiliation unbearable. “No please don’t talk to Ms. Ashworth about it, Mom. Please don’t tell her.”

“Why not Sebastian? Your teacher should know what’s going on with her students.”

“It won’t help, it’ll only make things worse. Please Mom, I can handle it.”

“Exactly how are you going to handle it?” his mother asked.

Sebastian looked away from her, feeling suddenly indignant. What would she say if he asked her the same question? “What are you going to do about Dad? How are you going to handle that situation?”

Sebastian remained silent.

“I’m waiting,” Gloria said. “If you don’t want me to talk with Ms. Ashworth, then you’re going to have to convince me that you can handle it.”

“I’m going to ignore him,” Sebastian said, remembering the typical advice given on how to handle bullies. “And I’m going to stay as far away from him as I can; that’s why it’s better if I go to Abuela Lola’s house after school.”

After discussing it further, Gloria agreed that the best plan for the time being was to allow Sebastian to go to his grandmother’s house until other arrangements could be made. As anxious as she was about the situation with her mother, she couldn’t bear the thought of her little boy experiencing stress or discomfort at the hands of a bully. In the mean time, he was to stop making animal noises and let her know if the situation continued or worsened.

“If you lay down on the ground, people will step on you,” she said. “You have to get up and hold your head high. Do you understand me Sebastian? Nobody can do that for you; you have to learn how to do that for yourself.”

After their discussion had ended, Sebastian dragged himself upstairs and went straight to bed. He was overwhelmed and exhausted, and to think that his father wouldn’t be sleeping at home like he should obliterated the joy he’d felt at his grandmother’s house earlier. His only consolation was that his mother had decided not to punish him for disobeying her a second time. Perhaps she understood that the situation they found themselves in was punishment enough. Yes, judging from the hapless weary expression in her eyes, he knew that she did.

Sebastian lay down in his bed and listened to the wind rustling the tree branches and softly scratching at the window panes. Sometimes at night he could hear squirrels scampering through the branches, and taking shelter in the leaves. Windy as it was on this night, he couldn’t hear them, but he imagined a family of squirrels curled up together in a warm dry place just over his head. He was nearly asleep when his sister quietly crept into his room.

“Sebastian, are you awake?” Jennifer asked in a loud grating whisper.

“Kind of,” he replied, squinting against the light that flooded in through the open door.

She entered his room and crouched down next to his bed. “Did mom tell you what happened?”

He nodded sullenly.

“I can’t believe it. Mom and Dad are separated, just like that, one day to the next.”

Sebastian lifted his head from the pillow, fully awake now. “Mom said they haven’t decided anything yet.”

Jennifer’s eyes bugged out at him. “Of course, she told me the same thing, but this is how it starts. Believe me, I know. Practically all of my friends’ parents are divorced, and now we’re going to be just like them. I hate being like everybody else.”

Sebastian tried to come up with a sympathetic response, but his exhaustion got the better of him, and his head dropped back down to his pillow.

“Is it true?” Jennifer asked. “Did Abuela Lola really dye her hair bright red?”

He nodded. Curiously, it didn’t look so bizarre to him that day. Perhaps in a day or two, he’d hardly notice it at all.

“They think she’s going crazy like she did after Abuelo Ramiro died. Mom’s afraid she might start another fire.”

Sebastian stared at his sister with large round eyes. “The fire was an accident. Abuela Lola was cooking beans, and she fell asleep and forgot to turn off the stove.”

“That’s what she tells everyone, but nobody really believes it. She wanted to die in that fire, Sebastian. She wanted to die so she could be with Abuelo Ramiro.” The moment the words left her mouth Jennifer remembered that her parents had always tried to keep their suspicions from Sebastian, but now that everything was falling apart, it hardly seemed to matter.

Sebastian couldn’t believe such a thing about his grandmother. All at once, he felt stripped to the bone and he began to shiver even though he was covered by two heavy blankets.

“They’re going to move her to a convalescent home, did Mom tell you?” Jennifer asked.

He’d gathered as much from the telephone conversations earlier, and had every intention of warning his grandmother the first chance he had. “She won’t go,” he muttered.

Now that they had exchanged the essential information, Sebastian expected his sister to go back to her room and leave him to his rest. He’d heard enough for one day, and maybe a lifetime. He was shocked by this information about his grandmother, but quickly decided that Jennifer had to be wrong. He knew Abuela Lola better than anyone and was quite certain she would never start a fire on purpose. Once he came to this conclusion, he stopped shivering.

Much as he wanted her to go, Jennifer stayed where she was, rocking back and forth on her heels, lost in thought. “Hey, little man, do you want me to read to you tonight?” she asked.

Sebastian wanted nothing more than to go to sleep, but he understood that on this night it was Jennifer who didn’t want to be alone. “Okay sure,” he said, reaching up to turn on the light.

Jennifer found a book about the solar system on Sebastian’s desk, and then she tousled his hair affectionately, something she hadn’t done in years. “No matter what happens, you and me are going to stick together, okay little man?”

“Okay,” he said, rubbing his eyes. This attention from his sister was a rare and precious thing, and no matter what had provoked it, he was prepared to enjoy it.

“And you don’t have to worry that I’ll get married because I won’t do a stupid ass thing like that. I’ll probably go to Tibet and become a Buddhist nun or something, and you can be a monk. Actually,” she said, taking a moment to appreciate her brother’s sweet round face and soulful eyes, “you’d make an excellent monk.”

“How about if we go to Puerto Rico instead? Abuela Lola says it’s a really nice place where kids play in the jungle all day and climb trees and stuff. And there’s a spot way up high on the mountain where it feels like you’re on the edge of heaven and on special occasions they eat goat.”

“That sounds kind of gross,” she said, making a face.

“That’s what I thought, but Abuela says it’s delicious, and that we come from a long line of goat lovers.” It was a wonderful relief to talk about something that had nothing to do with their family problems, and Sebastian was now quite happy that he had allowed Jennifer to stay.

He made room for her next to him in bed, and although he was far too tired to pay much attention to what she read about how the planets orbited the sun at varying speeds and angles, he appreciated the soothing monotone of her voice. It was even more reassuring than the sound of the squirrels outside, and the breath of paper and ink on his face when she turned the pages was very nice too. He felt safe and content for the moment, so he closed his eyes, and fell soundly asleep on her shoulder.



  



Chapter Twelve
 

When Sebastian arrived to his grandmother’s bungalow the following afternoon, he found the situation more or less as he had the day before, except that the place was in even more disarray. She had obviously been out shopping again, but hadn’t bothered to put away any of her purchases from the previous day’s excursion. The sofa and all of the chairs and table surfaces were covered with additional boxes, bags and wrapping paper. It reminded him of photographs he’d seen after an earthquake, when everything came crashing down to the floor in a broken layered heap.

Lola was in the kitchen, concentrating on preparing something at the counter. Her red hair partially obscured her eyes, but when she looked up and saw Sebastian standing in the middle of the room, her smile was warm and welcoming.

“What are you making today, Abuela?” he asked, sniffing the air, although this time he didn’t smell anything.

“I’m delighted to inform you that we’re making something as basic as air and water, and just as essential for life,” she replied.

He wrinkled his brow. Air and water didn’t sound very appetizing.

“But before we begin,” she said, “I must tell you the story behind this dish, and then your knowing will give it an extra something that can’t be described, only tasted.”

Intrigued, Sebastian dropped his book bag by the door and made his way to the kitchen, clearing a path as he went. He climbed the step stool that was exactly where he’d left it the day before, and rested his elbows on the counter. After wiping her hands on her apron, Lola peered at her grandson curiously, assessing whether or not he was ready for what she had to say. “I realize that I’ve told you many things about Puerto Rico,” she began, “But did I ever tell you that there are more beautiful women on that island than anywhere else in the world?”

“No Abuela, you never told me that,” Sebastian replied.

Her red head bobbed with certitude. “It’s as if God decided to put his most precious jewels all in one beautiful case for safekeeping, but for those of us who weren’t so blessed, it presented quite a challenge. You see, very early in life, I understood that if I ever hoped to find a decent husband, I’d have to rely on something other than beauty. Perhaps God hadn’t given me a voluptuous figure, but he gave me something else,” she said, pointing to her head and smiling. “He gave me an inexhaustible mind. And that is even more powerful than beauty because it allows a woman not only to find her love, but to keep him.”

Sebastian gazed at his grandmother with a somewhat baffled expression. He wasn’t quite sure what she was talking about.

“Anyway,” Lola said. “I never expected a handsome prince to sweep me off my feet and take me to his castle in the sky. I was far too practical to believe in that kind of fairy tale nonsense. All I wanted was an honest hard working man who’d treat me well and be a good father to his children. But when I first set eyes on your grandfather at the town square, and took in the sight of his handsome face and strong frame, I couldn’t help myself - for the first time in my life, I started to believe in fairy tales.” Lola chuckled. “That’s what love will do to you, Sebastian. It’ll make you believe you can fly if you flap your arms about, or that you can breathe under water if you concentrate hard enough. It’s a wonderful feeling, but for me it was also a problem because many beautiful young ladies had set their sights on your grandfather too. At every gathering in the town they flirted with him, parading themselves shamelessly before him and competing for his attention whenever they had a chance.

But I wasn’t discouraged. While they flirted, I stood by quietly, watching and waiting. I studied his behavior, what made him laugh and frown, who his friends were, and who he avoided. Before too long, I knew most of his likes and dislikes, and soon learned that his favorite dish since he was a little boy was arroz sasonado, and that he was absolutely certain that nobody could make it better than his mother.

I didn’t waste any time, and immediately got to work on perfecting my recipe. For weeks I experimented with a variety of different vegetables and meats, and a multitude of seasonings to balance the dish. When I was finished, there wasn’t one person who didn’t say it was the best arroz sasondo they’d ever tasted, and I knew in my heart that if Ramiro tasted it then maybe I’d have a chance with him. Even so, I couldn’t simply walk up to him with a plate of rice and force him to eat it. I’d have to wait for the right opportunity, and if we were meant to be together, I knew that it would arise. I waited for over a year and was beginning to think that perhaps it wasn’t meant to be when, one day, the perfect opportunity arose.

Ramiro’s mother had become ill, and in our neighborhood it was customary to take food for the family until the lady of the house had recovered. As you can imagine, many young ladies were eager to impress him with their home cooked meals. They would arrive to his house and leave their dish with whomever answered the door. If it was Ramiro who answered, they’d exchange pleasantries with him for several minutes first, enticing him with their beauty before handing over the food.

But a few minutes wouldn’t be nearly enough time for your grandfather to realize we were made for each other, so I thought long and hard about what to do. I agonized over what to wear, and how to do my hair. I finally decided on my sister’s red dress that made me look like I had a little meat on my bones, and I wore my hair up in a bun. It suited my face, but even more importantly, I didn’t want to risk even one strand of hair getting into the food. When it was finally my turn, I showed up at your grandfather’s door with a bag of uncooked ingredients and explained that I had brought arroz sasonado, but that it was most delicious when eaten immediately so I’d have to prepare it for him right then and there. Eager to enjoy his favorite dish, he invited me into his mother’s kitchen.

“I’ve seen you around,” Ramiro said, “But I forgot your name.”

“That’s too bad,” I replied.

“Aren’t you going to tell me what it is?”

“I’ll tell you once you’ve eaten, and not before.”

“Why is that?”

“Because after you’ve tasted the best arroz sasonado you’ve ever had in your life, you’ll never forget the name of the woman who made it.”

“Well,” he said. “Now I’m not only hungry, but curious.”

I set down to my cooking, and while Ramiro watched me work he asked me many questions about my family and my life, trying to trick me into telling him my name, but I was far too clever for him which always kept a smile on his face. If he was curious when I started cooking, he was now completely mesmerized. Once I had finished with the main preparations, I turned the heat down very low so that the half hour or so the rice needed would extend to more than an hour.

Finally, when the meal was finished, I served him a generous plate. The rice was beautiful to behold, and he was smiling from ear to ear as he admired it, but when he tasted it, the smile fell from his lips. “You spoke the truth,” he said. “This is undoubtedly the most delicious arroz sasonado I’ve ever had in my life.” He looked somewhat ashamed when he added, “It’s even better than my mother’s.”

“I knew you’d like it,” I said, and he was so engrossed by his meal that after serving him a second helping, I managed to slip out of the house without his realizing.

That same evening, there was a knock on the door. My mother found me out back and told me that there was a handsome young man asking for me. I walked calmly to the door to greet him.

“Oh hello, did I leave something behind?” I asked.

“Yes, a broken promise,” he said. “And because of a certain nameless girl, I’ve eaten enough for three people in one day. The least she can do is accompany me to the square and help me walk some of it off.”

I agreed that I owed him that much, and we walked together in the early evening down the lane toward the village just as the moon came out. The jungle pressed in upon us, and we inhaled the perfume of wild flowers as we listened to the hiccupping song of the coqui that to my ears sounded more joyous than ever. I could almost see their shiny little eyes peeking out from under rocks and leaves, and I had no doubt that they were smiling.

“If you like my arroz sasonado” I said, “You’ll think you died and went to heaven when you try my carne guisada.”

“I feel like I’m in heaven now,” he replied, taking my hand, and after that day he was mine.

As Lola told her story Sebastian tried to imagine her as a girl. He envisioned her looking a little bit like Kelly Taylor, and he stole glances at his grandfather’s grave portrait on the wall as well. He certainly didn’t look like the kind of man who’d be swayed by a simple plate of food.

“And all of this happened because of some rice?” Sebastian asked.

“Not just any rice,” Lola replied. “The most amazing rice on the island, maybe even the world.”

“I want to try it,” he said, suddenly eager to experience what his grandfather had found so life changingly delicious.

“Very well,” Lola said. “Then you must do exactly as I say.”

She dropped a good portion of rough chopped bacon into the pot, and directed Sebastian to stir constantly while it cooked through. As he stirred, she added finely chopped onions, peppers and garlic to the rendered fat as well as a smattering of seasoning. As the multicolored bits of vegetable and meat began to heat and sizzle, Sebastian inhaled the tangy aroma and sensed the intoxicating magic in the air. He pictured his grandfather as a handsome young man leaning on the counter and inhaling the same aroma while watching his bride to be.

Once these initial ingredients were cooked through and just beginning to brown, Lola added fresh tomatoes, capers, chopped chicken, plenty of broth, and three heaping cups of white rice. Immediately the sizzling stopped and the soupy mixture assumed a beautiful golden hue. Sebastian longed to dip in his spoon and stir and taste, and stir and taste some more.

“Now we must leave it alone,” Lola said. “We can’t stir it more than once, or else we’ll disturb the essential nature of the dish. We’ve introduced the right ingredients to one another, and set the stage. They’ll know how to do the rest.”

Sebastian stepped down from the stool, and only then remembered what had been weighing on him all day. He anxiously related the telephone conversations he’d overheard regarding plans to move her to a convalescent home, but Lola’s expression remained placid as she listened, and at one point she peeked under the lid to check on the rice. “I can’t be sure, but I believe that we’re going to have plenty of pegao,” she said.

“What do you mean Abuela?”

“Pegao, pegao,” she repeated excitedly. “It’s the best part of any self respecting rice dish, the delicious crust that gets stuck to the bottom of the pan. It’s here where the goodness concentrates to form a blend of unsurpassable flavors. Some say that it’s even better than sex.”

“Abuela!” Sebastian cried, upset that his grandmother wasn’t paying serious attention to what he’d told her. “You have to stop talking about rice.”

“It’s not just rice. It’s pegao,” she said with a discerning nod.

Before Sebastian could respond, they heard the familiar pounding of the cane, and the creak of the screen door opening. They turned to see Charlie Jones standing on the threshold with a bouquet of yellow roses. Taking no notice of the chaos in the house, he took several shaky steps inside, and removed his hat.

It was truly a wonder to behold. Not only was Charlie Jones wearing new clothes and freshly shaven with his gray hair neatly slicked back away from his face, but he was also sporting a set of gleaming new dentures.

“Well, look at you,” Lola remarked. “You look as shiny as a brand new penny.”

At this Charlie straightened up. “Do you notice anything …specific?” he asked smiling more broadly.

Lola took a step closer to him and sniffed the air. “As a matter of fact I do. The scent of your cologne is absolutely delightful. Don’t you agree Sebastian?”

Charlie Jones turned to face Sebastian who wasted no time in declaring, “You got some new teeth.”

“That’s right,” Charlie replied, slapping his knee. “I got myself a new set of choppers.”

“Really?” Lola said. “Does this mean you’re going to smile more, Charlie?”

“I believe I am,” he replied, and then as though to consecrate his commitment, he presented Lola with the roses that she accepted with a gracious nod, and a smile of her own.

“These are lovely, thank you,” she crooned, as she plunked them into the vase that had once held the plastic tulips.

“Dinner isn’t quite ready yet. Shall we chat for a while?” she said, making her way to the living room. But there was no place to sit so she knocked a few of the boxes off the sofas and chairs, while Charlie Jones whacked his cane about to clear a path along the floor. Sebastian watched from the counter, fascinated and worried. And he couldn’t help but wonder if Mr. Jones had been leaving romantic notes for his grandmother in the bags of fruit he’d been dropping off.

“Come and sit with us,” Lola said, waving her grandson over.

Sebastian had a seat on the rocker while Lola and Charlie Jones sat together on the sofa. She got the conversation started. “Sebastian tells me that my children are trying to put me away in a home.”

Charlie’s eyes gaped open in surprise and he was no longer smiling, although he had some difficulty closing his mouth over his new teeth. “Why would they want to do something like that? It’s not like you’ve gone mental or anything.” Charlie scratched his chin. “And you don’t need special medical equipment or someone to help you in the bathroom.”

“I only take three pills a day,” Lola said holding three fingers up. “One for my cholesterol, one for my blood pressure, and a new blood thinner they gave me at the hospital, but I think I might stop taking that one.” She rolled up her sleeves to reveal a multitude of little bruises along her forearms. “Look what it’s doing to me.”

“You keep taking those pills, Lola,” Charlie said with a sober nod. “If you stop, then you’ll give them a real reason to put you away.”

“Maybe you’re right,” she replied, rolling down her sleeves. “Then what do you think the problem is Charlie?”

Charlie tried to come up with an answer to this question as he worked his lips over his new teeth, but he was unsuccessful at both.

“What do you think?” she asked, turning to Sebastian.

Sebastian rocked forward in his chair so that his feet were firmly on the ground. He gazed at his grandmother’s flurry of red hair, and then looked around at the topsy turvy room that had once been so tidy and clean. The reason was so obvious, that he didn’t know how to put it delicately, but he had to say something. “They think…you’ve changed,” he finally said.

Lola was perturbed by her grandson’s assessment. “But change is part of life. Isn’t that true Charlie?”

He nodded, and was happy to find another reason to smile, his teeth glinting in the shaft of sunlight coming in through the window.

“Maybe it’s that you’ve changed too much,” Sebastian said. “Maybe they think it’s a little bit…weird.”

“Well then what should I do?” she asked.

He had a quick and ready answer for this one. “Change back to the way you were before.”

“Change back?” she said, her eyes round with horror.

“Well then, at least change your hair back to the way it used to be.”

“My hair?” Lola said, swiping away a berry colored lock from her forehead.

“If you change it back, then maybe they won’t worry so much, and if you stopped cooking…”

“Stop cooking?” Lola asked, leaning back and placing her hand over her chest. “You want me to stop cooking too?”

“No, I don’t want you to stop cooking, but you did promise Abuela. Remember? After the house almost burned down, you promised that you’d never cook again.”

She thought about this for a moment or two, her somber expression revealing nothing. Then all at once, her eyes came to life with a new idea. “I know what I’ll do,” she said. “I’ll prepare an absolutely fabulous meal, something that will make them forget all this nonsense about putting me away.”

“No Abuela,” Sebastian said, standing up so abruptly that the rocker almost fell over. “You have to cook less not more. When the doctor tells me I should slow down, I don’t speed up. You shouldn’t do more of what you shouldn’t do.”

“I shouldn’t do more of what I shouldn’t do?”

“No you shouldn’t.”

Lola cocked her head to one side. “Sounds like a lot of ‘shoulds and shouldn’ts’ to me. Don’t you think, Charlie?”

He nodded, his smile emerging once again. “You shouldn’t live with so many ‘shoulds and shouldn’ts.”

“Oh,” she said nudging his shoulder playfully. “That was very clever Charlie Jones. You’re a very clever man.”

Charlie’s face exploded with a smile again, and Sebastian fell back in the rocker. Dealing with his parent’s separation, and Abuela Lola’s strange behavior was too much for him, and he suddenly felt weary and spent.

Lola excused herself to attend to the rice, but first she asked Charlie to light the candles she’d placed all throughout the living room. The sun was setting quickly, and he eagerly went about this task as though something horrible would happen if night fell before every candle were lit.

Moments later the meal was served, and Lola invited Sebastian and Charlie to join her at the table. She poured red wine into the crystal glasses she’d set out for her and Charlie, and in Sebastian’s glass she poured milk.

“We didn’t drink wine in Puerto Rico, mostly beer and rum, but I acquired a taste for it in later life,” she explained demurely. “A little bit won’t do us any harm.”

“No harm at all,” Charlie agreed, his eyes glittering.

Lola said a brief prayer in Spanish over the meal, something Sebastian had never observed her do before. “Señor te damos gracias, y te rogamos que bendigas estos alimentos.” “Lord we thank you, and we ask you to bless this food.” Then she took up her fork, inviting the others to do the same. Sebastian admired the dish before tasting it. Interspersed throughout the fluffy rice was an assortment of vegetables, tender meat, and bits that looked like tiny rice cakes, lightly toasted to a golden brown. He realized that this was the pegao Lola had spoken so passionately about, and he planned to taste this first. He inhaled the savory aromas that had blended together to create something that he knew would be delicious. Sebastian hadn’t had his first bite, and already he was thinking about his next helping.

Charlie eagerly assembled a mouthful on his fork. His eyes fluttered in ecstasy as he chewed and swallowed. He shook his head in wonderment and raised his glass. He said something eloquent about how delicious the meal was, and how delightful the company, but Sebastian wasn’t really listening. He was transfixed by the expression in Charlie’s eyes. He looked as though he’d just witnessed a miracle, and suddenly understood the purpose of his life, and from what Sebastian could tell, it was for this moment, for the opportunity to gaze into his grandmother’s eyes and say, “Lola, you’re an amazing woman.”



  



Chapter Thirteen
 

It was almost a week since Sebastian had last seen his father. Sitting across the table from him at the hamburger restaurant, he tried his best to find that sense of peace that lived in the calm blue realm of his eyes, but this time it eluded him. Even so, spending this time with his father made Sebastian realize how much he missed him, and that he could forgive him anything. He wanted to ask him when he was coming home, but decided against it. It was better not to ask questions that might result in painful answers, and he could tell by the way his father avoided looking at him directly, and by the nervous click of his spoon against the rim of his coffee cup, that he was in turmoil too. Even his half hearted attempts at humor, resulted in little more than a wince of a smile from either of them.

Perhaps if Jennifer had been there, it would’ve been different, but ten minutes before their father was due to pick them up, she announced that she wouldn’t be going for dinner after all, and Gloria didn’t try to persuade her daughter to change her mind.

Sebastian was waiting by the door when Jennifer left on her way to a friend’s house. “I thought you said that we were sticking together no matter what,” he said.

Jennifer’s eyes flashed, surprised and annoyed that Sebastian had confronted her with her own words. She took a deep breath before responding. “Look little man, we are sticking together, but that doesn’t mean that we’re glued at the hip. Sometimes sticking together just means understanding each other.”

“Why don’t you want to see Dad?” Sebastian asked.

She pulled her sweatshirt over her head, and her answer was muffled. “Because I’m still really mad at him, and I don’t want to say anything I’ll regret later.”

“What should I tell him? He’s expecting you to come too.”

“Tell him the truth. I don’t care,” Jennifer replied sharply.

But later when Sebastian climbed into his father’s jeep alone, he didn’t say anything about Jennifer’s anger. Instead, he told him that one of Jennifer’s friends had had an emergency. He thought he told a fairly good story that included plenty of details about how upset Jennifer’s friend was, and how considerate Jennifer was to help her and how much she liked this friend who had an emergency. Sebastian was surprised that his father didn’t ask what kind of emergency it was because if he had, Sebastian was prepared to tell him that her friend’s dog had been run over by a car. But his father was silent and thoughtful all the way to the restaurant. Even as they ordered and sat down at the table to eat he spoke very little.

They’d been sitting at the table for several minutes when Dean said, “You’re not eating little man. Don’t you like your hamburger?”

Sebastian nodded, picked up his bulky hamburger with both hands and took a big bite. He tasted mostly grease and salt, and he chewed for a long time before swallowing. He didn’t like it very much, but for some reason, eating as much of his hamburger as he could felt like an important thing to do.

While they ate Sebastian watched the people waiting in line for their meals, how they studied the lighted menu board over their heads as though they were making the most important decision of their lives. Would it be chicken fingers? Fajita rolls, or a cheese burger? Would they have fries or onion rings? Would they eat it here or take it to go? Almost everybody chose to take their food to go. All except for an older unkempt looking man with dirty trousers, and a teenaged couple who stood together with their arms intertwined. Only people who had nowhere better to go would want to eat in a place with sticky tables, and dead flies scattered along the window sills.

Dean finished his hamburger and wiped his mouth and hands with a napkin. “I’ve been trying to think of a way to explain what happened, but I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I guess it’s because I don’t really understand it myself.”

Sebastian set his half eaten hamburger down. “You need time and space to figure it out too?” he asked.

Dean smiled sadly. “Is that what your mother said she needed?”

Sebastian nodded.

“And your sister too?”

He gazed sorrowfully into his father’s eyes. He should’ve known better than to think he could fool him.

“Well, I don’t blame her for being angry with me, and I’m glad that she’s supporting your mother right now. I think that’s…well, that’s how it should be.”

“Daddy,” Sebastian said, grateful that his father had broken the ice because he needed to ask him a question that had been torturing him ever since he moved out. “Are you going to divorce Mom and marry Ms. Ashworth?”

Dean’s eyes flew open, and it took him a moment to answer. “Absolutely not,” he replied. “I love your mother. I…I…don’t have those feelings for your teacher.”

“Then why don’t you look at Mom the same way you look at Ms. Ashworth?”

“I’m not…not sure what you mean,” he stammered.

Sebastian leaned forward across the table, and lowered his voice. “The way you look at Ms. Ashworth, like your insides are melting, is the same way you look at Mom in that picture on Abuela Lola’s wall.”

“Really?” Dean said, turning red.

“Yes, but I’ve never seen you look at Mom that way in real life.”

He chuckled nervously. “You’re quite the observer.”

“Is it because Mom isn’t so pretty anymore?”

“Well I wouldn’t say…”

“Because let’s face it, Ms. Ashworth is pretty. She’s so pretty that I can’t stop looking at her sometimes. And she smells good too.”

“A woman’s appearance shouldn’t be the most important thing, son. Anyway, when I met your mother, she was…well, believe it or not, she was even prettier than Ms. Ashworth. In fact, she was way past beautiful, but that isn’t the reason I fell in love with her.”

“Then why did you?”

Sebastian’s father leaned back in his chair, and his gaze wandered out past the dingy window. “Oh, she had a way about her, a smile that could turn me inside out. I loved how she laughed, and more than anything I loved to make her laugh. But people change, Sebastian, there’s no way around it. I’m sure I’ve change too.”

Sebastian immediately thought about his grandmother’s recent transformation and couldn’t agree more.

They left the restaurant, and went to the park down the street from the house. They sat on the swings while watching children of all ages playing on the grassy field and the equipment, jumping, rolling, frolicking and shoving and bumping into one another, running with abandon until they fell to their knees panting and laughing, winded to the point of joyful exhaustion.

“One day, I’m going to be the fastest runner in my class,” Sebastian said.

“Are you now?”

“Yes, after I have my operation.”

Sebastian’s father furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about, Sebastian, what operation?”

“Dr. Lim says that when I’m strong enough, he wants me to have another heart operation. After that, I’ll be able to run as fast as I want, and play soccer and make lots of goals.”

Dean stopped swinging. “When did Dr. Lim say this?”

“Last time I had a checkup. He says it almost every time I go, but Mom doesn’t like to hear it. She always tries to change the subject.”

“I see,” he said. “And when do you see Dr. Lim again?”

“I don’t know,” Sebastian replied, mesmerized by the children who were taking turns jumping over a tree stump. Some were able to clear it easily, while others had to scramble over the top like squirrels. “The black haired old lady at the hospital who was in the bed next to Abuela Lola told me that people who dance with death can see things that other people can’t see, and that it gives them courage.”

“What black haired old lady was this?”

“She never told me her name, but it was like she knew me Dad, and I wasn’t afraid of her after that.”

Dean shook his head in bewilderment, and would’ve asked more about this black haired old lady, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what Sebastian had told him regarding another surgery. Gloria usually filled him in after Sebastian’s checkups, but she’d never mentioned a word about it.

After they spent an hour or so at the park, they were driving back home when Sebastian asked, “Where are you staying now?”

“With a friend who lives downtown. He has an extra room, and it’s not far from the office.”

“Do you have plenty of blankets and food to eat?”

“Yes I do, thanks for asking, Son.”

When they pulled up the drive, they saw the curtain in the front window flutter. “Do you want to come in and talk with Mom?” Sebastian asked, concerned that she might’ve noticed him sitting in the front seat. She wouldn’t like that.

“Not this time, little man. Maybe next time, but I’ll see you in a couple of days okay?”

“Okay,” Sebastian said, but he hesitated getting out of the car. “Abuela Lola broke her promise and started cooking again. Mom and Uncle Mando and Aunt Gabi want to move her to a convalescent home, but she doesn’t want to go.”

Dean sighed wearily. “I’m sorry, little man,” he said. “I know that must be very upsetting for her, and for you.”

Sebastian sighed as well. “Yeah, but I think I’m more upset about it than Abuela Lola.”

***
 

Gloria was folding laundry on the kitchen table when Sebastian entered. She gave him the once over. “You have ketchup on your chin,” she said, pointing to the spot.

Sebastian wiped his chin with his sleeve. He wanted to tell her all about his outing with his father, but wasn’t sure if it would upset her to hear about it. At the moment, she was looking for some missing socks, and it was irritating her considerably.

“I don’t know where they go,” she said, tossing a single sock into the basket. “There must be a sock eating monster lurking about this house. Maybe he comes out at night and gobbles up all the socks while we’re sleeping. I wouldn’t mind so much if he ate them in pairs and not one at a time the way he does.”

Perhaps she wasn’t in such a foul mood after all. Sebastian sat at the table, studying her above the growing pile of folded laundry. He waited until she’d found one of the missing socks.

“Dad’s staying with a friend. He says that it’s close to the office.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied, not bothering to look up from her work, but neither did she turn away, leave the room or change the subject entirely.

“He says that he doesn’t love Ms. Ashworth.”

The laundry fell from her hands, and she was very still.

Sebastian continued. “He says that you’re more beautiful than Ms. Ashworth.”

Gloria began to shake her head, and the skin around her eyes and mouth tightened as though she was trying not to cry. “Sebastian, I don’t want you to get involved in this…this thing between your father and me. It isn’t your responsibility.”

“I’m just telling you what he said,” he replied.

“Did he tell you to tell me that?” she asked, looking down at him with sharp eyes, eager to confirm her suspicion.

“No, we were just talking,” Sebastian returned nonchalantly.

She resumed her folding, pressing down on the creases with unnecessary force, and muttering to herself.

“What did you say, Mom? I didn’t hear you.”

“I said that I know damn well I’m not more beautiful than Ms. Ashworth. Not that it matters. In fact, it doesn’t matter one God damned bit.”

Sebastian stared wide eyed at his mother. Never had he heard her curse, and it scared him a little bit, but he also understood that she was speaking more earnestly than she ever had before. “I think you’re beautiful Mom,” he said. “Especially when you’re asleep because then you look just like the pictures on Abuela’s wall, and it’s like you never disappeared.”

She gave him a puzzled look, and sat down at the table next to him. “Sebastian, even if I could look like those old pictures again, it wouldn’t automatically fix things between your father and me.”

“Why not?”

She shook her head, and sighed. “Because it’s much more complicated than that. When you get older, you’ll understand but for now …”

“I know,” he said. “You need time and space to figure things out.”

She nodded, and smiled. “That’s exactly right, little man.”



  



Chapter Fourteen
 

Lola began by combining chopped garlic, vinegar and adobo seasoning to make a marinade that she used to smother the chicken on all sides. While Sebastian chopped the additional garlic, onion and peppers, Lola sautéed the chicken pieces in corn oil, and then set them aside so they could drain on a paper towel. Sebastian then poured a good amount of olive oil into the same pan and started to sauté the vegetables until they were slightly brown. To this he added oregano, salt, black pepper and a can of tomato paste, stirring all the while with a wooden spoon as his grandmother looked on approvingly.

When all the ingredients were well blended, Lola said, “I think we’re ready now,” and Sebastian jumped down from his stool and eagerly went to the refrigerator for a can of beer. He popped open the top and poured all of it into the pan. It was thrilling to see it foam up to the brim, and threaten to spill over, before retreating just in time. He had no doubt that the results of this mini culinary volcano would be delicious. All that was left was to add the chicken and rice to the pot, turn down the heat and wait. Terrence arrived shortly thereafter, with plenty to say about how delicious it smelled, and how he had no doubt that it would taste even better.

About forty minutes later, Lola served the chicken and rice on the same platter. As she brought it to the table, she explained that back on the island this meal could sit on the stove all day and feed people as they arrived, and it always tasted fresh, even at the end of the day. And the next day, if there was any left over, it would be even better. But Sebastian couldn’t imagine how it could be any better than it already was. The chicken was moist and tender, and he could taste the fresh garlic and onion in every bite. The rice was soupy yet firm and infused with the same deliciousness that flavored the chicken.

“You have a gift, Ms. Lola,” Terrence said. “Have you ever thought about opening a restaurant?”

“Oh my goodness, can you imagine such a crazy thing?”

Sebastian took in the sight of his redheaded grandmother as he ate. On this day, she had decided to wear a green blouse that offset her red hair quite dramatically. Considering all that had happened in the last few days, he didn’t think that opening a restaurant sounded so crazy. In fact, he doubted that anything could surprise him anymore.

“I can already see the line of customers forming around the block,” Terrence said, his eyes shining with promise.

“That reminds me,” Lola replied wistfully. “There was this place on the island called La Lechonera. It was no more than a shack at the side of the road, but everyday at about noon a line of customers started forming, and they’d be there all afternoon until everyone was served.”

“The food must’ve been something,” Terrence said.

“You better believe it. They roasted a whole pig right in the window until it was golden brown and delicious. When we were kids we’d entertain ourselves by watching it turn as our mouths watered. The pork skin was divine, so chewy and crispy, nobody could make it better. The secret was in the sofrito they rubbed all over the pig, and in the slow even cooking.”

“Sofrito?” Sebastian asked.

“A blend of onions, garlic, cilantro and peppers, cooked in olive oil. Let’s just say that if you don’t start with a good sofrito, no self respecting Boricua will bother eating it. But there was something other than the food that made people go there,” Lola continued. “If you wanted to know what was going on in the neighborhood, you’d go to La Lechonera, and let me tell you, sometimes the gossip was even juicier than the pork.” She smiled at the memory. “Nothing was more satisfying than to sit outside in the fresh air, with a plate of roast pork on your lap while listening to a friend fill you in on who was having an affair with who, or who had decided to leave the island for good. Sooner or later, the person we were talking about would show up because the only way to make sure you weren’t the “daily special” was to make a regular appearance.”

Terrence chuckled, “I know what you mean, Ms. Lola. The club where I play on the weekends isn’t too different. The regulars love to gossip so much that I don’t think they ever listen to my music.”

“Oh I’m sure they listen, and that they love what they hear,” Lola said and then she leaned forward as though suddenly inspired. “I see them lined up too, but they’ll be waiting to hear the wonderful music of Terrence Brooks.”

“We’d make a great team, Ms. Lola. With your food and my music, our customers won’t ever want to leave.”

“What about me?” Sebastian asked excitedly. “I want to do something too.”

“Let’s see,” Terrence said, while scratching his chin. “We’ll need someone to officially greet our customers. With your personality and good looks, you’d make the perfect maitre d.”

Sebastian smiled at the compliment. “And I’ll light all the candles,” he said. “And we’ll call it The Cloud because everyone will feel like they’re floating on a cloud.”

“What do you think Terrence?” Lola asked. “How would you like to have your very own Cloud?”

“Of course, wouldn’t you?”

As they ate, they added details to their dream restaurant. In keeping with its name, the dining room would be decorated in a sky motif with light blue walls and white fluffy clouds drifting across the ceiling and walls. Terrence would perform in the corner by the window when the sun was setting low, and Lola would serve her meals family style on simple white plates.

Suddenly, the screen door opened and the candle flames wavered in the ensuing draft. They turned to see Mando standing in the doorway, his shoulders nearly broad enough to brush the frame on either side. He wore his usual dark suit and an even darker expression. Sebastian shuddered. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his uncle at his grandmother’s house - maybe never.

“Look who’s here,” Lola said, her eyes twinkling. “My handsome son has decided to pay me a visit, and it’s not even Mother’s Day. Did you have a nice day today, Mando? Did you right all the wrongs of the world?”

Mando stepped in, and crossed his arms as he looked around. “Gloria wasn’t exaggerating was she?” he said, shaking his head.

“Gloria never exaggerates. You know as well as I do that she’s always been very precise with her words. Your youngest sister on the other hand, well she can be a bit … well, we all know how she can get…”

“How is that?” Gabi asked, stepping in behind her brother.

Lola’s hand flew up to her mouth in shock, but she was delighted to see her youngest daughter there as well. “I thought you were still out of town,” she said.

“After Gloria told me what was going on, I decided to come home early,” Gabi replied, seemingly shocked as she looked around the room, but her expression lacked Mando’s somber disapproval.

“Yes, of course, after Gloria told you that I’d lost my mind, you had no choice but to come home early.” Lola made a welcoming gesture toward the table. “But it doesn’t matter why you came, I’m just glad that you’re here, and there’s plenty of food for everyone. I’ll just get some more plates, and one for Gloria as well. Poor dear, working all day on her feet like she does, I’m sure she’ll be quite hungry.”

Mando and Gabi exchanged worried glances as Lola went to the cupboard for the plates. When she returned, Mando was eyeing Terrence suspiciously.

“Oh, I didn’t introduce my friend,” Lola said as she set the plates on the table. “This is Terrence. He’s a wonderful musician, and we were just talking about opening a restaurant together. He’ll entertain our dinner guests with his beautiful music while they feast on my delicious homemade food.”

“And I’ll be the official greeter,” Sebastian said, although he made sure to look at his aunt when he said this, knowing that his uncle wouldn’t be at all amused.

“That’s nice, honey,” Gabi said with a nervous smile.

Mando picked up one of the boxes nearest to him, and read the label. “Looks like you’ve been doing some serious shopping, Ma,” he said casually, and then he spun around to address Terrence. “Was this your idea?”

“Was what my idea?” Terrence replied, somewhat startled.

“Buying all these new things… was it for the restaurant perhaps?”

“No sir,” Terrence said, rising from the table and chuckling. “I had no idea that Ms. Lola was such a good cook until just a few days ago myself. And as for the restaurant…well, we were just dreaming, weren’t we Sebastian?”

Sebastian nodded, although he was a bit disappointed to hear that it was only a dream.

“For goodness sake, Mando,” Lola said, snatching the box from him. “I may be a good cook, but even I can’t make something out of nothing. I gave all my things away years ago, so I needed to restock the kitchen that’s all.”

“How much did you spend on all this stuff?”

Lola folded her arms. “That’s absolutely none of your business. It’s my money and I can spend it however I choose.”

Terrence took his plate to the sink. “Thank you for a delicious meal Ms. Lola. I think I’ll be going now so that you can visit with your family.”

“But you haven’t had dessert,” Lola said frowning.

“Save me a piece,” Terrence returned with a smile for her, and a wink for Sebastian. “It was nice meeting you,” he said, nodding to Mando and Gabi.

Gabi watched him leave with interest. The way her sister had described him, she expected Terrence to be an uncouth and dangerous sort, but as far as she could tell, he was positively charming. Once Terrence left, she took several steps past her brother to get a closer look at her mother’s hair. “Wow, you went all out didn’t you Ma? I mean, you didn’t mess around.”

“At my age, I can’t be riding fences,” she returned. “Now, come and sit down both of you before your dinner gets cold.”

“We didn’t come here to eat,” Mando said. “We came to talk with you about something very important.”

“Yes, of course,” Lola replied sweetly. “But why not talk about this very important something while enjoying a delicious plate of chicken and rice?”

Gabi turned to her brother for guidance, and he shrugged while eyeing the food on the table. The rice was still steaming and several pieces of golden brown chicken gleamed in the candlelight. Lola took the opportunity to spoon some of her sauce over the dish, making it all the more tempting.

“I suppose we can talk at the table as well as anywhere else,” Mando said, “but I’ll pass on the chicken and rice. Susan and I are having dinner with clients later.”

Just as they sat down at the table, Gloria rushed in looking somewhat agitated, but she was relieved to see that this time Mando had come without his wife. She asked Sebastian to wait outside on the porch while the adults discussed something that wasn’t meant for children’s ears. She hadn’t used that expression “not meant for children’s ears” since he was about five, and it annoyed him a little, but he took up his plate of chicken and rice, and left the room without a word. If he was to continue visiting his grandmother afterschool, he knew that he needed to stay well behaved.

“Was that Clarence guy here when you came?” He heard her ask as he stepped outside.

“It’s Terrence,” Aunt Gabi returned somewhat defensively.

Sebastian sat on the metal chair with his plate balancing on his knees, and gazed out on the row of little bungalows before him. In the dying light, their pastel colors had faded to gray, and the only thing that held his attention was the warm yellow glow spilling out of the windows, creating patches of light here and there along the meandering lane. During these quiet moments, Sebastian’s thoughts often turned to his father. What was he doing and where did he go now that he couldn’t go home? How was he able to sleep in a strange bed, and how did he endure the pain of being alone? Sebastian knew loneliness better than most people, and to think that his father was suffering with it felt worse than loneliness itself.

But even these worrisome thoughts didn’t quell his appetite, and he finished every morsel of food on his plate, and licked the sauce that remained until the plate looked clean enough to return to the cupboard without washing. The chicken and rice was delicious and it had settled nicely in his stomach. He sensed its nourishing warmth travel throughout his body. In spite of the recent chaos in his life, he’d been sleeping more soundly at night and waking up more easily in the mornings, and he couldn’t be sure, but he felt as though he could breathe easier too. At that very moment he was worried about his father, and he knew that his mother, aunt and uncle were trying to convince his grandmother to move out of Bungalow haven, but he felt a warm peacefulness overwhelm him just the same, and he settled back in his chair, and closed his eyes.

The sound of his mother’s shrill voice caused Sebastian to jump, and nearly drop his plate. “We didn’t come here to discuss my marriage,” she cried.

“Calm down, Nena,” Lola replied. “There’s no reason to get so upset.”

“Sebastian get your stuff, and wait for me outside,” she called.

Sebastian entered the house to get his book bag, and immediately noticed that the platter of chicken and rice at the center of the table was almost empty. He was hoping for seconds.

“Listen,” Gabi said, sounding so calm and reasonable that for a moment it seemed that she and her older sister had traded places. “You should’ve told us that you and Dean were having trouble. You never tell us anything anymore.” She glanced at Mando. “At least you never tell me anything anymore.”

“Don’t look at me. She’s hardly spoken to me in years,” he replied while working a toothpick through his back molars.

“There’s nothing to tell,” Gloria replied.

“Dean walks out on you after nearly twenty years of marriage and you say there’s nothing to tell?” Gabi returned. “We’re not that dumb.”

With arms stiff at her sides, Gloria turned to call for Sebastian again, and was surprised to see him standing there already. “Did you get your stuff like I asked you?”

He wordlessly held up his book bag.

“Good, now go wait outside for me. I’ll be right there.” But Sebastian hovered by the door instead.

“And he didn’t walk out on me,” Gloria continued. “I threw him out because I can’t trust him. I don’t even find him particularly amusing anymore.”

“Now that isn’t fair,” Mando said. “Dean may have made a stupid mistake, but he has a great sense of humor, you have to give him that much.”

“I agree,” Gabi said. “He’s a good father too, and he has the loveliest blue eyes, don’t you think so Ma?”

“Always have,” Lola replied.

Gloria stepped away from the table, shaking her head. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I catch my husband cheating on me, or practically cheating, and my sister and brother, and even my own mother take his side.”

“I’m not taking sides,” Lola said. “But I think you should make an effort for the sake of the children if nothing else.”

“Don’t lie Ma. What you told me the other day I was here. That was…” She stamped her foot hard. “That was fucked up!”

“Little ears are listening,” Gabi muttered, glancing at Sebastian.

Gloria turned around with a start. “I thought I told you to wait outside,” she scolded as she kicked a few boxes out of her way to get across the room. Sebastian placed his plate on the nearest chair and hurried out to the porch.

Gabi began to stack the dirty dishes while Mando poured himself another glass of wine. Lola went to the counter and started to slice a creamy cake.

“Sebastian and I will be going now,” Gloria announced, somewhat more composed, although her voice was still shaky.

“Aren’t you staying for dessert?” Lola asked. “I made a coconut flan.”

“If the dessert conversation is anything like the dinner conversation, I’m sure I’ll choke on it,” she returned. Appealing to Gabi and Mando one last time she said, “We came here to talk with Ma about her health, and her current living arrangement, and you completely lost your focus. Why don’t you think about that as you continue gorging yourselves.”

“She’s right,” Mando said, turning to Gabi. “We haven’t really addressed the issue have we?”

Gabi took a deep breath, and stood up to get a better look at what her mother was doing in the kitchen. “If that’s for me it’s too big,” she said. “I want a piece half that size. Give that one to Mando.”

“I’m stuffed,” Mando said, patting his belly gingerly. He hadn’t been able to resist the chicken and rice after all. “And I still have to go out for dinner. I guess I’ll just order a salad.”

“You want it to go?” Lola asked.

“That’s a good idea,” he replied. “And throw in a piece for the girls as well. They’re always watching their calories, but I’m sure they’ll make an exception for this.”

Gloria shook her head in disbelief. “You’ve all lost your minds,” she muttered, and she walked out without another word, her arms swinging vigorously at her sides. Sebastian scurried after his mother, but he didn’t catch up to her until she was already halfway down the meandering lane.

Lola called after them. “On Sunday I’m making Mofongo. Come around three, and tell Dean. He likes Mofongo.” But Gloria didn’t even bother turning around.

In the car, Sebastian asked, “What’s Mofongo?“

“Fasten your seatbelt,” she replied with a stiff nod.

He fastened his seatbelt. “Mom what’s…”

“Please be quiet Sebastian,” she snapped. “I need some peace and quiet so I can hear myself think, is that too much to ask?”

“And time,” he added. “Don’t forget, you also need time.”

Gloria gave up an exasperated sigh, and started the engine.



  



Chapter Fifteen
 

It wasn’t a particularly interesting game. The ball kept getting kicked out of bounds, and there weren’t any good runs. Sebastian enjoyed watching most when one of the faster players took off down the field, weaving in and out of his opponents with baffling speed, shoving them out of the way if necessary, and all the while keeping the ball rolling smoothly off the tip of his toes as though it were attached by an invisible tether. If things got really exciting, Sebastian’s right foot would twitch as though he were the one running with the ball, but on this day he could barely keep his attention on the game. He hated admitting even to himself that the reason the game was so boring was because Keith had spent all of recess sitting in the naughty circle. Sebastian could just make out the carrot tinged crown of his head beyond the field where Ms. Ashworth was keeping an eye on him. It seemed that lately, she wasn’t so enamored of her “all boy” boy, and Sebastian couldn’t help but feel some satisfaction because of it.

With only a few minutes of play time left, Keith was released from his punishment, and he immediately joined the game. As he took possession of the ball, Ms. Ashworth waved Sebastian over to where she was. She’d been nicer to him that day, and it seemed that she was getting back to her usual self. She gave up asking him to clean the white board though, and on one or two occasions Sebastian saw her cleaning it herself before class. She didn’t do a very good job.

As he made his way across the field, wondering what project Ms. Ashworth might have planned for him, Keith called out, “Hey Monkey Boy,” and he kicked the ball to him. It was a good solid kick, and once it reached Sebastian, he immediately kicked it back, surprised to see how the ball spun on a clear commanding trajectory toward its target. He was pleased with himself, more pleased than he’d felt in a long time.

“Not bad, for a Monkey Boy,” Keith said, smiling in a friendly manner as he stopped the ball with his foot. “Come on, we need an extra player.”

At that moment, Sebastian spotted Kelly out on the field too, her glasses flashing in the sunlight. He glanced at Ms. Ashworth who was waiting for him at the edge of the playground and then back at Keith who was still smiling with his foot poised on the ball. Sebastian had never been asked to join a soccer game before, and it felt as though he were standing on the threshold of a new life. He knew that the sensible thing to do was to forget about it and walk away, but he couldn’t. The opportunity held him spell bound, as he knew that there might never be another. In a flash, something inside of him shifted, as though a window to his soul had been opened, allowing fresh air to reach the dank loneliest corners of his being. He dismissed the many promises he’d made his mother, and the countless conversations he’d had with Dr. Lim about the limitations of his heart. Before he could take another breath, he was walking briskly across the field, and his walk turned into a slow easy jog.

“Here comes Monkey Boy!” Keith shouted. “He’s going to show us that he’s not such a dope after all,” and he kicked the ball to Sebastian who managed to stop it easily with his foot.

“Sebastian, what are you doing on the field?” Ms. Ashworth asked from the sidelines.

But it was Keith who replied. “He’s going to show us that he can run. I bet he can run even faster than me.”

“No Sebastian, no!” Ms. Ashworth cried, but she sounded very far away. Perhaps she was actually saying, “Go Sebastian go! Show them what you’re made of, run like the wind.”

Sebastian began to run down the field, kicking the ball as he went. His heart was accelerating past a comfortable limit, but his legs kept moving like high powered pistons with a mind of their own. He sped up and lost sight of everyone, although he could still hear Ms. Ashworth’s piercing voice calling to him.

He sensed someone running beside him, but he didn’t dare break his stride to turn and see who it was. He guessed that it was Keith, and this thought motivated him to push all the harder. When he was already half way down the field, he felt a strange numbness creeping over his face, and spreading out to the rest of his body. No longer did he feel the ground beneath his feet, or the wind against his face. He was floating beyond the physical sensations of his body, and the liberation he felt was unlike anything he’d ever known, like dreaming with his eyes open, or breathing under water. And then without warning, someone or something pulled him down and he fell hard to the ground. The landing knocked the wind out of him and for several seconds he couldn’t see or hear anything at all. He was tumbling and rolling, and when his sight returned, all he saw was grass and blue sky revolving, coming and going ever faster. When he finally came to a stop, he closed his eyes, and pressed both hands to his chest. He felt the wicked hammering of his heart, and his lungs nearly exploding from lack of oxygen. He imagined the dam in his chest bursting wide open and the blood gushing out like a wild river, his pacemaker popping springs and blowing fuses, as he waited for the end to come.

“You idiot!” someone shouted. “Are you trying to kill yourself or something?”

He opened his eyes to see Kelly Taylor straddling him, her glasses cockeyed and her cheeks smudged with dirt. Keith came up behind her, a disappointed smirk on his face. “Why’d you stop him? You know I wanted to see his heart explode.”

Kelly stood up, adjusted her glasses, and assumed that irresistible pose, her foot flaring out more than usual.

“Is Monkey Boy dead?” someone asked.

“Nah, he’s still alive,” Keith replied, obviously disappointed.

Ms. Ashworth ran up and knelt down next to Sebastian, her hands trembling as she ran them over his hair and face. By now all the other students were standing around, but she frantically waved them away. “Stand back and give him some air,” she said. “Kelly, go to the office and tell them to call an ambulance.”

“I don’t need an ambulance,” Sebastian muttered, and he even managed to sit up on his elbows. “I just need some space and time to… to catch my breath.”

“It looks like he’s going to be okay Ms. Ashworth,” Kelly Taylor said, and the genuine concern in her eyes touched him, and motivated him to sit up fully. He shook the grass out of his hair and in a few seconds he was able to stand. For the first time, he enjoyed having all eyes focused on him. And as he walked off the field with Ms. Ashworth at his side, he wondered if this was how professional soccer players felt when they were injured during a spectacular play and were then able to walk off the field unaided.

“We’re going straight to the nurse’s office, and I’m going to call your mother and tell her what happened,” Ms. Ashworth said, her voice still shaky.

Sebastian may have been able to avoid the ambulance, but he knew there was no way to get out of seeing the nurse. “Okay, but do you have to tell my mom about what happened? She’s been under a lot of stress lately.”

“I’m sorry Sebastian, but I have to call your mother,” she said, her thighs zipping rapidly, and then she asked, “Why did you take off running like that?”

Sebastian shrugged. “I guess I just wanted to see if I could do it.”

“Well, I hope you’re satisfied.”

“Not really,” he replied. “I wanted to make a goal.”

Gloria stood at the window of Dr. Lim’s office facing away from her son. Sitting on the examining table, Sebastian thought back on the events of the previous day. After receiving the phone call from Ms. Ashworth, his mother had left work immediately to pick him up. She had refused to take him to his grandmother’s house and insisted that he go straight to bed and rest. She was angry and frightened, and Sebastian could tell that she wanted to yell at him, but she held back because she didn’t want to upset him. She didn’t want his heart to experience any more stress than it already had.

“I…I…don’t even know what to say,” Gloria had said softly before turning out the light in his room. “I still can’t believe what Ms. Ashworth told me happened today at school.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” he’d muttered looking up at her from his bed. And he really was sorry, yet every time he thought about how it felt to run, to really run for the first time in his life, a wonderful thrill traveled the length of his spine. Could he have made a goal if Kelly hadn’t stopped him? He wondered.

“If anything happened to you…”

“I said I’m sorry,” he repeated.

She turned away then so that he couldn’t see her face.

“Don’t cry Mom,” he said. “I won’t do it again. I promise that I’ll never do it again.”

She said nothing more, and was silent for the rest of the evening. That was almost twenty four hours ago, and the heavy mood between them hadn’t lifted. She’d hardly spoken to Sebastian since the previous evening, and when her eyes fell upon him, however briefly, they were shrouded with the dark pain of betrayal. As things were, he preferred not looking at her too, and was glad that as they waited in the examining room, she was facing away from him. And he didn’t mind if this appointment involved several painful procedures. Maybe if he suffered a little, she’d feel sorry for him and snap out of it.

Dr. Lim entered the room a few minutes later, and he was grinning so broadly that he almost didn’t look like himself. “I’m proud of you Sebastian,” he said, excitedly tapping the clipboard with his pen. “You gained five pounds since you were last here.”

“I did?” And then he remembered how his trousers were starting to feel a bit snug.

“It’s the most weight you’ve gained in months. What have you been doing differently?”

“My grandmother’s been cooking for me, and she’s a really good cook.”

“Really? What does she cook for you?” Dr. Lim asked.

Gloria stepped away from the window before he could reply. “Didn’t you get my message?” she asked tersely.

Dr. Lim’s smile dropped. “Yes, of course I did.”

“I was hoping you’d talk with Sebastian about what happened at school yesterday.”

Dr. Lim adjusted his glasses, and turned to Sebastian. “How far down the field did you get?” he asked, suppressing a smile.

“About half way down,” Sebastian replied. “I wanted to make a goal, but I didn’t get the chance.”

“Why, what happened?”

Gloria crossed her arms in a huff and returned to the window. This wasn’t the kind of exchange she was hoping for, but moments later they heard her groan, and turned to see her focused on something outside. Then she turned around and stared straight ahead, arms crossed and fingers drumming against her arms.

After a few minutes there was a soft knock on the examining room door, and Dean entered. His eyes met Gloria’s for a cold tense moment, and then he introduced himself to Dr. Lim who seemed quite pleased to have his patient’s father present for the first time. Upon Dean’s request, he summarized Sebastian’s progress thus far, and was eager to discuss the surgical option that he hoped to exercise in the near future. Dean nodded as he listened, interjecting a word or two to show that he understood. Then he glanced briefly at Gloria and said, “For some reason, I was always under the impression that another surgery wouldn’t be an option for Sebastian.”

Dr. Lim appeared troubled to hear this. “I’m sorry if I didn’t make myself clear. As I’ve been saying to Mrs. Bennett all along, I believe that surgery is the best choice for Sebastian. And now that he’s finally putting on some weight, there’s little reason to wait any longer.”

“Tell me about this surgery,” he asked, and Dr. Lim went on to explain that the goal of the operation is to repair the walls of the heart that hadn’t yet fused together so that it would function more normally.

“Of course, there are always risks,” Dr. Lim concluded with a deferent nod to Gloria. “But I believe that the benefits would far outweigh the potential risks.” He would’ve been more explicit about the risks of not proceeding with the surgery - that in time Sebastian could be even more disabled than he was at present, but he thought it best to wait until Sebastian wasn’t in the room.

Gloria remained silent, her eyes boring into her husband’s face.

Dean turned to Sebastian, and smiled. “What do you think about all of this, son?”

Sebastian wasn’t sure what his father was asking him. Was he referring to the surgery, their marital separation, the fact that his mother had been keeping important health matters a secret from him? He shook his head, too overwhelmed to speak.

“So you don’t want to have the operation?” he asked.

At this, Gloria pushed herself away from the wall, no longer able to keep silent. “Sebastian is ten years old, and he’s far too young to be making that kind of decision.”

“But I’m not ten years old,” Dean returned, his voice firm, his gaze unwavering. “And I have every right to be involved in decisions regarding my son’s health and well being.”

Gloria chuckled, it was the same cynical laugh Sebastian heard through the wall the last time they argued. “So now you want to be involved? That’s great timing Dean. I don’t think anyone would question your motives.”

“My being here has nothing to do with our separation, if that’s what you mean.”

“Well then why are you here? Why did you take time away from your busy schedule? Shouldn’t you be out somewhere getting a drink or something?”

Dr. Lim cleared his throat, his face red when he said, “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt, but I have other patients waiting and I need to finish Sebastian’s exam. Perhaps you can talk about this outside.”

Gloria and Dean left the examining room so that Dr. Lim could finish his examination, but Gloria didn’t stick around to hear what her husband had to say. As far as she was concerned, she’d heard enough, and she certainly had nothing more to say to him. She went directly to the ladies room, and stayed there for the next several minutes while Dean waited outside. She knew from experience that Dr. Lim wouldn’t be too much longer, and exited the ladies room just as Sebastian appeared with the nurse. Gloria hastily confirmed the date for the next appointment and snatched Sebastian’s hand, acting as though her husband wasn’t standing there with them, as though he were invisible.

Unfazed, Dean followed his wife and son out of the building and across the parking lot as they marched briskly to the car. Sebastian glanced over his shoulder several times to see if his father was keeping up. When they reached the car, Gloria frantically searched her purse for her keys, and dropped her sunglasses in the process. Dean picked them up and handed them to her.

She glared at him for a moment or two and then snatched them back. “I won’t have you…I won’t have you…”

“Interfering in decisions regarding my son’s health?”

She was silent as she squeezed down hard on Sebastian’s hand.

“Last week I called the clinic to find out when Sebastian’s next appointment was scheduled, and while you were in the ladies room I told the secretary that I wanted to be informed of all future appointments as well,” Dean said.

Gloria’s face bloomed a brilliant red. “Why are you doing this? Haven’t you done enough already?”

Dean stepped back with a pained expression on his face as he considered Sebastian who stood silent between them. He didn’t like talking about these matters in front of his son, but doubted that he’d have another opportunity any time soon. “This may be hard for you to believe Gloria, but my interest in attending Sebastian’s appointments has everything to do with him and nothing to do with you or us. I’m sorry you’re uncomfortable with it, but that’s how it’s going to be until I can trust you.”

Gloria drew in her breath. “Trust?” she asked, her eyes bugging out at him. “You have the nerve to talk about trust? Now I’ve heard everything.”

Dean gazed at his wife regrettably, almost tenderly, but he said nothing more about it. He embraced Sebastian and told him he’d be by for him on Sunday, and then walked away.

Gloria was muttering to herself as she unlocked the car door when Sebastian pulled away from her and yelled out across the parking lot, “Mofongo!”

Dean turned around, and cupped his hand to his ear.

“Mofongo!” he cried out even louder. “Abuela Lola’s making Mofongo on Sunday and she wants you to go to her house and have some.”

Dean smiled, and waved. “Thanks for letting me know,” he called back.

Feeling quite satisfied with himself, Sebastian scrambled into the back seat, and quickly fastened his seat belt.

Gloria started the engine, and when she turned to back the car out her eyes locked onto Sebastian’s face. “You have a big mouth. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

Sebastian didn’t reply, but as they drove away, try as he might, he couldn’t wipe the smile off of his face.



  



Chapter Sixteen
 

Gloria had always been an early riser. Even on weekends, she was usually up with her coffee and paper by seven, but it was nine o clock on Sunday morning, and she still hadn’t stirred. Downstairs in the kitchen, Jennifer poured out two bowls of cereal.

“Maybe we should check on Mom,” Sebastian said.

“Don’t bother her,” Jennifer replied. “Mom never gets a chance to sleep in.”

As Jennifer poured milk over the cereal, Sebastian tried not to worry, but he couldn’t shake the dread he felt churning in the pit of his stomach, the desperate fear that something was terribly wrong with his mother. The confrontation at the doctor’s office had deeply upset her, and very late one night he was awakened by the sound of her weeping.

Excusing himself to go to the bathroom, he pushed himself away from the table and went upstairs. He knocked lightly on his mother’s bedroom door, but there was no answer. He knocked again, and then opened it to find her lying flat on her back with the sheets pulled up under her chin. He was relieved to see her chest slowly rising and falling, and stepped into the room to get a closer look. The hazy morning light filtered in through the lace curtains and fell in soft beams across her face. Her forehead and cheeks were velvety smooth and free of worry, and her lips were turned up in a shade of a smile.

“What are you doing?” Jennifer asked loudly. “I told you to leave Mom alone. She needs to rest.”

“But maybe she’s sick,” Sebastian said.

Gloria stirred at the sound of her children’s voices and opened her eyes, blinking away her fatigue and momentary confusion. But when her eyes focused on them, those little strings of anxiety immediately took hold, tugging at her forehead, tightening the corners of her mouth, and creating those familiar folds and creases. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Why aren’t you up yet? Are you sick?” Sebastian asked.

Gloria sat up on her elbows. “Of course not. I’m…I’m just tired.”

“I told you so,” Jennifer said, wrapping her arm around her brother’s shoulders and guiding him out of the room, but he gently pushed her away.

“Don’t forget, today is Sunday and Abuela Lola’s making Mofongo.”

When Gloria heard this, she groaned and dropped back down to the pillow. “I don’t think I can go to your grandmother’s house today,” she said.

“But Mom,” Sebastian replied, almost pleading. “She’s making Mofongo.”

“What’s Mofongo?” Jennifer asked.

Gloria draped the crook of her arm over her eyes in a melodramatic fashion, as though to shut out the world and all of its annoyances.

“Mom,” Sebastian said. “Didn’t you hear me? We have to go to Abuela Lola’s house and eat Mofongo.”

“What the hell is Mofongo?” Jennifer asked again.

He turned to her, somewhat annoyed. “I don’t know what it is, but if Abuela Lola’s making it, it has to be good.”

Gloria lowered her arm, and peered at them through half closed eyes. “You’re father will be by this afternoon, and I’m sure he’d love to take you.”

“I’m not going with him,” Jennifer muttered.

“Suit yourself,” Gloria replied, and she turned on her side, and fell back asleep.

Later that day, as Sebastian waited by the window for his father to arrive, he tried to convince Jennifer to join them.

“Listen Sebastian,” she said. “I know that mom can be a bitch sometimes, but that doesn’t excuse what Dad did to her. I can’t forgive him for that. I…I still need more time.”

“But don’t you want to try Mofongo?” he asked weakly, knowing it was a hopeless cause.

Jennifer shook her head resolutely. “I don’t care if Abuela Lola’s making the most exquisite food that ever passed human lips, I won’t betray Mom.”

She left the house just as the rumble of her father’s jeep could be heard coming down the street. Through the window, Sebastian saw him wave to her, but she pretended not to see him and continued walking. Even from such a distance, Sebastian could see the hurt in his eyes, and to compensate for Jennifer’s rude behavior, he waited out on the driveway for him. The last thing Sebastian wanted was for his father to endure another difficult encounter with his mother who was in no mood to be friendly. She’d finally got out of bed, but was still irritable as she read the paper and drank her morning coffee in the kitchen. As they drove off, Sebastian glanced back to see if she’d been watching them through the window again, but this time the curtains remained closed.

“What should we do today?” Dean asked, trying his best to sound cheerful, but his disappointment over Jennifer was like a lump in his throat, and it made his voice sound strange.

“Abuela Lola’s making Mofongo. Remember I told you?”

“Oh, that’s right,” he said casually. The truth is he hadn’t forgotten, but he was hoping that Sebastian had, as he wasn’t eager to face the family quite so soon. “But you go to your grandmother’s house every day. I thought we could head down the coast instead. It should be a nice day.”

“I’d rather go to Abuela Lola’s house and eat Mofongo,” Sebastian replied.

His father shrugged weakly. “Okay, if that’s what you want to do, son.”

When they arrived to Bungalow Haven, the aroma of garlic and onions cooking in olive oil beckoned them to hurry down the lane to the little yellow house at the back.

“Slow down, what’s the big hurry?” Dean asked.

“I don’t want it to be all gone,” Sebastian replied, breathless with anticipation.

Dean chuckled. “If I know your grandmother, she’s made enough food for fifty people.”

When her house came into view, Sebastian immediately noticed that things had continued to evolve since his last visit. The porch had been cleared of all the boxes and papers that had littered it for the past several days, and the metal folding chairs had been replaced by two wicker chairs with floral cushions. There was a small wicker table between them with the requisite candle, although it was still unlit.

“I see your grandmother has been making some improvements,” Dean observed as they climbed the porch steps, but when they entered the house, their mouths fell open as they beheld the greatest improvement of them all. The small kitchen table that could accommodate no more than four people, had been replaced by a new table, and this one was massive, taking up the area near the kitchen and most of the living room as well. The sofa had been relegated to the far corner of the room to make space for it, and the twelve elegant high back chairs that surrounded it. Several of the chairs were already occupied. Mando, Susan and Cindy were there, as was Gabi who sat next to Terrence. Charlie Jones was there too and he promptly flashed his big white smile when he saw that two more guests had arrived.

Hard at work at the kitchen counter, Lola looked up when she heard the door open. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here Dean,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “We were just getting started, but where are Gloria and Jennifer? Still in the car?”

Dean was so taken aback that he didn’t reply. Sebastian pulled his father into the room and said, “They’re not coming, Abuela.”

“Is your mother still mad at me? That girl doesn’t know how to let things go. Never has. And what about Jennifer?”

At this, Dean cleared his throat and said, “I believe that Jennifer feels she should be with her mother right now…to support her… and all…” Had he been completely forthright he would’ve added that it was just as well because the instant Gloria’s eyes landed on Susan, she’d turn on her heels and leave.

“I see,” Lola said, propping her hands on her hips. “Jennifer blames you for all the problems in the marriage does she?”

Dean’s face colored deeply. “I…well…I really don’t know.”

“Ma why do you say things like that?” Gabi asked. “It only makes people uncomfortable.”

“Perhaps it does, but if I beat around the bush at my age, I might as well dig a hole under it and throw myself in.”

Terrence started to laugh and his great booming laughter filled the room, chasing away the awkward tension that was starting to build up. “Your mother has a point,” he said, still chuckling.

“I guess she does,” Gabi replied, somewhat in awe. The only other man she’d ever known who could clear the air with his laughter and leave nothing but joy in its wake, was her Pops.

Mando stood up and pulled out a chair. “Have a seat Dean. Whatever’s going on between you and Gloria, we’re glad you could make it today.”

“Thank you,” Dean muttered as Sebastian went directly to his step stool to see what his grandmother was up to. She had a good sized mortar and pestle on the counter, and she was slicing some odd looking bananas into half inch rounds. In another pan, there was a chunky tomato mixture boiling away and on the counter beyond, a platter piled high with glistening raw shrimp.

“Tell me about mofongo,” Sebastian said.

Lola smiled appreciatively. “I will tell you everything you’d like to know, and let me start by saying that this is the one dish that brings together the flavors and history of the island better than any other. If you want to taste the heart and the soul of your roots, Sebastian, it is mofongo.”

“I’m afraid that Ma’s recently developed quite a flair for the dramatic,” Gabi said to Terrence, as she lightly touched his arm.

“Do you doubt it?” Lola asked.

“No, I’m just saying that it might be a slight exaggeration Ma, that’s all.”

Lola banged her pestle on the counter. “A slight exaggeration?”

Mando gave his sister a severe look. “Actually,” he said. “I’ve always felt the same way about mofongo.”

“Yes, me too,” Susan said with an uneasy smile. “I’ve always thought it to be the most delicious.”

Annoyed by their patronizing manner, Lola hastily made her way around the counter, and stood at the head of the table looking down her nose at Mando and Susan. “I suppose that because I’m old, you think I’m stupid too, is that it?”

“Ma come on, don’t get all upset again,” Mando said. .

Cindy added tearfully, “It really scares me when you get all mad like you did at the hospital.”

Lola addressed Cindy next, her voice stern. “Sometimes people get mad Cindy. Just because you were blessed with a pretty face, and a nice family that doesn’t mean you should be spared a good dose of reality every now and then.”

Cindy stared at her grandmother in disbelief, while Susan whispered something to her husband who nodded his agreement. He pushed himself back from the table and started to rise from his chair. “We’re going to get going now, Ma. It’s obvious that we’re upsetting you, and we certainly don’t want…”

“You sit your culo back down on that chair,” Lola said, pointing her mucky banana finger at her son. “I’m going to say what I need to say, and if you still want to go after I’m finished, you can go. Fair enough?”

Mando lowered himself back down to his chair and nodded for Susan to do the same.

Lola leaned forward against the table, appearing larger than life. “I’m sure you remember your great grandfather, don’t you Mando? With his light eyes and honey colored hair, you’d think he was fresh off the boat from Europe, but he wasn’t. It’s true that he had German descendants, but his mother was the daughter of a black slave,” she added, nodding pointedly to Cindy after she said it. “By that time Spain had already lost most of its republics in the Caribbean, and the Spaniards thought the reason was because there was too much intermarrying going on. The Spanish people were getting together with the Indians and when the Africans came along they just couldn’t keep their hands off each other, so to whiten things up a bit, Spain issued a Royal Decree encouraging Europeans from other countries to go to Puerto Rico too. They came from Germany, and Italy and France, and many other countries as well, and they too intermarried, and had loads of children. In a few years, they were all as native as the Kapok tree.”

Lola sauntered back to the counter where she had her ingredients set out. She picked up the mortar and held it up for everyone to see. “We have the Indigenous Taino people to thank for the pilon, a clever invention which no Criollo kitchen is without.” She pointed to the garlic and olive oil next. “A gift from our Spanish forefathers,” she said. And lastly she took up the strange looking banana she’d been slicing. “And our African ancestors taught us how to cook with plantains, and how to fry our food instead of boiling all the flavor out of it as the Europeans were doing back then. When you put it all together, you have mofongo – a culinary assimilation, an irresistible alchemy of flavors and culture that not even the power of the Spanish Crown could overcome. It is Criollo, and when I eat mofongo, the African, Taino and European blood in my veins rejoices.”

When Lola was finished, she wiped her hands on her apron and sat down next to Charlie at the table.

“Wow, Ma,” Gabi said. “I never heard you talk like that before.”

“This mofongo stuff must be pretty good,” Terrence said.

“If it’s anything like I remember, you won’t be disappointed,” Dean replied. “It’s always been my favorite.”

“Mine too,” Susan said. “Mofongo is my absolute favorite.”

Lola stiffened when she heard this, and then she leaned over to Charlie and whispered something in his ear. Charlie smiled, while glancing over at Susan.

“What’s the matter?” Susan asked. “Didn’t I pronounce it correctly?”

“Oh, you pronounced it perfectly,” Lola said, trying to suppress a smile. But then Charlie started to chuckle which prompted her to nudge his shoulder. “Don’t you start or else you’ll get me going, and I won’t be able to stop.”

“Ma, you’re being extremely rude,” Mando said. “When we were kids you’d scold us for whispering at the table, and now look at you.”

Lola immediately composed herself “You’re absolutely right, and I insisted that whatever was whispered had to be shared with everyone. So go ahead Charlie, tell them what I said.”

“Are you sure?” Charlie asked, looking somewhat horrified.

“Absolutely, there shouldn’t be secrets amongst family and friends.”

“Yes, but sometimes it’s better to…”

“Charlie please,” Lola said.

Charlie shrugged, and then turned to address Susan directly. “Lola said that she doesn’t know why you say mofongo is your favorite when she overheard you telling Mando once that it looked like regurgitated dog food, and that it will never pass your lips.”

Susan blanched and Mando’s face colored profusely. “Ma, what in the world…?”

“But it was your response to her that bothered me most,” Lola said, looking directly at her son.

Mando shook his head, and tried to laugh it off. “I don’t know what you’re talking about Ma, I really don’t.”

Lola leaned toward her son. “You laughed just like you did now, and then you told Susan that it was hilly billy food anyway, and that she really wasn’t missing much.”

“She isn’t,” he returned defensively. “It’s just plantains mashed up with a bit of garlic and bacon. Not exactly five star fare, if you ask me.”

Hearing this, Lola leaned across the table toward him. “Whether you like it or not, mofongo runs through your veins, and through your daughter’s veins. Just think about what that means, Mando. Think about it.”

“That’s enough Ma,” Mando said while rising from his chair, and slapping his napkin down on his empty plate. “Now I know what Gloria meant when she said you were insulting and hurtful.” He grabbed his jacket, and handed Susan her purse. Cindy slowly rose from her chair as well, looking shell shocked, and on the verge of tears.

Susan followed Mando to the door, but midway across the room she turned around, head high, and eyes bright with tears. “If you’re implying that Mando and I are ashamed of his background, you’re dead wrong. We embrace diversity, and we’ve always taught Cindy to do the same.”

Lola stared straight ahead, her face set in stone.

“Are we really going?” Cindy asked.

“Yes, we are,” Mando replied.

Cindy started to follow them, but then she dropped down in Lola’s rocker, and covered her face with her hands. Susan ran to her side and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Please honey, I know how upsetting it is for you when people get angry, but we’ll come back in a few days when your grandmother’s feeling better. How about we go get sushi on the way home?”

Cindy looked up at her mother with accusing eyes, “What upsets me most is when people lie to me.”

Susan’s hand fell away from her daughter’s shoulder and she took a step back.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Cindy asked. “Why didn’t you tell me that some of our relatives were black?”

“I’m sure we told you,” Mando replied.

“Of course we did,” Susan said.

Cindy shook her head resolutely. “You didn’t tell me. If you had, I would’ve remembered.”

Sebastian had heard the story of his German and black descendents so many times, that he was shocked Cindy didn’t know about it. He’d always considered it to be his family’s very own personal Adam and Eve story. As Cindy waited for a reply from her parents, everyone looked rather shame faced, and unsure of where to rest their eyes. When Gloria glanced at Terrence, he smiled in a way that let her know he was fine. Mando, who was still standing by the door, appeared to be feeling the most awkward of all.

Meanwhile, Lola had risen from her chair and was at the stove frying the plantains she had already sliced in hot oil. All that could be heard was the sizzle and pop of the oil as the plantains cooked. When they were just beginning to turn golden, she removed them from the pan and began working the plantains, garlic, and coarsely chopped bacon into a mash with the pilon, adding a pinch of salt and occasional dribbles of olive oil as needed to get just the right consistency. She grunted as she mashed the ingredients together and soon a wonderful aroma filled the room. It was tangy and sweet and enticing enough to distract from the awkwardness of the moment.

“These old joints aren’t what they used to be, and if we’re all going to eat, then everyone’s going to have to take a turn. Susan, would you like to be the first?” Lola asked, breaking the silence.

Susan remained where she was for a long moment lost in thought. Her purse strap slipped from her shoulder to the crook of her arm as she appraised her daughter who had turned away from her. Then she tossed her purse onto the sofa and went to join Lola at the counter, and was immediately handed the pilon and given precise instructions regarding what to combine and in what proportions. After Susan had mashed together the plantains, garlic, oil and bacon for several minutes, she and Lola formed the gooey mixture into egg sized balls, and measured out the ingredients to make more. The mofongo would be served with camarones enchilados, Spicy shrimp. After the shrimp had been sautéed in olive oil until just pink, Lola removed them from the pan and added onions, garlic, peppers, tomato sauce and more olive oil. She sprinkled the mixture with salt, pepper and added a couple of bay leaves to the pan as she stirred, and in no time she had a creamy rich tomato sauce that was mildly spicy, and the perfect accompaniment for the shrimp.

“Can I go next?” Cindy asked, wiping her eyes.

“Everyone will get a turn,” Lola replied, happy to see that Mando had taken his place at the table again. After handing Cindy the pestle, she returned to the table and whispered something in Sebastian’s ear this time.

“Don’t forget the rules,” Gabi said to her nephew. “Now you have to tell us what she said.”

“Abuela Lola said that this will be the best Mofongo we ever made,” Sebastian replied, and this pronouncement brought a wave of good cheer that lingered for the remainder of the afternoon.

Gloria and Jennifer listened as Sebastian told them everything that had happened at Abuela Lola’s house. The mofongo she sent home with him was on the kitchen table, and although it had been meticulously wrapped in several layers of cellophane the tangy sweet aroma of garlic and plantains was thick in the air. Sebastian took charge of reheating of Camarones enchilados. As instructed by his grandmother, he removed the cooked shrimp from the pan on the stove so they wouldn’t get rubbery and turned up the heat on the tomato sauce. Only after the sauce had been heated through did he return the shrimp to the pan.

Gloria, who was still in her dressing gown, crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Sebastian, not quite believing everything she heard. “So Susan helped make the mofongo? She actually got her hands dirty?”

“And she ate some too,” Sebastian added. “I think she liked it.”

Jennifer began to unwrap the package of mofongo on the table. “I can’t believe Cindy never heard about Otto and Rubina. On second thought,” she said. “I take it back. It makes perfect sense.”

“Cindy begged Abuela Lola to tell her about them,” Sebastian said. “So Abuela told her the story while we ate.”

“What did Susan do?” Gloria asked, gazing hungrily at the Mofongo that had finally been liberated from the cellophane. “Did she try to get Cindy out of there before she learned the truth about her ancestry?”

“No, she stayed and listened like everybody else,” Sebastian replied. “And even though I’ve heard the story a million times, hearing Abuela tell it again was like hearing it for the first time.”

Jennifer placed the mofongo balls on a plate. “Should I stick these in the microwave?” She asked her brother.

“No more than twenty seconds,” he returned. “And cover them with a moist paper towel so they don’t dry out.”

“Go ahead Sebastian,” Gloria said, “tell us the story. I’m curious to see if it’s changed as much as everything else has.”

And as the kitchen became infused with the delectable fragrance of mofongo, Sebastian recounted his grandmother’s’ story exactly as he remembered it.

When your Great Great Grandfather Otto left Germany about a hundred and fifty years ago, he left behind the girl he intended to marry. Helga was a sweet and pretty girl who any man would’ve been happy to take for a wife, but Otto was poor, and in those days honorable men didn’t think about getting married unless they could support a wife and family. When Otto heard that there were opportunities in the New World, he decided to make the long journey to Puerto Rico. Once he’d saved enough money, he would return home and marry Helga.

Otto had never been outside of Germany before in his life, and when he encountered the warm breeze of the tropics, and the lush green beauty of the island, he was certain that he had discovered his destiny. He immediately wrote to Helga telling her that he would send for her instead, as he had no doubt that she would love it too.

Once Otto got settled, he started a coffee export business, and things went very well for him. He was a hard worker, and his business grew. Although he was very busy, he couldn’t help but notice the beautiful Puerto Rican women, as varied and colorful as the glistening shells that washed up on the beach. But tempted as he was, Otto resisted them. He’d made a promise to Helga, and he intended to keep it.

After three years of hard work building his business, Otto had finally saved up enough money to marry and support Helga in the manner that he felt she deserved. He had just made arrangements in town to send for her, and was on his way home, when his horse became spooked and threw him to the ground. Then it promptly galloped back for the stable, leaving Otto lying on the side of the road with a broken leg. Unfortunately, this road was rarely traveled and he knew that it would be some time before anyone found him, and that perhaps he would even die there because he hadn’t brought any food or water with him.

After several hours, Rubina came along on foot, and when Otto saw her peering down at him he thought that he’d died and was looking up at the face of an angel. The angel, a beautiful woman with almond shaped eyes and caramel skin, was actually another man’s slave on her way home from an errand. Otto was far too large for Rubina to carry, so she made him as comfortable as she could, gave him some water, and sat with him to wait.

“Perhaps it would be best for you to go and summon help,” Otto said, although he didn’t want her to leave him. Her presence made him feel a vibrant yearning in his heart that was strong enough to overcome the agony of his broken bones.

“But what if the Lord steals your spirit away while I’m gone?” she asked. “You will be alone, and there is nothing worse than dying alone.”

“Do you think I’m near death?” Otto asked.

“I can’t be sure, but if you were, would you want to live your last moments on earth with me or without me?”

“With you, definitely with you,” Otto replied, never having felt more certain of anything in his life.

As they waited together for death or a horse and cart, whichever came first, Otto and Rubina talked about their lives and everything they could think of to pass the time. Each one found the other’s conversation delightful, and they hardly noticed the passing hours. When they grew hungry, Rubina opened her nap sack and shared what food she had with her new friend. On this day she’d packed Mofongo which he thought to be the most delicious food he’d ever tasted, but this didn’t surprise him. He didn’t doubt that everything about Rubina was extraordinary, and he was actually disappointed when he saw the dust from a carriage approaching down the road. Knowing that he might not have another opportunity, he told her that he wanted to buy her freedom and marry her as soon he could. Of course, everyone in town including Rubina knew that Otto was already engaged to a German woman called Helga who would soon join him on the island.

“What about Helga?” Rubina asked. “Won’t she be terribly upset when she arrives to find that the man she’s been waiting for all this time is already married?”

During the magical hours Otto had spent with Rubina, he’d forgotten all about Helga, but somehow he convinced Rubina that he would fix this problem, and Rubina agreed to marry him.

On the island it was not uncommon for white and black people to marry, but the situation was complicated because Rubina was a slave. The man who owned her was known for his greediness, and when he learned that Otto had fallen for his beautiful slave, he charged a hefty price for her. Fortunately, Otto was able to use the money he’d been saving for his wedding to buy her freedom.

Only days after Otto and Rubina were married, Helga arrived to the island. The journey had been difficult and she was quite ill. When she learned that Otto already had a wife, it nearly killed her. But being a good God fearing woman, Rubina couldn’t close her heart to the suffering of others, and she insisted that Helga stay with them. During the weeks and months that followed, Rubina nursed her back to health. Even when Rubina became pregnant, she was attentive to Helga and the two women became like sisters. In the end, Helga couldn’t fault Otto for falling in love with such a virtuous woman. Of course, it helped that Helga eventually found love too. She married Rubina’s brother almost a year to the day after she arrived. And the two couples had more than twenty beautiful criollo children between them.

Gloria and Jennifer had polished off the last of their Mofongo with camarones about mid way through Sebastian’s story. Their lips were still shiny with olive oil, and it seemed that they would’ve happily consumed much more if they could.

“I don’t remember the story exactly that way,” Jennifer said. “I think Abuela changes what Rubina carries in her knapsack. I could’ve sworn it was something else last time she told it.”

“It’s definitely changed,” Gloria added. “But I liked it, especially the part about Rubina appearing like an angel. That was a very nice touch.”

“How did you like the mofongo?” Sebastian asked.

“It was great, but I wish you’d brought more,” Jennifer said.

“How about you Mom, did you like it?”

“What’s not to like?” Gloria answered with a glib smile, but her eyes remained pensive, and there was a tinge of regret in her expression. Hearing this story brought up old feelings, a blend of homesickness and longing for a time when life was simpler and she still believed in the innocence of true love.

Sebastian leaned across the table towards her. “Dad says that mofongo is his favorite, and that it will always be his favorite. After dinner, he stared at the pictures on Abuela Lola’s wall for a long time, especially the ones of you and him together. “

Gloria immediately waved her napkin in Sebastian’s face as though to break whatever silly spell they’d fallen under. “Will you please stop talking about those pictures, Sebastian. They were taken a long time ago, and they have nothing to do with what’s going on now.” She sighed, threw the mofongo wrappings in the trash, and marched out of the kitchen without another word.

Jennifer and Sebastian listened to their mother’s plodding footsteps as she made her way upstairs, and down the hallway to her room. When they heard her bedroom door close, Jennifer said, “You might as well face it, Mom and Dad are never getting back together again.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know,” she returned, and when she saw the tears gathering in her brother’s eyes she said, “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, that’s all.”

Sebastian nodded, but the goodness he’d experienced that day was gone, and in its place he felt a hollowness boring its way to the core of his being. He wanted to tell his sister that she was more wrong than she’d ever been in her life, but he didn’t have the energy or the words to contradict her.

“It’s not the end of the world,” Jennifer said. “People get divorced all the time.”

Sebastian nodded, and wiped his eyes. He wished he could be as stoic and matter of fact about things like his sister was, but for him that’s precisely how it felt - like the end of the world.

“They aren’t just people,” he muttered. “They’re Mom and Dad.”

“That’s true, so let me correct myself,” she said. “Mom and Dad are getting divorced and there’s nothing you or I can do about it.”



  



Chapter Seventeen
 

It felt good to play footsie tether ball again, and Sebastian spun the ball off of his toes, enjoying the tingling sensation that traveled up his legs and throughout his torso. When he was good and ready, he gave the ball another kick and watched it swing around the pole above him. Beyond, he saw the blue sky, perhaps not the brightest blue he’d ever seen, but he was grateful that in this mild weather, he’d be able to play for several minutes without tiring. He kept his feet at the ready, and closed his eyes, listening to the humming vibration and rattle of the chain inside the pole. He didn’t have to open his eyes to know that the ball was slowing down, so he kicked it again, right on the sweet spot and it shot up toward the sky. If not for the chain, he imagined that it would’ve sailed way up over the tree tops and out of sight. It would be awhile before he’d need to kick it again, so he lowered his feet and waited, gathering his strength.

And in the melody of the whining chain, back and forth, to and fro, the enchanting hum embraced his senses, and he clearly heard the words, “Hold your ground.” Again, the eerie words that escaped from within the rattling pole repeated, “Hold your ground. Even if it shakes beneath you, hold your ground.”

Sebastian opened his eyes, and within the scratched surface and torn patches of leather, he saw the piercing eyes watching him. The black haired old lady, said “Hold…” and then she swept over his head, “…your…” and away again before returning in an arc, “ground.” He gazed up at her, his eyes watering in the sun light and he pressed the base of his palms against his eye sockets. He stared up at the face again, and she was challenging him, supporting him, willing him to be strong. She came toward him and away with each revolution, and he lowered his feet. He couldn’t bring himself to kick the ball, while she was in it.

“Who are you?” Sebastian asked, although he couldn’t be sure that he’d spoken the words out loud. “What is your name?”

The old lady didn’t answer. She just closed her eyes, and smiled. Sebastian could only imagine that swinging through the air as she was had to be an exhilarating feeling, and for a moment, he envied her.

As the ball slowed down, the cracked leather and broken patches lost their magic, and the groaning chain grew silent. Sebastian was preparing to kick the ball again, hoping that she would return, when someone took hold of it. Sean, Keith’s friend was standing over him, and he had a peculiar lopsided grin on his face.

Sebastian sat up and saw Keith standing next to him with several of his classmates. He scrambled to his feet, scanning the group for Kelly Taylor who could sometimes keep Keith in check, but then he remembered that she’d been out sick all week, and cold fear surged in his belly.

“Hey Monkey Boy,” Keith said, crossing his arms. “Why are you out here all by yourself?”

Sebastian didn’t reply. He looked around the playground to see if any teachers were nearby, but they were more likely to monitor the soccer field and jungle gym areas during recess. The group stepped in closer.

“Is it because of your exploding heart?” Keith asked, and several of the kids sniggered.

“Don’t you have anything to say?” Keith asked, looking the smaller boy up and down.

Sebastian shook his head, and his insides began to quiver violently. He took hold of the pole to steady himself.

“I’m tired of all this monkey business. Today I’d like to hear you bark like a dog, but here’s the thing,” he said, trying to appear businesslike about it. “This time I want you to get down on your hands and knees and piss on the pole while you bark.” Keith was so delighted with this idea, that he was having a hard time keeping a straight face. “Go on doggy boy,” he said, “Do what your master says.”

“Doggy boy, doggy boy!” the children chanted, and they wrapped their arms around each other creating an impenetrable circle, while swaying to and fro.

Sebastian tightened his grip on the pole, and made no move to follow orders. Sean who still had hold of the tether ball, threw it from behind, and it bounced hard off of Sebastian’s shoulder, but still he didn’t move.

“What’s wrong doggy boy?” Keith asked. “Did you already piss your pants?”

“Doggy boy pissed his pants,” Sean said, and he threw the ball at Sebastian’s head, but this time Sebastian saw it coming, and caught it before it slammed into him.

“You heard me,” Keith said, and his yellow eyes glowed with a menacing light. “Get down like a good little dog.”

“No,” Sebastian said. “I’m not a dog.”

Keith curled his fists. “Oh yes you are,” he replied. “You’re a doggy boy.”

“I’m not,” he replied.

Keith took several steps toward Sebastian, and the other students quieted down. He’d never laid a hand on Sebastian before, but Sebastian sensed that today would be different. And then, he remembered the old lady’s words. “Hold your ground,” but it felt like the ground beneath his feet was shifting at an alarming rate, and if it should split apart into an enormous chasm, and swallow him whole, he wouldn’t have minded.

Now only a few inches away, Keith said, “Give me the ball.”

Sebastian hesitated, and then handed it over. The chain clanked once before he grabbed it.

“Do it,” Keith commanded.

“I won’t,” Sebastian replied softly.

“Get down you fucking doggy boy!” Keith yelled at the top of his lungs.

Sebastian nearly jumped out of his shoes, but then he found his center and calmly replied, “No, I won’t do it.”

Keith dropped the tether ball, and it swung in slow arcs around the pole. He stepped in closer to Sebastian, his eyes mere slits. The circle was now two or three kids deep, and some of them were standing on tip toe to get a better look at what was going on. But from a distance, it would appear as though they were all engrossed in a particularly exciting game of tether ball, and nothing more.

When the ball swung near Sebastian, he took hold of it again, and held it up so that everyone could see it, and in a bright clear voice that could be heard above the clamor, he said, “Play me a game of footsie tether ball, and whoever loses will have to get down on all fours and bark like a dog.” A murmur spread through the group, and then a hush followed as they waited to hear how Keith would respond, but he remained silent and glaring.

Sebastian swallowed hard and asked, “What’s wrong? Are you scared?”

Giggles erupted, and Keith straightened his shoulders, shooting stiff glances all around to silence them. “I’m not scared,” he replied.

“It’s just like regular tether ball except you use your feet instead of your hands,” Sebastian explained.

“Show me,” Keith commanded, and he stepped back to observe.

Sebastian lowered himself to the ground and demonstrated how to position one’s body while kicking the tether ball. And as Keith watched, his smile returned. He was very good with his feet, and his legs were significantly longer than Sebastian’s. He dropped down to the ground and assumed the same position Sebastian had shown him, elbows on the ground and hips supported by his hands. “I’m ready Doggy boy,” Keith said, practically snarling.

Sebastian immediately kicked the ball into play, and Keith managed to kick it back, but he had difficulty balancing on his elbows and when Sebastian returned the ball, Keith was teetering to one side, and missed it entirely. Sebastian held his position, and kicked the ball steadily and reliably, not as high or as forcefully as Keith, but he never missed, and his feet were remarkably nimble and he was able to pivot on his elbows without taking his eye off the ball as it orbited around the pole. The black haired old lady appeared again, but she remained silent, and the only thing he saw was her grinning face as she went round and round the pole, maneuvering herself up and over Keith’s feet, until the tether grew shorter and shorter and finally, with one small tap, Sebastian put the ball around the pole and won.

A cheer went up, and Sebastian sprung to his feet, his heart pounding, not from exertion, but elation. He’d beat Keith fair and square, and now he was standing over him, gazing down at his twisted body that looked rather worm like. In a daze, Keith stood up and brushed off the seat of his trousers.

Immediately everyone started yelling, “Bark doggy boy, Bark!” But this time their eyes were on Keith. Some of the kids let their wrists go limp like paws, and they hung their tongues and panted as they cried, “Bark doggy boy, Bark!”

With fists curled into knots, Keith turned around slowly, his eyes watering with rage. Then he let out a blood curdling scream and lunged toward the circle, shoving and punching his way through until he broke out. He ran across the playground at break neck speed, legs and arms pumping furiously. Even then, Sebastian couldn’t help but admire how fast Keith could run, and he had no doubt that tears were streaming down his face just as swiftly.

Once he was out of sight, the kids started to drift away, but Sebastian remained near the tether ball court, keeping an eye out for Keith all the while. If he returned, Sebastian knew that this time he wouldn’t waste time with animal noises, and tether ball games. But Keith never returned, and when the bell rang and the students reassembled themselves outside the classroom, every one noticed that he wasn’t among them. Sebastian knew the bitter taste of shame better than anyone, and was certain that Keith couldn’t stomach it. No doubt he was hiding out in the boy’s bathroom or in the nurse’s office so he could lick his wounds in private.

When he entered the classroom Sebastian took his usual seat, and opened his spelling workbook as he always did after lunch to prepare for the lesson, but he felt like he was looking out at the world through fresh new eyes. As if for the first time, he saw the brightly colored bulletin boards, the large picture windows, and the cheerful artwork displayed all around the room. In fact, the world map he’d so carefully colored a few days ago was prominently displayed next to Ms. Ashworth’s desk. It had probably been there for days, but he only just noticed it.

Eventually, his eyes drifted toward the whiteboard. Other students had been enjoying the privilege of this special assignment lately, but it hadn’t been properly cleaned in days, and there were several sections in the upper corners that looked grimy.

“Sebastian,” Ms. Ashworth said, noticing his interest. “Would you like to clean the whiteboard for me after you finish your spelling?”

“Yes please,” he replied without hesitation, and he immediately got started on his assignment.



  



Chapter Eighteen
 

“I’ve been soaking the beans all morning,” Lola said. “This way, after we add the seasoning they’ll take much less time to cook.”

Sebastian had just about finished chopping the onions and garlic, and was planning to start on the peppers next.

Lola continued, “Some people throw the vegetables straight into the pot while the beans are cooking, but I like to sauté them in olive oil first, and add the dry seasonings directly to the hot oil to release the flavors. It’s a simple thing, but it makes all the difference.”

Lola directed Sebastian to add the sofrito to the pan where the olive oil was heating. As he did so a burst of fragrant steam rose from the pot, filling his nostrils. If any smell could define his grandmother it was this: onion, garlic and peppers cooking in olive oil, and he loved it above all others. Lola then added salt, pepper, vinegar and just a pinch of sugar. As she stirred, the mixture began to thicken and the aromas became more complex. She touched the spoon to her palm and tasted, pleased with the results.

“Now we can add the beans,” she said, pointing her wooden spoon toward the large pot in which the beans had been soaking. It was quite heavy, but Sebastian managed to slide it closer to her. She then ladled a spoonful of beans and liquid into the hot pan and stirred vigorously, explaining that this way she would capture every bit of flavor from the pan. Sebastian noted that already the soaking liquid was almost as black as the beans. When Lola was finished she transferred the entire contents of the pan into the pot of beans. The cauldron she used was large enough for fifty people, but she had no trouble moving it to the largest burner.

“Don’t you think we’re making a little too much?” Sebastian asked.

“I was worried that maybe we weren’t making enough,” Lola replied while turning up the heat. “You see, whenever I make beans, people tend to crawl out of the pavement like cockroaches.”

The only people Sebastian could imagine showing up to eat beans on this day were Terrence and Charlie Jones. Maybe his mother would stay for a little while on her way home from work, but he doubted it.

Lola placed her hands on her hips and studied her grandson for a moment or two. “I’ve been noticing something different about you lately,” she said. “But I can’t put my finger on what it is.”

“I’ve been gaining weight,” Sebastian replied, reaching for the peppers. “Dr. Lim was real happy about it the last time I saw him.”

Lola nodded. “Yes, you’ve been filling out nicely, but there’s something else I see, something sparkling in your eyes.”

To know that his grandmother could see what he felt inside was wonderful, and he stood up straighter and chopped the peppers all the more vigorously, feeling more like himself than he ever had before in his life. Perhaps this was the right time to bring up the subject of his surgery, but whenever he thought about it, he was confronted by the harsh reality of his parents’ growing animosity toward one another. He doubted that they would ever agree on anything again, least of all his surgery.

“Jennifer says that Mom and Dad are getting divorced, and there’s nothing we can do about it,” he said, glancing at his grandmother as he worked.

“Your sister has always had very strong opinions about things,” Lola said. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Sebastian replied. “Mom says that she needs time and space to figure things out.”

“Yes,” Lola said. “We could all use a little more time and space, don’t you think?”

Sebastian thought about this, but as far as he could tell, time was running out, and it shouldn’t be wasted. And what’s more, he feared that if his mother took more space than she already had, she would disappear completely and never be found again. He didn’t quite know how to express all of these things he thought and felt, so he mumbled, “I don’t know,” again, and then he asked, “Abuela, do you think that sometimes people can see things that other people can’t see?”

“Absolutely,” she replied. “In fact, I believe this happens more often than we realize.”

“You do?” he asked, looking up from his work suddenly encouraged.

“Of course I do. I’ll tell you a story about your Uncle Mando that may surprise you. “As confident and successful as he is today, you’d never guess that when he was about your age he was deathly afraid of the dark. He even refused to get up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom which didn’t help with his bed wetting problem,” she said, chuckling. “Don’t tell your uncle I told you that, or he’ll get very annoyed with me.”

“I won’t,” Sebastian replied, and he suddenly felt quite proud to be unafraid of the dark, and he hadn’t wet his bed since he was in the second grade.

“But it wasn’t just the dark he was afraid of,” Lola continued. “He told us that when he woke up in the middle of the night and looked into the darkest corners of his room, he’d see visions of strange people who he thought were trying to kill him. Whenever he saw them, he’d cry out at the top of his lungs for your grandfather to save him, waking everybody up in the process. Your grandfather had no choice but to bring him to our bed for the rest of the night to keep him quiet.

“This went on for several weeks, but when we’d all had enough of these sleepless nights, your grandfather came up with a very clever plan. He decided not to wait until your Uncle Mando woke up in the middle of the night screaming, but to retire with him at the beginning of the night. He told Mando that he wanted to see these people who appeared in his room for himself.

“Mando thought this was a wonderful idea and happily gave up part of his small bed for his father. That was the first night that Mando didn’t wake up screaming, and the night after that he slept all by himself without a problem. In fact, he never woke up screaming again and from what we could tell, he was completely cured of his fear of the dark.”

“What did Abuelo Ramiro do?”

“Well I’ll tell you,” Lola said, her eyes glittering. “That first night Mando woke up in a panic as usual, and he told your grandfather that there was a man and woman standing in the corner of the room, holding a big machete between them.”

“Do you see them Pops?” he said. “They’re going to kill us.”

“I see them,” Ramiro replied calmly. “But they haven’t come to kill us, son. They’re angels who’ve come to protect us from evil. From now on, when you see them, you can be certain that you’re safe. And when you don’t see them, it means that there’s nothing to fear.”

Mando believed what his father told him, so he closed his eyes and went right back to sleep.

Sebastian thought about this for a moment, a little confused. “But did Abuelo Ramiro really see the couple with the machete or did he just pretend to see them to make Uncle Mando feel better?”

“Well, I’m not sure,” Lola replied. “But it doesn’t really matter does it? Mando was cured and we all slept very well after that because of it.”

Sebastian continued to chop away, wondering if the strange people his uncle saw in the middle of the night were anything like the black haired old lady. He would much prefer it if she came at the same time every night because then maybe he’d be better prepared for her.

Noticing her grandson’s preoccupation, Lola asked, “What have you seen that has you so worried?”

Sebastian went to his book bag to get the picture he’d drawn, and then he held it out for her to see. “I see this old lady’s face. The first time I saw her was at the hospital when you were sick. At first I was afraid of her, but then it was like I knew her, and I wasn’t afraid anymore.”

Lola stopped stirring when she saw the picture, and then quickly looked away. “What happened to her?” she asked.

“I think that maybe she died the same day you woke up,” he replied. “But…” he stopped himself, certain that she’d think he was crazy if he told her the rest.

“But what?” Lola asked gently.

“I still see her sometimes, and I hear her voice telling me things. I don’t always understand what she means, but I think she’s trying to help me.”

“What kind of things does she tell you?” Lola asked.

“One time she told me to leave the after school program and come see you, and today she told me to hold my ground.”

“Did you do it?”

“I think so.”

“And then what happened?”

He shrugged, not sure how to explain it all. “This kid who always makes fun of me stopped, and I don’t think he’s going to make fun of me anymore.”

Lola nodded knowingly, and then refocused her attention on the pot of beans. She was stirring so frantically, that some of the liquid splattered her apron.

“Is she a ghost?” Sebastian asked, then he thought about it some more and said, “Or maybe she’s an angel like the angels who protected Uncle Mando when he was a little boy.”

When Lola looked up again, her glasses were foggy, and Sebastian could barely see her eyes. “I don’t know, but it seems to me that if you’re getting good advice, you should continue to listen.”

“But who is she Abuela?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Lola replied, but something in the way she said it without looking him in the eye, made Sebastian think that she might know who or what the black haired old lady was, and that she didn’t want to say.

Over the years Sebastian had given his grandmother pictures that he drew at school so she could put them in a folder for safe keeping. He refolded the picture of the black haired old lady and set it on her rocker so that she could put it with the others, and said nothing more about it.

The beans were ready an hour or so later, and Lola ladled a small amount into a bowl for Sebastian to taste. He was amazed by how black the soup was, almost the color and consistency of tar, yet the texture was creamy and firm, and the seasoning was savory sweet and perfectly balanced. He dipped his spoon into the bowl again, marveling at the depth of flavor such a simple meal could possess. Lola had also made rice in the steamer which she said would be delicious with the beans, but Sebastian thought they were perfect all on their own.

“I was making a big pot of beans the day the house caught fire. I never thought I’d make them again after that, and definitely not with you,” Lola said.

Sebastian looked up from his bowl. She hadn’t brought up the subject of the fire in weeks, and he wondered if he should ask her about what his sister had told him, but just at that moment they heard footsteps on the front porch. It was far too early for Terrence to make an appearance so Sebastian assumed that it was Charlie Jones, who’d been showing up almost every afternoon for “delicious food and charming conversation” as he put it. He was stunned, therefore, to see Cindy standing on the porch, shading her eyes as she peered in through the screen door.

Lola immediately stepped out from around the counter to open the door. “Cindy, what brings you here?”

Cindy shook her head, looking just as mystified to see them as they were to see her. “I had an appointment at the hair salon, but I came here instead. I walked all the way from school.”

“But that’s several miles,” Lola said. “Does your mother know you’re here?”

“No, but she won’t miss me for another couple of hours. Anyway, I had to see you Abuela. I’ve been thinking a lot about Otto and Rubina, and I haven’t been able to eat for days.”

“Well, there’s no need to get so upset,” Lola said, and she slid her arm through Cindy’s waist, and led her to the rocking chair.

Cindy gazed up at her grandmother, her expression solemn. “I’ve decided that I’m not going to the hair salon ever again. You probably didn’t know this about me, but when I don’t go to the hair salon my hair gets dark and really wavy. I probably got this from Rubina don’t you think?”

“It could be,” Lola said. “And your eyes have a slight almond shape to them, probably a Taino trait. Don’t forget, you have Taino blood running through your veins as well.”

Cindy nodded, fascinated by this significant fact she had overlooked.

“Abuela Lola and I just made some beans, would you like some?” Sebastian asked. His cousin reminded him of a wayward traveler who’d come home after a long and treacherous journey. He had the strange desire to throw his arms around her and welcome her back.

“It’s an old family recipe,” Lola said.

“Rubina’s recipe?” Cindy asked, hopefully.

“Perhaps,” Lola replied, and she went to the kitchen for additional bowls and spoons. She hadn’t yet returned to the table when Charlie Jones appeared at the door with a loaf of fresh bread and a brilliant smile. Minutes later, Gabi showed up. She said that she’d been working out at the gym only a few blocks away, and didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to her before that she could stop by on her way home for a snack and would plan to do so from now on.

Terrence bounded up the steps a while later, and he brought a friend with him this time, a small bearded man with a long blond pony tail named Gary who he introduced as another musician. Terrence had been telling Lola about him, and how much he liked Creole food, and Lola suggested that he bring Gary next time for some good home cooked Puerto Rican food. Terrence took a seat next to Gabi, and they immediately began chatting like old friends.

Pleasant conversation was buzzing all around the table, as Sebastian helped Lola distribute the bowls, and place the loaf of bread on the table, along with the rice she’d made and empanadas, little meat pies filled with savory chicken and pork she’d bought at a local bakery. They had just started to eat when the silhouette of two more people could be seen at the door. It was Sebastian’s mother and sister. Never had Jennifer come to Bungalow haven on a weekday, but after hearing about all that she’d missed during the Mofongo dinner she decided that she would drop by more often. She rushed up to her grandmother to embrace her and examine her new red hair. After a few approving comments, she eagerly took her place at the table, as though she’d been coming on a regular basis. Gloria hesitated at the door when she saw Cindy, but when she realized that Susan wasn’t there as well, she stepped in to join them.

“You don’t have an excuse today Gloria,” Lola said, well aware of the reason for her apprehension. “Stay for awhile. I made a big pot of beans,” she added with a wink for her grandson.

“I suppose we can stay for a little while,” Gloria said, pulling out the chair next to Jennifer’s.

Jennifer had been uncharacteristically kind to her cousin when she heard that Cindy had decided to stop coloring her hair. And she became even more amicable when Cindy said that she hoped her hair would soon look like Jennifer’s. Jennifer gave Cindy a few tips on what products were best to use for wavy hair, and Cindy was so eager for this information that she wrote down what her cousin told her on the palm of her hand with a ball point pen.

Later, the three cousins went out to the porch while the adults chatted and sipped their coffee inside. Gabi’s boisterous laughter could be heard above everyone else. Even Terrence was having a hard time matching it.

“Aunt Gabi sounds like she swallowed a hyena,” Jennifer observed dryly.

“I think she’s falling for Terrence,” Cindy said.

“Oh she’s definitely gone,” Jennifer agreed. “But once she’s had her fun, she’ll drop him like a hot potato, you’ll see.”

“You think so?”

Jennifer nodded and put her feet up on the railing. “Aunt Gabi’s a player. She needs variety to keep life interesting. That’s why she isn’t married with kids like most people her age. She’d probably just get bored if she did that.”

“That’s kind of sad,” Cindy said.

“Not really,” Jennifer replied with the confidence of one speaking from experience.

They were silent for a while, and Sebastian laid back on the floor of the porch, reflecting on the wondrous fact that this day could easily qualify as the best day of his life. The only thing that would’ve made it better, was for his father to be there with them, and for Kelly Taylor to have been present to witness the miraculous happenings at the tether ball court earlier that day.

“Hey, what do you think, little man?” Jennifer asked.

“About what?”

“What do you think about Aunt Gabi and Terrence?”

Sebastian stretched his arms up over his head and said, “I think they’re going to get married and have a whole bunch of kids just like Otto and Rubina.”

“That’s crazy,” Jennifer scoffed. “They haven’t even gone out on a date yet.”

He stretched his legs out next, noting that his muscles felt a little tight. “I know, but that’s what I think. And you’re going to get married and have kids too.”

“Who asked you?” Jennifer said, although she seemed somewhat intrigued by the idea.

Dusk fell over Bungalow Haven, and beyond the hush of the evening, they heard the sound of running water and dishes clanking in the sink. Jennifer lit the candle on the little wicker table with matches she found next to it and the flame sputtered for a moment and then gained strength and grew into a tiny pillar of light, bright enough to illuminate the entire porch.

“I wish I could come here every day after school,” Cindy said. “You’re lucky Sebastian.”

He nodded, knowing that he was fortunate to have their grandmother more or less to himself, but something told him that this would be changing too.



  



Chapter Nineteen
 

Sebastian’s premonition turned out to be correct. On most days, Lola’s table was overflowing with family and friends who would drop by unannounced and they usually settled in for a good long visit once they got a whiff of what was cooking on the stove. Charlie Jones had become a permanent fixture, but several other neighbors had made an appearance as well. Mrs. Abbot, the oldest resident of Bungalow Haven, had been there as had her daughter Belinda who looked almost as old as her mother. Cindy came by two or three times a week, and Jennifer tried to make it as often as she could, although Gloria and Susan never deigned to be present at the same time. They managed to avoid one another on weekdays and on Sundays their respective families would alternate and gather for a meal that could last all afternoon and well into the evening.

At these times Lola was usually behind the kitchen counter, contributing to the conversation while she stirred and chopped, sprinkled and blended and stirred some more. Sebastian enjoyed working alongside her, and she relied on him to measure out the seasonings, or to prep the vegetables needed for the inexorable sofrito that he was by then able to prepare in his sleep. Even after a hot shower, he could still smell the garlic and onions on his finger tips, something he didn’t find in the least bit unpleasant.

As Sebastian became more competent in the kitchen, Lola gave him increasingly difficult tasks to accomplish. Sometimes he was so engrossed with what he was doing that he’d lose track of the conversation in the dining room, but Lola, who worked diligently next to him the whole time, never missed a beat and would chime in with a word or a comment, making it quite clear that she’d been listening intently all along. But there is one thing Sebastian was very sure of: never during any of these conversations, did anyone say a word to Abuela Lola about moving away from Bungalow Haven. Her hair was still red, she still lit her numerous candles when the sun went down, and rarely was the flame on her stove turned off. Yet, they seemed to have forgotten all about it, and Sebastian wondered if his grandmother’s idea to do more of what she shouldn’t do had actually worked.

Sometimes Sebastian imagined that the little yellow house where they gathered was not in the city, but in the lush green mountains of Puerto Rico, and that the breeze that wafted in through the open windows had been tempered by the warm waters of the Caribbean and that the vegetables he chopped hadn’t been purchased at the supermarket down the street, but grown in the garden out back or purchased from the open air market in the nearby village. When the sun went down, there would be only candlelight and conversation for their entertainment, and the hot embers on the grill would glow all through the night in case somebody needed a late night coffee or just a place to warm their hands, for he remembered Abuela Lola telling him that even on a tropical island it could get chilly at night high up in the mountains.

“The kitchen is the heart of the home,” Lola had said to him on several occasions. “When the home has a warm and busy kitchen, you can be sure that the family who lives there will be healthy and strong.”

On this particular afternoon, they were making carne guisada, beef stew with potatoes, tostones, and an avocado onion salad. The stew had been simmering in a hearty wine sauce for hours by the time Sebastian arrived, but Lola assigned the preparation of the tostones to him, saying that he made them better than anyone she’d ever known. Sebastian greatly enjoyed the process. He began by slicing the peeled plantains into rounds and frying them in hot oil, turning them over when they were heated through but not yet golden. Once he had fried a good batch, he took a plate, this was his favorite part, and pressed down on each slice of banana until it resembled a small pancake. Then he returned the lot to the pan for a final frying. Once they were golden brown, he sprinkled the finished tostones with coarse salt. It took awhile to make enough for everyone, but by the time he was finished, the weekday crowd which varied slightly from day to day had already assembled.

Sebastian puffed up with pride as he arranged the tostones on the platter and took them to the table, his head held high.

“Little man,” Aunt Gabi said, giving his shoulder an appreciative squeeze. “Did you make all those for me?”

Before Sebastian could answer, Terrence said, “Maybe your aunt will find it in her heart to spare one or two for the rest of us.”

“Of course,” Gabi replied, with a secret smile. “For you I might even spare three or four.”

While the dinner conversation could take many turns, from the threat of nuclear war to the various cures for hiccups, during this meal Jennifer and Gabi had dominated the conversation with talk about their favorite places to shop. They were excited about a sale that would be taking place over the weekend at an exclusive department store downtown, and were planning to go together. Since Sebastian had already finished his meal, he listened with half an ear from the kitchen as he made more tostones.

“Why don’t you come with us?” Gabi said to her sister.

“Yeah, come with us Mom,” Jennifer said. “It’s been a long time since we’ve been out shopping together.”

“I’m not much of a shopper, you know that Jen.”

“Yeah, but you shouldn’t buy all your clothes from those mail order catalogues of yours. Every now and then it’s good to get out, and see what’s new.”

Gloria sighed wearily. The truth is she deplored shopping. Of course, she hadn’t always felt that way. Years ago, when she was thinner and life was simpler, she could spend an entire day at the stores, and even if she didn’t have the money to buy much of anything, she enjoyed herself. On more than one occasion she’d even gone shopping with Susan. In those days Cindy was still in a stroller and Jennifer, who was no more than two years old, insisted on pushing it all throughout the mall.

“Oh come on Mom,” Jennifer persisted. “I swear I’ve seen you in that skirt you’re wearing a dozen times this month.”

“And I’ll wear it a dozen more times next month,” Gloria replied with a stiff nod. “These are my work clothes, and if I wear something new every day of the week, I’ll have no money left to buy clothes for you, or to pay bills at the end of the month.”

“Well then, how about some new play clothes,” Gabi said, with a provocative smile.

Gloria dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand. “What’s for dessert Ma?” she asked.

At this, Sebastian’s ears perked up. He’d been eyeing the bag from the pastry shop on the counter and had taken a peek at the deliciousness inside earlier. What’s more, he was quite bored with all this talk about shopping.

“We have Pastelitos de guayaba for dessert,” Lola said, but she made no move to get them. Sebastian’s mouth watered as he imagined the flaky light pastry filled with a sweet paste made from guayaba. As far as he was concerned guayaba paste was thousand times more delicious than strawberry jam.

“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked, when he noticed that Lola had closed her eyes.

“Do you feel sick, Ma?” Gabi asked, alarmed.

“Maybe I should call an ambulance,” Terrence said, pushing himself away from the table.

“No, don’t be silly,” Lola muttered, although her eyes were still closed and she was breathing heavily through flared nostrils. The only one who wasn’t worried was Sebastian because he’d seen his grandmother do this before when she was trying to remember.

“I don’t think I ever told you about Tia Maria,” she began.

“Oh no, here we go again,” Gloria said. “Last time you told us one of your stories, we didn’t get out of here until ten o’clock, and tomorrow’s a school day.”

Lola continued. “She was a beautiful woman with thick black hair and an hourglass figure. She could’ve had any man she wanted, and she played around with a few, but she never allowed herself to get too serious.”

Gloria sighed and folded her arms across her chest. “I guess dessert will have to wait,” she muttered.

“The only time I saw her passionate about anything was when she was out catching butterflies. She had an amazing collection that she carefully labeled and mounted in a glass covered case. It was quite something to see so many delicate wings spread open at once, a rainbow of silken colors, vibrant blues, yellows, and oranges, intricate patterns that looked like they were painted by hand. And it was something to see my aunt out in the garden or traipsing through the jungle, casting her billowy white net all around her, sometimes leaping through the air, and looking very much like a butterfly herself. But her hobby soon turned into an obsession that overshadowed everything else in her life. She wasn’t interested in working, or in learning how to cook or how to look after children. She didn’t care that her hair was turning gray and there was no special someone in her life, all she cared about were her butterflies. And to be fair, she probably found every species that inhabited the island. There was only one very rare butterfly that eluded her, and she told everyone that if she could find this last one, the one with lavender wings, she should settle down and get on with her life.

“And then one afternoon, I saw something that I don’t understand, even today,” Lola said her eyes wide. “Maria didn’t know I was watching her when she took a newly caught butterfly out of her killing jar. It had large lavender wings that shimmered as though sprinkled with a dusting of jewels. I had no doubt it was the one she’d been searching for, but then she lit a match and held it to the small creature until there was nothing left but a tiny pile of ash she swept away without a thought.

Lola softly drummed her fingers on the table, her expression troubled by this memory of long ago.

“Why did she do it?” Gabi asked.

Everyone was silent as the question hung in the air. Sebastian had been listening intently as he did to all of his grandmother’s stories, but he couldn’t understand why anyone would destroy something so beautiful. He glanced at his mother to see if she had any clue, but from the sour look on her face, all he could gather was that she didn’t like this story about butterflies very much.

Jennifer spoke up first. “Well it’s obvious that Tia Maria didn’t want to get on with her life.”

“But why?” Lola asked. “What was she so afraid of?”

“Maybe someone broke her heart, and she didn’t want to take the chance of being hurt again,” Terrence offered while gazing at Gabi who was momentarily lost in thought, but when she sensed him watching her, she glanced back and smiled.

Charlie cleared his throat and said, “Well, I don’t know much about these things women do, but I can tell you that I could fill this house from floor to ceiling with butterflies if I wanted to.”

“What do you mean Charlie?” Lola asked.

“Excuses,” he replied. “Excuses for not growing up and being the man I knew I should be. They all seemed like very good reasons at the time, but eventually all of my butterflies turned into regrets. I suppose we all have our butterflies. They wouldn’t enchant us so if they were ugly as cockroaches now would they?”

“My goodness Charlie,” Lola said, while looking at him as though she hadn’t really seen him before. “You do surprise me sometimes.”

Gloria cleared her throat. “That’s a very interesting story, but weren’t we just talking about dessert?”

“Actually,” Gabi said with a wry smile, “we were talking about taking you shopping, but you sure do have a lot of excuses.”

“That’s right, Mom,” Jennifer said, raising her eyebrows. “I didn’t realize you were such a collector.”

Gloria shook her head, clearly baffled. “Am I the only one ready for dessert?”

Sebastian tentatively raised his hand like he did in class, although this lesson was way over his head.

“Oh, for goodness sake, Nena,” Lola said while pulling down Sebastian’s hand. “Do you need a brick wall to fall on your head? Get your mind off of dessert, and go shopping with your daughter and your sister. Buy some new clothes, maybe get some new shoes, one for each foot. You’ll feel better about yourself if you do.”

Later in the kitchen, when Sebastian was sure that only his grandmother could hear him, he asked, “What happened to Tia Maria, did she keep collecting butterflies forever?”

“Oh my goodness no,” Lola replied. “Eventually, she had to give it up because she was too old to go out looking for them. But years later her entire collection was stolen in the middle of the night while she slept, and neither the thief nor the butterflies were ever found.”

“Maybe they escaped,” Sebastian said, imagining hundreds of butterflies coming to life, breaking through the glass, and taking flight, their frosty wings filling the night sky with a rainbow of colors.

“You know, Sebastian,” Lola whispered. “I believe that’s exactly what happened.”



  



Chapter Twenty
 

The neatly folded note landed on Sebastian’s desk just as Ms. Ashworth was writing the day’s assignments on the white board. He was startled and confused by the sight of it. Sebastian had earned some respect amongst his classmates since his most recent encounter with Keith, but even so he was certain that the note was being passed through him rather than to him. Of course, participating in the passing of a note carried a certain degree of prestige as well which pleased Sebastian, but when he saw his name clearly printed on the front, he couldn’t believe it. He turned to his left, and was shocked to see Kelly Taylor smiling and encouraging him to open it.

With trembling fingers, Sebastian began to carefully unfold the note. He glanced up at Ms. Ashworth from time to time to make sure she wasn’t looking at him. Although he was new at this sort of thing, he’d seen enough people get caught to know that the sound of crackling paper was the first thing that could give him away. He finished his delicate task, while keeping his eyes glued to Ms. Ashworth’s face as she explained the next assignment to the class. It was only when she turned to her desk for a moment that he glanced down at the note and read the words, “Will you teach me how to play footsie tether ball at recess?”

Sebastian’s chest welled up with joy, and he wanted to shout out at the top of his lungs, “Yes, I will teach you! I will teach you whatever you want!” But Kelly Taylor was watching him to see what he would do and he didn’t want to appear foolish. He had to fight the desire to place his hand over his heart, and it took him a moment to compose himself and catch his breath.

Once he felt calmer, he scribbled the words, “yes I will teach you,” at the bottom of her note and sent it back the way it came.

After the first morning recess bell rang, the class was excused to go outside, and Sebastian made his way directly to the tether ball court as he did every morning. But he was far too nervous to turn around and check if Kelly Taylor was following him. Perhaps she had changed her mind, or Keith had told her that she was crazy to spend time with ‘Monkey Boy’ when she could be doing something infinitely more fun with him. Yes, it was a momentary madness that had accosted her, and surely she’d come to her senses by now. This thought, as disappointing as it was, actually helped Sebastian to relax a little bit.

But when he was almost at the tether ball court, he heard footsteps coming up from behind, and turned to see Kelly Taylor running towards him, her pigtails floating on the wind, her knee high socks slouched down to her ankles. She looked like a wildly beautiful exotic bird, and the sight of her took his breath away.

Panting lightly after her run, she bent over at the waist and rested her hands on her thighs to catch her breath. Sebastian was so overwhelmed by her presence that he feared he wouldn’t be able to teach her anything about anything. And then it occurred to him that he was gazing at her with that same lost and adoring expression his father had when he looked at his mother in that photo, and he quickly looked away.

“Is it hard to play?” she asked.

Sebastian shook his head and took hold of the ball. “I don’t think so,” he replied, relieved that he’d been able to respond to her first question appropriately.

“What do I do?” she asked with hands on hips, and Sebastian could see by her focused expression that she truly wanted to learn. He could only imagine that she’d heard about what happened between him and Keith at the tetherball court while she was out sick, and Kelly Taylor didn’t like to be left out of anything, especially when it involved a new game.

Sebastian immediately lay down beneath the ball and demonstrated the position she should assume. Then, balancing the ball on the tip of his toes, he kicked it, careful not to kick it so forcefully that it could hit her. If he’d wanted to, he could’ve kicked it harder and demonstrated his power, but this might’ve only put her off.

She copied him, arranging her skirt snuggly around her legs, although she always wore shorts underneath. He gently kicked the ball to her again. She had a hard time returning it the first few go rounds, but pretty soon she was able to tap it consistently and get a rhythm going.

“That’s good,” Sebastian said. “Now try to kick it a little harder. If you lower yourself down on your elbows it’ll be easier.”

Kelly nodded and followed his suggestion. She was in fact able to kick the ball more soundly, and before long they were kicking the ball to one another and getting quite a good rally going. Sebastian played gently, careful to challenge her only slightly so that she wouldn’t get frustrated because if he’d wanted to, he could’ve won the game with very little difficulty.

“This is really fun,” Kelly said as she kicked the ball with greater force again and again. “It’s like we’re kicking the sun around.”

Sebastian had never thought of it this way, but it’s true that against the back drop of blue sky with the ball whirling up over their heads, it looked very much like a pale muted sun sheathed by clouds. “Yeah,” was all he could think of to say in reply.

“I think the chain in the pole sounds like a train,” he added a few seconds later.

After listening for awhile, Kelly said, “You’re right. It sounds just like a train coming down the tracks.”

Sebastian could’ve also said that sometimes he heard words in the groaning of the chain, and that he felt comforted by them even though he didn’t always understand them, but this would be too much to reveal. Kelly Taylor would probably think he was crazy if he said that. And while Sebastian was distracted by these thoughts, she kicked the ball well enough, and hard enough to make it sail past his feet and around the pole.

“That was great,” Sebastian said, but he was resolved not to let it happen again and he kicked the ball back more powerfully than before. It swooshed past Kelly’s feet, and she laughed.

“You were playing easy on me weren’t you?” she asked.

“Just a little,” Sebastian replied sheepishly.

“Don’t play easy on me anymore,” she said. “I want you to play your best.”

“It won’t be any fun if I do that.”

“C’mon,” Kelly said. “I can take it.”

Sebastian kicked the ball again and again to the best of his ability, surprising himself with the increasing dexterity of his feet. And each time he did, the ball swept past Kelly and wrapped around the pole, so that in less than thirty seconds he won.

Sebastian lowered himself to the ground. “You see what I mean?” he said apologetically.

“You’re good,” she said with a humble kind of hush that gave him goose bumps.

Several of the other kids had gathered around to watch the end of the game and they asked Sebastian to teach them how to play as well. He showed them the position and how to kick the ball and then stood up so that they could play on their own. All of a sudden footsie tether ball had become the new game that everyone wanted to play. Now only half of the class was kicking the soccer ball across the field, Keith among them. Sebastian wandered over to the bench beneath the willow tree and sat down to watch, and catch his breath. Kelly followed him, but she didn’t sit down.

“I think it’s really cool that you made up that game,” she said, planting her foot at that irresistible right angle.

“Thanks,” he replied, feeling his ears go red.

“Did you make it up because of your heart problem?”

He’d never thought about it that way, but realized she was right. “I guess so.”

“It’s too bad you have a bad heart, because if you could play soccer for real, you’d be the best player in the class.” That said, she walked out from under the willow tree to join the others at the tether ball court. Overwhelmed by what Kelly Taylor had just said, Sebastian watched them play from the shadows beneath the tree, his hand pressed over his heart.

On his way off of the school grounds that afternoon Sebastian was delayed by some of his classmates who challenged him to play his new game with them. They’d been practicing during the lunch recess and were certain that now they would be able to beat him. It’s true that they had improved, but with only a bit more effort on his part, Sebastian was able to put them in their place, although he felt somewhat sorry to see how disappointed they were afterward. Sean was the most upset. After he lost, he sprung to his feet, balled his fists into knots and pounded the tether ball until he was spent. Then he just stood there, his head hanging in defeat.

“Keep practicing,” Sebastian said. “And pretty soon you’ll be able to beat me.”

“You think so?” he asked hopefully.

Sebastian nodded, took up his book bag, and left for his grandmother’s house a half hour later than usual. And once he saw the little yellow house, he couldn’t remember how he got there. He’d walked the usual route, but try as he might he couldn’t recall where he crossed the street, or the corners he turned. He thought about what his grandmother had told him before, that when you fall in love it makes you feel like you can fly and breathe underwater. That’s exactly how he felt, and the complete surrender it provoked made him want to laugh and cry at the same time. Even her name held a special power, and when he muttered Kelly Taylor, Kelly Taylor to himself, the words seemed strangely holy. He wanted to make her happy, and silly as it was, he imagined them running together hand in hand along the edge of the sea during a magnificent sunset. And this vision glowed in his heart all the way to his grandmother’s house.

Sebastian opened the door to find that the candles had already been lit and the little house was ablaze with a golden wavering light. He dropped his bag by the door, and joined his grandmother at the kitchen counter. When Lola looked up, she clasped her hands together. “We’re making something new today. I think you’ll like it.”

Sebastian was intent upon helping his grandmother with the meal as usual, but he was still entranced by the events of the day, and he didn’t want the feeling to pass so quickly. “Who’s coming over tonight Abuela?” he asked absent mindedly.

“Oh I don’t know,” she replied with a shrug. “Maybe nobody, maybe everybody.” She unwrapped a large package of fresh ground beef, and instructed Sebastian to begin preparing the sofrito while she organized the other ingredients.

“Today we’re making picadillo,” Lola said, looking curiously at her grandson who was chopping the onions, garlic and peppers as though in slow motion. “We often made this on the island when we were running low on cash. The ground meat is cheap and tasty and we could make it stretch as far as we needed it to.”

Sebastian continued to chop the vegetables and before too long he was sautéing the garlic in olive oil with a pinch of salt, but he was still lost in thought. A few minutes later a bitter odor filled the kitchen, and Lola went to check on what Sebastian was doing. She saw that he’d started cooking the garlic before anything else, something she’d told him never to do. And what’s more, he hadn’t bothered to add the other vegetables, the juice of which might have prevented the garlic from burning.

She turned to Sebastian who still had a dreamy faraway look on his face while he absentmindedly moved the charred pieces of garlic around in the pan with his spoon. Lola promptly snatched the spoon away from him, and turned down the flame that was also too high.

“Look what you’ve done, Sebastian,” she said, studying him with some concern.

Sebastian gazed down at the burnt mess in the pan. “I’m sorry Abuela,” he said. “I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” The truth is that he’d been thinking about Kelly Taylor, and how much fun it would be to teach her how to cook.

“I can see that,” Lola replied while removing the burnt pieces of garlic and oil with a paper towel. When she returned the pan to the stove Sebastian added all of the vegetables this time and paid much closer attention to what he was doing. He’d never burned anything before, and he wasn’t about to let it happen again.

Lola added the ground meat and a can of tomato sauce to the pan followed by a squirt of ketchup. She stirred in some chopped olives, and a handful of golden raisins as well. They worked silently side by side for awhile, Sebastian stirring the picadillo which was coming together nicely while Lola prepared the rice. As she measured out two cups of white rice, she explained that serving picadillo without rice was like saying “good morning” without smiling.

Sebastian looked up from his work, no longer able to contain himself. “Something happened at school today, Abuela.”

“I figured something must’ve happened,” she replied.

“There’s this girl named Kelly Taylor and she asked me to teach her how to play a game during recess. Every boy at school is in love with her, but she asked me to teach her,” Sebastian said, proudly.

“How wonderful,” Lola replied. “And I’m sure you were a very good teacher.”

“I think so,” Sebastian said. It was thrilling to say these words out loud, and to know that they were true, and this encouraged him to say even more. “I guess I love her too, but,” and his spirits sank just thinking about it. “I don’t want her to feel sorry for me. Just because I can’t run, just because I’m small…it would be better if she hated me than felt sorry for me.”

Lola was taken aback by these unexpected words of passion, and she wasn’t sure how to respond. Sebastian continued stirring the picadillo, and then she added more seasoning which included an envelope of achiote and plenty of dried oregano. They inhaled the delicious aroma and then, glancing at Sebastian she added a touch of chili pepper as well and said, “A bit of intense flavor is a very good thing. Sometimes, it’s just what’s needed to give the dish its life and color. Too much will over power it, but just the right amount will make it sing.”

Just then, Charlie Jones pounded his way up the porch steps and pushed open the screen door with his cane. He was fresh and powdered, and in a jovial mood as he had been of late. But for the first time, he arrived empty handed. He apologized profusely for this, explaining that he woke up with a very stiff back and didn’t feel like going to the market.

“Don’t worry about it,” Lola said. “Today I’m cooking something that will make you forget your back pain and put the spring back in your step.”

“Then I want three helpings, and I won’t stop eating until I’m dancing again,” he replied with a chuckle.

“Were you a dancer in your younger years Charlie?” Lola asked, while covering the pan of picadillo with a lid so it could simmer.

“Indeed I was,” he replied with a modest bow. “The fox trot was my favorite. You should’ve seen me move across the dance floor. I was like a hot rock on ice.”

Sebastian studied the old man’s stooped posture, and the map of overlapping creases etched across his face and throat. It didn’t seem possible that Charlie Jones could have ever been young, and Sebastian couldn’t imagine him walking without his cane much less gliding across the floor like a hot rock on ice.

“How about you Lola?” Charlie asked. “No doubt you were an amazing dancer in your day. Even now, you do things with such rhythm and grace.”

Lola laughed at the compliment, and shook her head. “Oh my goodness no, I was a terrible dancer, and on the island people took their dancing very seriously. I was considered to be practically handicapped. Thank goodness my dear Ramiro was so patient with me. Actually, I think he felt sorry for me,” Lola said, with a wink for Sebastian.

“I can’t believe that he ever felt sorry for you,” Charlie Jones returned.

“Oh but you’re wrong Charlie,” Lola said, her eyes soft with the memory. “Soon after we met Ramiro invited me to go out dancing with him, and I turned him down because I didn’t want him to know what a bad dancer I was. But he enjoyed dancing so much, that I knew I’d have to go with him eventually or risk losing him.

“The first time I agreed to go, he took me to a club a few miles from town near the ocean. It was a beautiful balmy night, and there was a soft breeze which made the palms sway gently as if they were dancing too. We heard the tinkling of vendors on the street selling fresh coconuts, mangos and papayas. Ramiro offered to buy me something to eat, but I was far too nervous to eat anything. We had some coffee instead at a little café near the club. My hands were shaking, and Ramiro teased that my cup and saucer sounded like maracas, and that already he could tell I had excellent rhythm.

The club itself was lovely. The tables had white table cloths, and fresh flowers. Twinkling white lights were strung along the ceiling and the band was very good. They played the traditional plenas, and you know what they say; if you don’t feel like moving when you hear plena, it’s because you’re dead, but I stayed glued to the wall for quite awhile. Thankfully, Ramiro was very patient. He stood next to me, talking to me gently, and trying to convince me that I wouldn’t die of embarrassment if I gave it a try. When I confessed that I didn’t have one rhythmic bone in my body, he just laughed and took my hand. Little by little he pried me away from the wall until we were more or less on the edge of the dance floor. Then he put his arm around my shoulder and we swayed back and forth to the music.

“Do you feel the rhythm?” he asked. “Do you feel it flowing through you like a river?”

“No, I don’t feel a thing,” I said, certain that everyone in the room was watching us, and commenting on what a mismatched couple we were.

“Close your eyes,” he said, and I obeyed. “Now, forget about everyone in the room, and imagine that it’s just you and me. Nobody else in the world but you and me. Can you do that?”

“This I was more than happy to do. It was a pleasure to think of the entire planet with nobody but just Ramiro and me. No beautiful girls trying to steal him away from me, nobody asking me questions about where I’d been and with whom. All at once, I felt the music flowing through me like a river just like he said, and I began to move without even thinking about it.

“Excellent,” Ramiro whispered. “You’re even better than I thought you’d be.” And he took me in his arms and we danced and danced, and I made him promise me that if we stayed together, we would dance every day of our lives.”

The pot of picadillo started rattling on the stove, effectively breaking the spell. Lola went to check on it and then Charlie Jones muttered something unintelligible, and while leaning heavily on his cane, he rose from the table. His expression lacked the mirth that had possessed him of late, and his voice was surprisingly stern. “I’ll have to be going now,” he said with a stiff nod.

“But aren’t you staying for dinner?” Lola asked.

“News at nine,” he replied. “Need to keep up with what’s going on in the world.”

“But it’s barely five o’clock,” Lola returned.

Charlie shook his head as though overwhelmingly irritated by the delay. He took up his hat, and put it on his head with such force that the brim bent his ears slightly forward.

Lola walked with him to the door. “Well, tomorrow when you come…”

“Can’t come tomorrow,” he snapped barely looking at her. “Doctor’s appointment.”

He left without another word, and Lola walked back to the table, somewhat baffled by

Charlie’s sudden mood change.

“I don’t think Mr. Jones is feeling too good,” Sebastian said. “Maybe his back still hurts.”

“Perhaps, but it’s more likely that Charlie Jones has been bitten by the green eyed monster,” Lola said, appearing to be more amused than anything by the realization. “I should’ve known this would happen. Most men can’t resist a redhead.”

“What’s the green eyed monster?” Sebastian asked, intrigued by the thought of a monster with bright green eyes that preyed on rickety old men.

“Charlie Jones is jealous,” Lola said with a firm nod.

“But what’s he jealous about?”

“The past,” Lola replied. “Men can be very silly sometimes, Sebastian. It doesn’t matter how old they are.”

Together they started to set the table, and as they did so, Sebastian thought about his father’s behavior with Ms. Ashworth, and wondered if it would qualify as silly or more serious. But silly or not, Sebastian missed him and wished that he didn’t have to wait until the weekend to see him. Perhaps he’d be able to offer some advice regarding his feelings for Kelly Taylor. Sebastian was starting to put out the spoons when he asked, “Abuela, do you think there’s any chance that Kelly Taylor might love me too?”

“Where love is concerned, there is always a chance,” Lola replied. She sighed, and looked sadly after Charlie Jones who was just climbing the steps of his porch. As they finished setting the table, she took the opportunity to tell Sebastian about love as she understood it, that it was a rich and complicated concoction of many different emotions, a mystery of desire and longing that had just a little bit of everything. Because of its divine nature, it was beyond human understanding. “Love is from God,” she concluded, “and it has a purpose all its own.”

As Sebastian stirred the picadillo, he reflected on what his grandmother said, especially the part about love being from God. He’d never really thought about God before, and he wondered if God cared about him, and if He did, why He’d given him such a bad heart. Perhaps it was so Kelly Taylor would feel just a little bit sorry for him, and love him as much as he loved her.



  



Chapter Twenty-one
 

They stared at the roasted baby pig resting on the platter as though at any moment they expected it to open its eyes, and run off squealing from the counter. As golden brown and delicious as it looked, there was no denying that it was also rather cute, and cute and delicious didn’t necessarily go together.

Earlier they’d seen how Lola prepared it. She had massaged the pig with a mixture of salt, pepper, oregano, garlic and the juice of sour oranges until every inch of it glistened. As it slowly roasted in the oven, the heavenly aromas intensified, prompting a comment from one of the adults every now and then about how delicious it would be, and how much they were looking forward to the meal. These comments would be met with murmurs of approval, and more animated discussion about food.

Lola was far too busy frying plantains to take much notice of her grandchildren’s ambiguous reaction to the main course. The rice and pigeon peas were ready and all she needed to do was boil the root vegetables that Sebastian had already prepped for her. She wore a new apron, and had set the table in a more elaborate manner than usual with napkin rings and water glasses as well as wine glasses. Sebastian thought the table was quite beautiful, with its repeating patterns of glass, pottery and silver, and it filled him with happy anticipation just looking at it.

Gloria was helping Lola in the kitchen somewhat awkwardly, although she looked very nice in the new dress she’d purchased on her recent shopping trip with Jennifer and Gabi. She was wearing a touch of lipstick too. Sebastian thought that his mother had never looked so pretty and he was sorry that his father wasn’t there to witness it. Even if she wasn’t as gorgeous and free spirited as she appeared in those photographs, on this day there would be no doubt in anyone’s mind that it was her. Maybe she hadn’t completely disappeared after all.

“Nena, what are you doing?” Lola asked with hands on hips.

Gloria immediately dropped her spoon. “Stirring the rice, what does it look like I’m doing?”

Lola shook her head, dismayed as always by her daughter’s lack of skill in the kitchen. “You don’t stir the rice. Who in the world ever heard of stirring the rice?” Lola and Sebastian traded looks as though to say, ‘can you believe such culinary ignorance?’

“Sorry, Ma,” Gloria replied. “Well then, how can I help?”

“There’s a loaf of fresh bread on the counter,” Lola said. “Why don’t you slice and butter it?”

“I can do that,” Gloria said, and she got straight to work.

“I was meaning to tell you that you look very nice today. I like your new dress.”

Gloria seemed pleased to hear this. “Gabi picked it out for me. I never would’ve chosen it for myself.”

“It accents your figure, and you look like you’ve lost weight too.”

Gloria shrugged, obviously uncomfortable with all the noticing her mother was doing.

“Do you think I’ve sliced enough bread, Ma?” she asked, eager to change the subject.

Soon Gabi and Terrence arrived together. Although everyone was aware that Gabi and Terrence had been going out, no one dared ask her too many questions about how things were developing between them. Gabi had always been quite private about her romantic life, and everybody knew that she was certain to reveal more if people asked her less. As it was, nobody really expected this relationship with Terrence to become serious. If it lasted a few months, that would be more than most.

Moments later Charlie Jones was pounding his way up the porch stairs, just as cheerful as he’d been since acquiring his new teeth. Lola had mentioned to Sebastian earlier that week that she and Charlie had a good talk and that the green eyed monster had gone back to its cave.

“Okay Sebastian we’re ready,” Lola said, and he scurried to the kitchen to collect the platter piled high with appetizers – surullitos, savory cornmeal fritters and empanadillas, lobster filled pastries. His mouth watered as he took them to the table. Lola had assigned Jennifer the job of serving beverages and she began by asking everyone in a very professional waitress-like manner if they preferred beer or wine.

Once Jennifer had served beverages all around, Gabi, who was reclining back on the sofa next to Terrence, put her feet up on the coffee table and admired the roast suckling pig on the counter. “It’s been years since we’ve had cochinillo asado Ma, what’s the occasion?”

“The occasion is that this is the seventh Sunday in a row that I’ve made a meal for my family and friends, and I want to celebrate.” She raised her glass and everyone did the same, but Sebastian felt a heaviness come over him as he wondered if his father was eating a greasy cheeseburger for his dinner, or driving all around town in his jeep looking for something to do or someone to talk to. He glanced at his mother who looked pensive as she sipped her wine. She’d made it quite clear earlier in the week when Lola first spoke of her plans for the Sunday meal that she wouldn’t come if her husband was there. And if Susan was there, she threatened to never come again.

“Why can’t you put it behind you, Nena?” Lola had asked. “That thing between you and Susan happened so long ago, I can hardly remember what it was.”

“I remember that thing very well,” Gloria returned. “And I don’t want to talk about it anymore.

“Sometimes forgetfulness can be a blessing,” Lola returned.

For several days, Lola was in a quandary over what to do. She had invited everyone to her special meal and she couldn’t imagine uninviting anyone. The dilemma was solved for her when Mando announced that he and Susan would be going out of town for the weekend and wouldn’t be able to make it after all. Lola suspected that Susan had put up a fight of her own when she heard that Gloria would be there. Disappointed as she was, Lola wished her son a pleasant weekend away, and made him promise to come the following week.

After the meal, everyone moved away from the table to accommodate their expanded bellies. The meat had been juicy and flavorful, but Sebastian enjoyed the crispy pork skin best and found the concentration of fat, spice and smokiness to be exquisite.

“It’s almost like home, isn’t it?” Lola asked.

Gloria nodded and murmured contentedly.

“And yet, it’s not quite the same as it was on the island,” Lola said.

“I know I was only little when we left, but as far as I’m concerned, this is as good as I’ve ever had,” Gabi said.

“Ma’s right,” Gloria said wistfully. “Eating outside at one of the lechoneras in the hills, something about being there makes the food taste better somehow.”

“The best Lechon I ever had was the day before we left Puerto Rico,” Lola said.

“Why did you leave, Ms. Lola?” Terrence asked.

“Oh, so many reasons,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “My husband, may he rest in peace, had been wanting to come to the States for years. We kept hearing about how much opportunity there was, and how easy it was to find a job. Things weren’t getting any easier for us on the island. Eventually, I ran out of excuses and gave in.” Lola’s expression darkened after she said this, and it didn’t appear that she would say anything more.

“You were telling us about the best lechon you ever had in your life,” Sebastian said, eager to hear about the food part of her story.

“Yes I was,” Lola said, brightening up a bit. “My mother wanted to throw a big going away party for us, the first real party she’d thrown in years. People were coming from all over the island to say goodbye and of course, she wanted to roast the biggest lechon she could get her hands on. When my father was alive they enjoyed cooking side by side, but after he died I would spend most of the day outside with her as she stoked the coals and basted the pork.

“Once we get settled into our new place you can come visit us as often as you like,” I said as sweet smoke swirled all around us.

My mother didn’t say anything as she poked the embers with a long stick. She was never quite the same after my father died, and I assumed that whenever I found her pensive she was thinking about him.

Without looking up she asked, “Do you remember the last thing we ate before your Uncle Jorge was killed in that accident?”

How could I forget? He was killed on Christmas day, thrown from the back of a truck on his way home, and on Christmas Eve we always ate lechon.

“And how about before your father died?”

We were celebrating the baptism of Angelica’s new baby, and for these celebrations we always roasted a pig. She looked up with reddened eyes irritated by the smoke, and she appeared so frail at that moment, that I wanted to embrace her, but I held back. My mother was never one for emotional displays.

“I haven’t roasted a pig since then,” she said, “but today I thought it was worth the risk.”

“I didn’t know what my mother meant by that, but two weeks to the day after we left Puerto Rico, she died and then I understood perfectly.”

The room was silent for a moment or two as everyone absorbed Lola’s story.

“Honest to God, Ma,” Gabi said, breaking the silence. “You sure know how to put a damper on a meal.”

“It’s the truth. Would you rather I made up a happy lie?” Lola asked.

“Come on Abuela,” Jennifer said, crossing her arms. “I love your stories, but you don’t really expect us to believe that one do you? I mean, all those people would’ve died whether they’d eaten roast pork, barbeque chicken or nothing at all. It was just a coincidence.”

“There are no coincidences,” Lola replied severely. “Everything happens for a reason. Even if we don’t understand what it is at first, eventually we do.”

“But some things are random,” Jennifer insisted. “They don’t mean anything they just happen.”

“Like what?” Lola said. “Give me an example of one random thing that just happened in your life.”

“Okay, I will,” Jennifer said, accepting the challenge with a toss of her head. “When you think of all the billions of families I could’ve been born into, and that this is the one I ended up in, well…it was random, it just happened, and it doesn’t mean a thing.”

Hearing this Lola started to chuckle.

“Don’t laugh at me, Abuela,” Jennifer said, taking offense.

“Forgive me Jennifer, but you have selected the least random example of all.”

That night, Sebastian couldn’t sleep for thinking about what his grandmother said about the roasted pork, and the deaths that invariably followed. He kept waking up, certain that someone was watching him as he slept. At one point he thought Jennifer was crouching over him, but whenever he opened his eyes, there was nobody there. If he hadn’t been so spooked, he would’ve got out of bed to call Abuela Lola himself and make sure she was okay, for he had no doubt that she was the most vulnerable of all. And on the way to school the next morning, he urged his mother to drive by her house to check on her before dropping him off.

“She looked perfectly healthy last night, I’m sure she’s fine.”

“Please mom, let’s make sure.”

Gloria studied her son’s anxious face in the rearview mirror. “It’s because of that pork story your grandmother told us isn’t it?” she asked frowning. “That’s a silly superstition, Sebastian. Smart people don’t allow superstitions to control their emotions. The lechon had nothing to do with anybody’s death. Do you understand me?”

He nodded. “Okay, but can we go to Abuela Lola’s house just in case?”

Gloria sighed and then turned to say something more, and in the split second she took her eyes off the road, the traffic light turned, and a group of children began crossing the intersection. It was only after Sebastian screamed that she slammed on her breaks, and they lurched violently forward in their seats, narrowly missing the children.

Sebastian would’ve run all the way to Abuela Lola’s house after school if he could. He told himself that if anything had happened to her, the office staff would’ve called him out of class the way they always did when people had ‘family emergencies’. But then he remembered that he was the one who’d found his grandmother lying on the kitchen floor and that if anything had gone wrong, he would probably be the one to find her again. When he played footsie tether ball, he hoped to see the black haired old lady’s face, but she didn’t reveal herself to him this time. He wasn’t able to concentrate on his school work and when Kelly Taylor smiled at him after he gave the correct answer for the capital of Norway, he was so preoccupied and worried that he could hardly smile back.

All he could think about as he walked briskly to Bungalow Haven was yesterday’s pork that still weighed like a hunk of lead in his belly. By the time he arrived to Bungalow Haven, he was exhausted. The brisk walk had taken its toll on him, but he was almost there and once he saw her, all would be well again.

Sebastian mounted the porch steps and already he knew that something was wrong. The front door was closed and locked. In all the years that he’d been going to his grandmother’s house after school, the front door had never been locked. He started to pound on it with his fists. “Abuela Lola,” he shouted. “It’s me Sebastian. Please Abuela, open the door.” There was no answer, so he quickly made his way around to the side of the house and peered into the windows, but the drapes were closed and he couldn’t see in. As he walked back around, he noticed that the bathroom window was open, although it was far too high for him to reach from the ground. He rushed back to the porch to get one of the wicker chairs, certain that if he stood on it he’d be able to reach the bathroom window and shimmy through.

He was dragging the chair off the porch when he heard someone say, “What are you doing with my chair?”

“Abuela!” Sebastian cried. “You’re alive.”

“Of course I’m alive,” she said, glancing at her watch. “And you’re early, a good five minutes early.”

“I was worried so I left as soon as I could, and walked extra fast to get here.”

Lola slowly climbed the porch steps. She looked especially weary as she sat in one of the chairs to look for her house keys in her purse. She seemed preoccupied, and under the weather. Her eyes were swollen and her nose was red, as though she’d been blowing on it all day. She found her keys, but made no move to get up and open the door. Sebastian sat next to his grandmother and waited for her to say something, anything to let him know that things were alright, but she remained silent and took several long deep breaths.

Finally he asked, “What are we cooking today Abuela?”

She closed her eyes and said, “We’re not cooking anything today, Sebastian.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t feel like it,” she replied.

“Are you done cooking forever?” he asked, newly alarmed. “Is Terrence going to deliver your meals again?”

“No, I’m just not cooking today. I might cook tomorrow. We’ll see.”

Sebastian leaned back in his chair, and waited. He knew that it was best not to ask any more questions, and just knowing that his grandmother was alive and well gave him all the patience he needed for the moment.

A few minutes later she muttered, “I shouldn’t have made the lechon.”

“Why not?” Sebastian asked, his dread surging back.

Lola opened her eyes and said, “Charlie Jones died early this morning. They say it was a peaceful death, but he died alone, poor thing. He died alone.”

“It was a sad coincidence,” Gloria said as she drove Sebastian to school the next morning. “Mr. Jones lived a long life, and his passing yesterday had nothing to do with the lechon he ate the day before.”

“Abuela Lola says there’s no such thing as coincidence, and that everything happens for a reason.”

“Sometimes that’s true, but not always. Sometimes bad things happen for no good reason at all. It isn’t fair and it isn’t right, but there isn’t anything anyone can do to change it.” Gloria took a deep breath. “Anyway, you shouldn’t think about it anymore. Get your mind on something else.”

“Like what?”

“How about school? What have you been learning this week?”

“Capital cities,” Sebastian responded dully, his attention momentarily diverted by the leaves outside the window that looked very much like hands waving goodbye. ‘goodbye Mr. Jones,” they said, waving him away to heaven. ‘It was nice knowing you. And your new teeth weren’t so bad either. In fact, they were kind of nice.’

“Of countries or states?”

“Countries,” Sebastian replied, turning away from the window. To think that he would never again see Charlie Jones with his hat and cane was stranger than strange. How could he be there one day and gone the next? How could this life and death thing happen so fast? And worst of all, what if the lechon magic hadn’t finished yet?

“Sebastian,” Gloria said. “You’re not listening to me. What is the capital of France?”

Sebastian yawned. “Paris. That one’s easy.”

“Okay, how about Korea?”

“North or South?”

“Tell me both, if you know them.”

“Pyongyang, and Seoul.”

“You’re good,” Gloria said, genuinely impressed.

They drove in silence for a while, and then Gloria asked, “How’s that boy Keith been treating you lately?”

“He doesn’t bother me anymore,” Sebastian replied. “Ever since I beat him at footsie tetherball, he leaves me alone.”

“What’s footsie tetherball?”

“It’s a game I made up at recess. I play it when everyone else plays soccer, and then I can pretend that I’m playing too without getting tired.”

Gloria was silent during the rest of the drive to school.



  



Chapter Twenty-two
 

Ms. Ashworth stood before the class holding a large sealed envelope, as she always did when she was preparing to announce who she had selected to be the next student of the month. He or she would be the one exceptional student who had made the best effort to learn and follow directions - who was the kindest to his fellow students and who had the best attendance. Aside from the general prestige conferred upon the winner, they would be the first student dismissed from class at the end of the school day for an entire month. And if that wasn’t enough, a ten dollar McDonald’s gift certificate was also awarded. This instantly made the winner the most popular kid in class, as ten dollars was just barely enough to buy hamburgers for two, and everyone highly coveted an invitation to McDonald’s from the student of the month.

Because of his frequent doctor’s appointments and spotty attendance, it had always been impossible for Sebastian to win this distinction. He was shocked, therefore, when Ms. Ashworth tore open the envelope and read his name out loud for all to hear.

Everyone started to clap and cheer as Sebastian took hold of the edge of the desk to steady himself.

“Sebastian, would you please come up to the front of the class?” Ms. Ashworth said, smiling in such a way that let him and everyone know she was especially pleased about this month’s award.

His ears and cheeks burned as he made his way to the front where Ms. Ashworth directed him to turn and face his fellow students. “I’d like to say a few words about Sebastian, and then those of you who would like to add your own thoughts, please raise your hands before speaking out.” Placing a hand on his shoulder, she continued. “This month, I selected Sebastian because I wanted to recognize a student who has shown courage in the face of some pretty difficult challenges. We all know that Sebastian has certain physical limitations that don’t allow him to run and play like the rest of you, but he has adapted very well, he never complains, and he is an excellent student. For this reason, I decided to waive the attendance requirement for this month only.” She placed the student of the month medallion that looked very much like an Olympic medal over his head, saying, “Thank you for your courage and your kindness, and for being such an inspiring example to others.”

“You’re welcome,” he muttered while passing his hand over the medallion that rested over his chest. It was heavier than he expected.

“Now, who would like to share their thoughts with Sebastian and the rest of the class?” Ms. Ashworth asked. Sebastian was certain that nobody would want to add anything else, and was preparing to slink back to his desk when a couple of hands shot up from the back of the class.

“Go ahead Melanie, and then you can go next Mia,” Ms. Ashworth said.

“I like that you know your capital cities better than anyone,” Melanie said.

And Mia followed with, “You are a good drawer.”

Several more hands went up and compliments came fluttering down over his head like rose petals. “You have good handwriting”, “I like your shoes,” “You follow directions really well,” “You’re quiet when you’re supposed to be quiet,” “ You never yell and say bad words,” “You’re nice,” “You have big shiny eyes,”. And as his classmates cheerfully shared their compliments, his previous self consciousness was transformed into a pleasant glowing inside of him. If Ms. Ashworth hadn’t kept her hand on his shoulder, he might have floated up to the ceiling like a balloon. And just when he thought he’d heard all the good about himself he could possibly absorb, Kelly Taylor’s hand shot up.

Ms. Ashworth called her name, and Keith who’d been sulking and picking at the scabs on his hands since the announcement, swung his head around, incredulous.

“I think that Sebastian is…”

“Remember to talk to Sebastian directly,” Ms. Ashworth said.

“Oh I forgot,” Kelly giggled. “I think that you are the nicest and the smartest boy in class…”

“Thank you,” Sebastian replied, stunned and overwhelmed.

“I’m not finished,” Kelly said. “I think you’re nice because even when people make fun of you, you’re never mean back to them. I think you’re smart because you made up a new game. I never knew anyone who made up a game before. You’re the most specialist person I know.”

Sean cried out, “Oooooh, Kelly’s in love with Sebastian,” and several students started hooting and hollering.

“That’s enough, quiet down,” Ms. Ashworth said, but there was such an overwhelming roar of whistles and cat calls and hoots and laughter that Ms. Ashworth had great trouble getting things quiet again. Sebastian felt he might be swept away by the energy of the class, and in spite of his embarrassment, he enjoyed it, and a part of him didn’t want it ever to end. Afterward, Ms. Ashworth presented Sebastian with his gift certificate and he walked back to his seat feeling that he was not the same person who’d stood up a moment ago. A shimmering presence was filling him up, and when he took a deep breath it fluttered with new life.

He took up his pencil as the next lesson began, and glanced to his left. Kelly Taylor was looking directly at him, and there was such a smile on her face, that he couldn’t help but smile back.

Sebastian marveled at the fact that every afternoon for the next four weeks, he’d be the first person excused at the end of the day. He could’ve used this privilege before when the situation with Keith was so difficult, but he was nonetheless grateful when Ms. Ashworth announced that he could leave. He took up his book bag and waltzed out of the classroom with his gift certificate tucked safely in his front pocket. It would’ve been nice to take Kelly Taylor to McDonalds, but he thought it best to see if Abuela Lola felt like cooking today. If not, he’d take her instead, although, he had no idea if she liked hamburgers.

Mid way to his grandmother’s house someone swooshed out from the bushes and nearly knocked him over. Then he felt a tremendous force yanking his book bag away from his shoulder.

“Give me that,” Keith growled.

Sebastian watched helpless as Keith dumped the entire contents of his book bag on the ground, throwing things around this way and that.

“Where is it?” he asked looking up, his eyes darting back and forth wildly. He hadn’t brought any friends with him this time. They were alone.

“Where is what?”

“The gift certificate,” Keith said, holding his hand out and impatiently snapping his fingers. “Hand it over.”

Sebastian took a breath and squared his shoulders. “It’s not yours,” he said.

“You better hand it over Monkey Boy.”

“I’m not a Monkey Boy anymore,” Sebastian returned.

“Why? Because you won that stupid award?” A sinister grin stretched across Keith’s face. “You won because Ms. Ashworth feels sorry for you. She knows that pretty soon you’re gonna drop dead.” He stepped in so close, that Sebastian could smell his body odor, a musty foul smell. Then Keith grabbed him by the collar, shoved his hand into Sebastian’s front pocket and grabbed the certificate. When Sebastian saw him with it, his rage surged and he flung himself at the bigger boy, nearly knocking him to the ground, but Keith wasn’t off balance for more than a second. He easily subdued Sebastian, then swung back and punched him hard on the face. Sebastian staggered like a drunkard on the sidewalk, stepping all over his pencils and erasers that were scattered on the ground.

Disoriented as he was, Sebastian couldn’t see Keith’s coiled fist slung back and poised to sock him even harder. He held it at the ready, waiting for the best moment to strike as he watched Sebastian pant and flail his arms up and down in an effort to regain his balance. He looked so pathetic, that Keith couldn’t bring himself to hit him again, and he relaxed his fist and lowered his arm.

Sebastian came to his senses just in time to see Keith running down the street, his strong legs pumping like pistons as he turned right at the streetlight toward the McDonalds restaurant only a couple of blocks away. Sebastian wiped his face with his shirt. There was some blood and his head felt as bloated as a melon, but he gathered his things together as best he could, and continued on his way to his grandmother’s house. Once he arrived to Bungalow Haven and he realized that he was still wearing his student of the month medallion, he went directly to the back of the complex, removed the medallion from around his neck and tossed it into the bin.

Sebastian was amazed by his grandmother’s brute strength as she dragged him by the wrist down the street. And all the way to McDonald’s, he begged her to stop and think about what she was doing. Attempting to confront Keith, probably the wickedest person on the planet, was sheer madness.

“If you think that I’m afraid of that little shit,” she said. “Then you don’t know me very well. I’m Jibara don’t forget, and I know how to take care of things.”

“Abuela please. I don’t care about the gift certificate. I don’t even like hamburgers very much.”

But she didn’t slow down, if anything she sped up. Sebastian couldn’t do anything, but trot along next to her, certain that this once glorious day would soon end in even worse misery than he’d already experienced.

When they entered the restaurant they were met with a long line of customers at the counter. Most were kids just out of school, but there were some adults as well. Several people turned to stare at Sebastian’s tear stained bloody face, and at the strange red haired old lady who still held him firmly by the wrist.

“Which one is he?” Lola asked.

Sebastian had spotted Keith immediately. He was up near the front, behind the person currently ordering. He was so busy studying the menu he hadn’t noticed them come in.

“He’s not here,” Sebastian lied. “He probably ordered his food to go.”

“You’re lying to me,” Lola replied. “I’m going to call out his name and make an even bigger scene.”

“No please Abuela, he’s the one ordering now.”

“The kid with the freckles?”

Sebastian nodded as his stomach fell to his feet. Only then did Lola release his wrist. She marched straight to the front of the line. “You Keith?” she said, nudging his shoulder.

“Yeah,” he replied, and he did a double take when he saw who was asking.

“Give my grandson back what you stole from him.”

Keith made a face and waved her away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about old lady.”

The young man at the counter said, “Are you going to order or what?”

“He’s not ordering anything,” Lola said. “He stole that gift certificate he’s planning to pay with from my grandson and now he’s going to give it back.”

Keith swung his head around. “You’re fucking whacked you…”

But before he could finish his sentence, Lola flicked her wrist and snapped him hard on the mouth. “Don’t you dare use that language with me,” she said.

“You tell em lady,” A man back in line said.

Keith was shocked, touching his lips and checking his fingers to see if she’d drawn blood. Lola stared at Keith’s hands and then at his face, and her expression softened for an instant, but she quickly resumed her tough as nails demeanor, turned to the counter clerk and said, “Call the police. I want to report a theft.”

At this, Keith threw the certificate on the floor. “Forget it. It’s not fucking worth it.” He backed away quickly, his eyes wide when he realized that he’d cursed again and might be in store for another smack. Then he raced out of the restaurant without looking back.

The man who’d spoken up in line reached down for the certificate and handed it to Sebastian. “This must belong to you,” he said and then he insisted that Sebastian and Lola take his place in line. Nobody dared complain.

They decided to eat their hamburgers at the restaurant, and Lola said that she didn’t realize how tasty they were, and she thanked Sebastian for inviting her.

“You’re welcome,” he muttered, not remembering having actually invited her.

Lola placed her sandwich on the table. “You have to understand that I couldn’t allow this boy to steal from you. I had to make it right.”

“No Abuela, you don’t understand. Things were getting better for me at school, and now everybody’s going to know that my grandmother had to stand up for me, and it’s going to be worse than before.”

“Nobody will know,” Lola said, nibbling on her fries.

“Keith will tell everybody what happened and what a coward I was.”

“First of all,” Lola said, pointing a French fry at her grandson’s face, “You’re not a coward, and second of all, do you really think that Keith is going to tell everyone how an old lady pushed him around?” Lola was thoughtful as she ate her fries. “That boy reminds of me someone. Did I ever tell you about the one we called Monkey Boy?”

Sebastian nearly choked on his burger. “What…what did you say?”

“Monkey Boy, did I ever tell you about him?” she asked again. Sebastian shook his head, and she continued. “Everyone believed that his mother was human and his father was a monkey, and that if he touched us, we would become half monkey like him. It was all very entertaining. In the day we played Monkey Boy chase games running through the jungle, and hiding behind trees. And at night after we were tucked safely into our beds, we told scary stories about how he swung from the branches like Tarzan looking for some poor helpless girl he could steal to keep him company.”

“Was he for real?” Sebastian asked.

“Oh yes, and from time to time, he would creep out of the protection of the jungle and sneak into the villages to steal food. I saw him up close only once when he was reaching into our kitchen window to take some freshly baked pork empanadas. Without realizing it was him, I grabbed his hand and he dropped the food and ran away as fast as the Patas monkeys he was named for. But I caught a glimpse of his face that day, and all I saw was hunger and a deep aching loneliness that I will never forget as long as I live.”

“Did he just go on living in the jungle forever?” Sebastian asked.

“No, he drowned in a flash flood and they found his body on the river bank. Eventually, we learned that he was just a normal little boy who ran away from home because his step father beat him, and his mother did nothing to protect him. Many people didn’t believe it. They wanted to hang on to the Monkey Boy myth, but I knew it was true because I saw him up close. For a moment, when I saw Keith, I could’ve sworn I was back in my old kitchen on the island watching Monkey Boy run off into the jungle.”

“Keith calls me Monkey Boy sometimes,” Sebastian muttered.

Lola’s eyes widened in surprise, but then her expression grew discerning, as though she expected as much. “Why does he call you that?”

“To make fun of me,” Sebastian said, and he felt so bitter that he couldn’t say any more about it. He hated Keith with all his heart and soul, and as far as he was concerned, this story about Monkey Boy was an incredible coincidence and nothing more.

Lola was pensive as she finished the last of her French fries. “Tell Keith that I’d like to see him again. Invite him over for a meal.”

Sebastian couldn’t believe his ears. No matter how amazing the Monkey Boy story was, it didn’t justify what his grandmother was asking him to do. “Are you crazy Abuela? After what just happened, I promise you that Keith would never go to your house.”

“We’ll see,” she said.

“No we won’t see, because I’m not going to invite him,” Sebastian replied with a belligerence that wasn’t typical of him.

“Why don’t you ask the black haired old lady about it and see what she says?”

Sebastian looked up at his grandmother more incredulous than before. “It’s not like I can ask her stuff whenever I want. She tells me stuff when she wants to.”

“Are you sure? Have you ever tried?”

Sebastian had to concede that he’d never tried asking the black haired old lady anything, probably because he preferred to think that she didn’t really exist, that she was nothing but an idea that popped into his head every now and then or one of those weird déjà vu moments that everybody has and nobody really understands.

“Who is she Abuela?” he asked.

Lola shook her head and began to tidy up the remnants of their meal. “Just ask her,” she said.

When Sebastian arrived home that evening, he went straight up to his room to lie down. He had a headache and a stomach ache and he was worried. He’d expected his mother to be upset when she saw his swollen eye, but he didn’t expect her to lose her senses completely. It was all Abuela Lola could do to keep her from running out of the house and going straight to the police station. If she’d known where Keith lived, she would’ve gone directly there, and she had every intention of filing a formal complaint at school the following day. If that wasn’t enough, she called Sebastian’s father from Lola’s house to tell him what had happened, and from what Sebastian could tell, his father agreed that something more had to be done.

Sebastian closed his good eye (the other one was already swollen shut) and tried to conjure up a picture of the black haired old lady in his mind. Perhaps if he concentrated on her face hard enough he’d be able to ask her about Keith and she would answer him. And if she answered his first question, then maybe she’d reveal who she was. He had no difficulty picturing her. She had such a distinctive face, those piercing eyes, that long crooked nose, and expressive mouth. And then he thought of her rough voice, and the blunt way she spoke.

“Who are you?” he murmured. “Are you an angel or a ghost? Why are you haunting me?”

Sebastian heard a distant thumping, although he quickly recognized the source of the sound and moments later, his bedroom door burst open. “Dad’s here,” Jennifer said, out of breath after running up the stairs. “He and Mom are talking in the kitchen.”

Sebastian sat up in bed. His father hadn’t stepped foot in the house since moving out several weeks ago. Jennifer stared at her little brother’s face. “Little man,” she said. “What happened to you?”

“I got into a fight,” Sebastian replied, rather liking the sound of it.

Jennifer shook her head in disbelief and said, “That must be why Dad’s here.” She motioned for Sebastian to follow her down the hall so they could listen in together from the landing at the top of the stairs.

“He can’t go on like this Gloria, why don’t you understand that?”

“All kids get into fights, and this Keith sounds like the typical bully. There’s one in every class.”

“That’s right and they all go for the weakest kid, the one who can’t strike back. My God, our boy can’t even run away without collapsing. Have you ever seen his face when he watches other kids playing, and running around? His heart is breaking, Gloria, and he needs that surgery.”

A long silence followed.

“You won’t go through it alone, honey. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

Gloria coughed and her voice was weepy and strained when she spoke. “How can I trust what you’re telling me? How can I ever trust you again?”

“For the sake of our children, I beg you to try.”

“And if I don’t agree, you’ll never let up will you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Sebastian’s surgery. You won’t let it rest until you get your way. That’s why I didn’t want you to know in the first place, because I knew you’d mess everything up…God damn you Dean.”

“Don’t you see what you’re doing to him?”

“I’m trying to keep him alive.”

“Your fear is killing him, Gloria,”

“No. You were wrong before, and you’re wrong now.”

Another silence ensued, during which Jennifer tried to usher Sebastian back into his room, but he refused.

“I would give my life for Sebastian to be healthy, and I’m sure you would too. But if that isn’t possible, do you really believe that sacrificing our marriage will save him?” Dean asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I want you back Gloria. I love you and I love my family. Give me another chance, and I promise that neither you nor our children will be sorry.”

Never in his life had Sebastian prayed, but he dropped down to his knees, clasped his hands together and prayed to God and the angels, to Jesus, and the saints and whatever or whoever was willing to listen to his pleading. “Make her say yes. Please, make her say yes. I’ll do anything you want me to do if you just make her say yes,” he muttered over and over again.

The kitchen chairs could be heard sliding across the tile floor, and Sebastian imagined his parents embracing and kissing passionately. Then his mother said, “I don’t believe that you’ve spent all your free time writing notes to every pretty woman who crosses your path. I forgive you for what you did, Dean.” She paused. “Even so, I can’t go back to our marriage, not now and maybe not ever. Something inside of me died a long time ago, and trying to pretend that it’s still alive is more difficult than accepting that it’s gone for good.”

After several minutes of silence all they heard was the back door opening and closing, and then the rumble of Dean’s jeep out on the driveway.

Jennifer stood still at the top of the stairs. She gazed down at her little brother still kneeling with his hands clasped before him. She thought about her parent’s many arguments over the years, her mother’s dismissive tone, and the lost and wounded look in her father’s eyes. She thought about his stupid jokes and realized that he didn’t know what else to do to raise the dank spirits of his family. Most of the time it didn’t work very well, but at least he was trying.

She rushed downstairs to the kitchen, leaving Sebastian still kneeling on the landing. “That was the stupidest thing you ever did Mom,” she cried.

“That was a private conversation, young lady.”

“I don’t give a shit what kind of conversation it was.”

“You don’t understand…”

“I understand that Dad just apologized and threw himself at your feet, and you gave him some bullshit about something inside of you dying or whatever.”

“It’s the truth, and one day when you’re older…”

“And one day when you’re a lonely old woman you’re going to look back on this day and regret it. I swear to you, Mom, you’ll be on your death bed wishing to God you’d found your heart.”

“Jennifer…”

“You think you’re the only one who suffers. But everybody suffers Mom, and some people suffer even more than you.” That said, she ran outside and down the street after her father.

Still kneeling on the landing, Sebastian’s hands dropped down to his sides. He could hear his mother weeping in the kitchen, and he felt badly for her but he had no desire to go downstairs and comfort her. He yearned for peace, and the comfort of his bed, so he pulled himself up to his feet and returned to his room where he stayed for the remainder of the evening.



  



Chapter Twenty-three
 

The next morning, Gloria made good on her promise to inform the school administrators about everything that happened between her son and Keith. She spoke with her usual persuasive authority, and made it more than clear that Keith was a bully and a menace and that she wouldn’t allow her vulnerable son to be exposed to such a threat. Needless to say, the administration took Gloria’s concerns very seriously, and the sight of Sebastian’s eye that had swollen into a slurry of black and blue overnight, leant all the more gravitas to her argument. They assured mother and son that from now on, they needn’t worry about Keith, and that they would call a meeting with his parents immediately.

Gloria left more or less satisfied, and Sebastian was sent to his classroom almost an hour late. His black eye caused a good deal of commotion as no one ever expected a kid like him to be involved in a fight. Ms. Ashworth had already been informed about the altercation after school, but she was all the more concerned when she saw Sebastian’s eye. She was preparing to call him up to her desk when the phone rang. As she listened, she glanced at Keith who had quite a smug look on his face. Then she hung up, wrote out a hall pass, and directed him to go to the office immediately.

Keith sauntered up to Ms. Ashworth’s desk, took the pass and left the classroom amidst a cacophony of shouts and wails from the other students. “Oooooh Keith is in trouble” they said, as everyone understood that his summons to the office had everything to do with Sebastian’s black eye. Eventually, the class settled down and the day’s lesson began, but about twenty minutes into it, there was another phone call after which Ms. Ashworth wrote another hall pass. This time she called Sebastian up to her desk, and directed him to report to the office as well. The uproar this created could be heard all through the corridor as Sebastian left the classroom and reluctantly made his way down the hall.

How he longed to put this whole business behind him. He wasn’t angry with Keith anymore, he was just weary of it all, and it occurred to him that he could run away to his grandmother’s house and not be missed until he was half way there. But he knew this would only make matters worse. If he ran away now his mother’s upset would dwarf all of her previous upsets to the size of a pea.

He was halfway to the office when he heard a strange sound keeping rhythm with his footsteps, and he stopped in his tracks. There was a hush reverberating through the corridor, and the soles of his feet were tingling strangely. It was only when he began walking again that he sensed a powerful vibration moving up from the ground, through his feet, into his legs and through his torso. Then he heard the black haired old lady’s voice inside of him, as though emanating from the very center of his heart. “It’ll be alright,” she whispered hoarsely. “Invite Keith to your grandmother’s house. It’ll be alright.”

Sebastian yearned for her guidance now more than ever, but he couldn’t help but question her on this point. “But Keith is the meanest kid in school and probably the whole world. What if he hits me again?”

“It’ll be alright,” the black haired old lady whispered again.

Feeling more confused and nervous than ever, Sebastian entered the main office doors and was immediately ushered by the principal’s secretary toward the conference room. She was busy with several things and hastily explained that Mr. Grulich, the principal, would be in to speak with them shortly. She was preparing to escort Sebastian into the room when the phone rang, and she directed him to go in on his own.

Sebastian opened the heavy conference room door just a sliver and slipped inside. A long conference table could be seen in the center of the room and sitting around it were Keith and a man and woman Sebastian assumed to be his parents. The thin blond woman he’d seen before at the beginning of the year. If not for her bland expression and sunken posture, she would’ve been quite pretty. She winced and shook her head when she saw Sebastian’s eye.

Sebastian took a hesitant step into the room. It was overwhelming to confront Keith and his parents and he didn’t know what to do.

“Is this the kid you beat up?” Keith’s father asked. He was a grown up burly version of Keith, complete with yellow eyes, and strawberry blonde hair, but his wrists were as thick as planks. And while Keith’s voice was commanding enough, his father’s was like thunder and the sound of it made Sebastian’s knees tremble.

“Answer me boy,” the man said, giving Keith’s shoulder a shove. “Is this him?”

Keith mumbled something unintelligible.

“What the hell did you say?”

“Yeah, it’s him,” Keith said, his eyes fixed on the table in front of him.

Keith’s father narrowed his eyes at Sebastian as he studied him from head to toe for a good twenty seconds. All the while, Sebastian felt his insides melting, and his ears glowing red.

“I never thought I’d see the day my boy beat up a midget,” the man growled.

“He’s not a midget,” Keith replied, but his voice and expression were as flat as the blank table he stared at. It was strange for Sebastian to see Keith this way when in class he was always the life of the party, and so animated that he could hardly sit still.

“This kid here,” Keith’s father said, pointing a thick finger at Sebastian, “is a fucking midget.” And then his face began to burn and he clenched his fists into massive rounds of flesh, and pounded one on the table. Keith and Sebastian jumped while Keith’s mother who’d been searching for something in her purse, looked up with a start, after which she produced a pack of cigarettes.

“I swear to God,” Keith’s father seethed under his breath. “If you get suspended over this, I’ll teach you real good not to beat up on cripples. You’ll wish you were never born, boy.”

Keith flashed his father a horrified look, and then he quickly turned away.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Willard,” Keith’s mother said. “We really don’t know what happened yet do we?” And she focused her hollow eyes on Sebastian, and smiled a strange icy smile. Then she removed one cigarette from the pack and tapped it lightly on the table. When Keith saw this, his face went pale, and his hands began to tremble. Sebastian wondered about Keith’s reaction to something so seemingly harmless.

The principal, a tall bald man in a grey suit, entered the conference room moments later, and introduced himself to Keith’s parents. He told Sebastian to take a seat, and Sebastian chose the seat closest to the principal and furthest from Keith and his parents. Mr. Grulich then proceeded to explain that there had been an incident the previous day after school between the two boys, and then he repeated almost word for word what Sebastian and his mother had told him that very morning: Keith had accosted Sebastian after school on his way to his grandmother’s house, forcibly stolen his McDonald’s gift certificate and then punched him in the face for good measure. All the while, Sebastian watched Keith’s father’s already frightening scowl contort into a snarl.

And as the principal went on, Sebastian thought about everything that had transpired between him and Keith since the beginning of the school year. Keith had been cruel beyond measure. He had humiliated him countless times, and even tried to orchestrate Sebastian’s death for everyone’s amusement. Sebastian couldn’t think of anyone he hated more than Keith. And then he thought about the story his grandmother had told him, and he pictured a frightened boy living like an animal in the jungle, this Monkey Boy who everybody was so afraid of, and who nobody really knew.

If truth could speak for itself it would clang like a mighty bell from the tallest tower on the highest mountain, but sometimes truth lurks like a ghostly angel in the most unlikely places, whispering only in the ears of those who have the courage to listen. There are no
coincidences it whispered, and Sebastian felt like he might wretch all over the table as he took firm hold of the arms of his chair and suddenly stood up.

“Sit down Sebastian,” Mr. Grulich said, “I’m not finished yet.”

But Sebastian remained standing, looking rather startled and lost.

“What’s wrong?” Mr. Grulich asked, taking note of his pained expression. “Do you have to go the bathroom?”

“No,” Sebastian replied softly.

“Well then, what is it?”

“That isn’t what really happened yesterday,” Sebastian said.

“But I’m only repeating what you and your mother told me just this morning.”

“I know,” Sebastian said, his heart pounding so fiercely he could hardly hear himself speak. “I lied to her and to you Mr. Grulich. I’m sorry.”

“Well then,” he replied, crossing his arms and appraising Sebastian sternly. “Would you like to tell me the truth about what happened yesterday after school?”

Sebastian took a deep breath and placed his hand over his heart to calm himself. He knew he looked pathetic, but he couldn’t help it this time. “Keith didn’t steal my gift certificate, I gave to him.”

“And why would you do that?” Mr. Grulich asked dubiously.

“Because I don’t like hamburgers,” Sebastian replied, making a face for good measure. “I hate hamburgers. I always have.”

“Not too many boys I know hate hamburgers, but let’s assume that you’re one of the few who do. So, you gave Keith your gift certificate, and then what happened?” he asked, obviously not convinced.

Sebastian stared wide eyed at everyone around the table, and they stared wide eyed back at him. Keith’s eyes were the biggest of all. “I ran at Keith and pushed him. I wanted to hurt him really bad.”

“Why did you want to hurt him?” the principal asked. “Didn’t you just tell us that you gave him the gift certificate?”

At this Sebastian drew a blank. This lying business was much more complicated than he expected, and he couldn’t think as fast as Mr. Grulich who obviously had a lot of experience with this sort of thing. If he didn’t come up with a good reason for wanting to hurt Keith then nothing about this new story would make any sense. Sebastian felt his eyes get hot and watery. He had no idea what to do or what to say. He turned to look at Keith who appeared to be just as worried. And then Sebastian heard another whisper that caused a shiver down his back. “The green eyed monster,” it said. “Tell them about the green eyed monster.”

Mr. Grulich pushed himself away from the table, his patience wearing thin.

“The green eyed monster,” Sebastian blurted out.

“Excuse me?” he replied.

“The Green eyed monster bit me,” Sebastian said breathless. “And that’s why I wanted to hurt Keith.”

Mr. Grulich had some trouble keeping a straight face. “Kindly explain yourself Sebastian. What does this green eyed monster have to do with anything?”

“Keith told me he was going to invite Kelly Taylor to go to McDonalds with him,” Sebastian replied.

“I see,” Mr. Grulich said. “And you were jealous?”

“We’re both in love with her,” Sebastian declared with a solemn nod toward Keith. “Actually, everybody loves Kelly Taylor.”

“And then what happened?” Mr. Grulich asked, his eyes glinting with a small measure of hope.

“I just…I just kept pushing him,” Sebastian replied much more confidently. It seems that he’d exchanged the lie for a truth much bigger than he’d bargained for. “And I kept trying to hit him, but I couldn’t get close enough so I… I tripped him and he fell to ground, and every time he tried to get up, I pushed him down again and again, but I stopped when it looked like he was going to cry, and then he finally stood up and that’s when he punched me.” Sebastian shrugged. “I guess I deserved it.”

Everyone allowed this new story to sink in for a moment, and Sebastian noted that Keith’s father’s face had returned to a more or less normal color, and that his enormous hands were no longer clenched into fists. Keith didn’t look afraid anymore, but startled and confused and he sat up straighter his chair, waiting to see what would happen next.

Mr. Grulich shook his head, but this time it wasn’t with disbelief over what Sebastian had said. Instead, he was reminded of how endearing and unpredictable children could be, and this softened his outlook and enlarged his compassion considerably. When Keith’s parents arrived earlier demanding to see the boy Keith was accused of hurting, he was worried that the situation would get messy, but things were turning out better than he had hoped and already he could envisage the meeting’s quick and fair resolution.

“That’s a very interesting story,” Mr. Grulich said, and then he turned to Keith. “And what do you have to say for yourself, young man? Why were you so willing to take the blame for something you didn’t do?”

Keith looked at Sebastian, and muttered, “I…I…was embarrassed that he beat me up, so I didn’t say anything.”

“You have nothing more to add?”

Keith looked down at the table and shook his head, but then he raised his eyes admiringly at Sebastian and said, “He’s stronger than he looks.”

Under the circumstances, Mr. Grulich decided that while neither boy deserved a suspension, they would both be punished and serve their recess time in the naughty circle for the remainder of the week, Sebastian for having started the fight in the first place, and Keith for striking back.

Keith’s parents left the school relatively satisfied that their son was not the primary culprit this time. Keith’s father appeared to be momentarily appeased, but before leaving he made sure to tell the principal that if his son were to so much as blink at another kid, they weren’t to call his wife as they usually did, they were to call him so that he could handle matters in his own way. Mr. Grulich was impressed with Keith’s father’s participatory attitude.

“I wish more fathers would get involved,” he said.

Ms. Ashworth was surprised to learn that both Sebastian and Keith would be spending the rest of the week in the naughty circle. She took them there herself, and told them to sit as far away from each other as they could. They were not to speak to one another or to anyone else during their punishment. If they did, they would serve an extra recess in the naughty circle the following week. She was a bit suspicious that both boys were so accepting, almost cheerful about their punishment.

Once Ms. Ashworth left them, Sebastian took the note he’d written earlier in class from his pocket. Eager to obey the black haired old lady who he vowed never to doubt again, he tossed it over to Keith’s side of the circle. The note read, “If you want, you can come with me to my grandmother’s house after school today.” And then as an afterthought he added, “She’s a very good cook.” Keith snatched up the note, and stuffed it into his pocket without reading it.

Sebastian was half way to his grandmother’s house that afternoon when he heard footsteps echoing behind him. He turned around and spotted Keith about ten yards away, trying to look as though he just happened to be there. But when Sebastian stopped walking, Keith stopped, and when he continued walking Keith continued walking too, always keeping the same distance between them. The rest of the way to his grandmother’s house, Sebastian turned around every so often to see if Keith was still there, and he always was.

Sebastian arrived to Bungalow Haven, and made his way down the meandering lane, well aware that Keith was behind him. It still didn’t seem possible that Keith, the meanest person Sebastian had ever known, had entered his sanctuary, that he’d actually led him there himself and that soon they’d be at his grandmother’s house.

Sebastian climbed the steps to the porch and opened the screen door, but Keith went no further than the mailbox.

“You can come in if you want,” he said. “It’s all right.”

Keith shook his head and stuffed his hands into his pockets. For the first time, he actually looked ashamed of himself.

When Sebastian entered the house he found his grandmother in the kitchen, and from the look of things she’d been working hard. The counter was overflowing with food. There was a large bowl of rice and beans, and chicken soup and sliced sausages and cheese. And there was another dish he’d never seen before. It was a flat square shaped pie, baked to golden brown perfection. Lola had already cut out a piece and Sebastian could see that it was filled with egg, peppers and meat that looked like chicken or fish.

“Just in time,” Lola said when she saw her grandson. “Is Keith with you?”

“He’s outside, but he won’t come in,” Sebastian said. “I already told him it was alright, but I think it’s hopeless,” he said, trying to get a better look at the pie.

“We’ll see about that,” Lola replied, wiping her hands on her apron.

Sebastian watched through the window from inside as Lola walked up to Keith who was still standing by the mailbox. He allowed her to get about five feet from him before backing away. She spoke to him for a few minutes and took a step toward him. This time, he did not back away. Still he was silent, his head hanging, his hands limp at his sides. Lola took another step toward him and then she reached up and touched his shoulder. He did not flinch or swipe her hand away, and then she wrapped her arm around his shoulders, walked him into the house and sat him down at the table.

The three of them ate together mostly in silence. They ate beans and chicken soup, and Spanish savory pie. Keith ate methodically and voraciously, his head down and his fist curled around his fork. If he thought the food was delicious, he didn’t say a word. Sebastian felt an unexpected calm come over him as they ate. Keith didn’t look quite so mean to him anymore.

When they were part way finished with the meal, and Lola saw that Keith was enjoying it, she began to chat light heartedly about how she had prepared it, focusing mostly on the savory pie of which Keith had already eaten two helpings. She said that the filling was made with chicken, chorizo and generously seasoned with sweet roasted paprika for a distinctively smoky flavor. She made the dough from scratch, and rolled it out in a rather thick sheet so that it would hold up to the moist filling. For dessert, she made Bizcocho de Ron, a delicious cake flavored with rum and honey. She said that on the island this had always been her oldest brother’s favorite dessert, and that she made it for him whenever he was annoyed with her, which was quite often.

From time to time, Keith looked up from his plate as she talked, his eyes filled with gratitude. When he was full and couldn’t eat another bite, he sat up straight and said, “I have to go home now.”

“Go on then,” Lola said, “But remember, there will always be a place for you at my table.”

Keith muttered his thanks, stole a sideways glance at Sebastian, and then left. In his wake was a strange feeling, as though they had just spent the afternoon with an alien from another planet. Sebastian still couldn’t believe that Keith had been there, sitting at the table with them, enjoying food that his grandmother had so lovingly prepared. And not once had he said an ugly provoking or disparaging word to him.

As Lola began to clear the table, Sebastian asked, “What did you say to him out by the mailbox?”

“I’ll tell you, but first, you have to tell me how you managed to get him here.”

Sebastian told his grandmother all that had transpired earlier that day in the principal’s office, the things Keith’s father said, and how Keith behaved when his mother pulled out the cigarettes from her purse. Even now, Sebastian didn’t understand what it all meant, but he assumed Keith was grateful to him for having lied, and sparing him a beating from his father. As Lola listened, she nodded knowingly, not at all surprised to hear what her grandson was telling her.

“And you were right about the black haired old lady,” Sebastian concluded. “I asked her about Keith and she told me to invite him to your house and she said that it would be alright just like you did.”

Lola looked away from her grandson so that he wouldn’t see the tears gathering in her eyes. “And now, there is something I must do,” she said. Lola called the police and then she was referred to another agency where she reported what she suspected was going on between Keith and his parents, making sure to specifically mention the small round scabs on Keith’s hands, and the strange way he had responded to his mother’s cigarettes. She was assured that a social worker would investigate, and that if Keith were in any danger, steps would be taken to protect him. When Lola returned to the table, she told Sebastian that she would help him explain to his mother what had happened, for she would certainly have received a phone call from the school informing her about all that transpired during the meeting with Keith’s parents, including Sebastian’s admission to lying, and his weeklong punishment in the naughty circle.

Then Sebastian asked, “So, what did you say to Keith out at the mailbox?”

“I told him that I knew he was hurting and I promised him that if he took a chance, and shared a meal with us, he would begin to heal.”

“Do you think he’s healing now Abuela?”

She thought about this for a moment, and then replied, “We all are.”



  



Chapter Twenty-four
 

It was a beautiful warm day, so Dean took Sebastian and Jennifer for a drive along the coast, something he’d been wanting to do for some time. Sebastian didn’t mind giving up the front seat for his sister. He was so glad she had decided to join them, he would’ve ridden on the roof just to make her happy. Dean was happy too. He kept chuckling at his own silly jokes, and glancing over to his right as though to make absolutely sure that it was really his daughter sitting next to him, and not some wishful figment of his imagination. For the moment, her presence seemed to make up for everything that was wrong with the family, and for the first time since his father left, Sebastian felt hopeful that things might get better. Now there would be two of them to tell their mother about how well things went with Dad, and maybe this time she would listen a little bit more.

When Jennifer was in a good mood she could talk nonstop about anything, even a trip to the market could evolve into an endless monologue, but never before had the sound of her voice sounded so lovely to Sebastian. And Dean managed to interject a word or two here and there. The loud rumbling of the jeep’s engine made it impossible for Sebastian to hear what they were saying, but the lilting sound of their easy conversation relaxed him, and he was more than happy to watch the ocean and the broad sandy beaches sweep by his window beneath a sky so blue it almost hurt to look at it. He felt more content than he had in a long time, but then it occurred to him that maybe he shouldn’t allow himself to enjoy the moment too much. At the end of the day, his father would drop them off at the house and that cold empty feeling would creep in again, and set off an aching worse than any physical pain he’d ever known. But that was still hours away, so he tried not to think about it anymore.

After a long walk on the beach, they had lunch at a little seaside restaurant where they served only fish and chips or chicken fingers for people who didn’t like fish. Sebastian was starving and ordered a large order of the fish and chips. Jennifer said that she’d only have a salad because her grandmother’s cooking was making her gain weight, and pretty soon she wouldn’t fit into her cheerleading uniform. Dean said that the sea air was making him very hungry too, and he ordered the same as Sebastian.

They hadn’t talked about their mother all day, although when all was silent Sebastian felt her hovering through the spaces between them like a spying ghost who wasn’t too happy to see her family having such a good time without her.

Jennifer felt it too because part way through lunch she said, “Dad, why do you think Mom is so stubborn?”

He was put off by the question, and wasn’t quite sure how to answer at first. “Your mother has always been strong willed,” he finally said. “That’s one of the reasons I married her.”

“Oh come on Dad, don’t patronize me. She’s being an absolute bitch, and you know it.”

He blinked once. In the few weeks he’d been away, he’d forgotten how blunt his daughter could be, just like her mother actually. “Please don’t talk about your mother that way. She loves you very much, both of you.”

“I know she does, but enough is enough already. You’ve been gone for almost three months and you apologized and everything.” Jennifer twirled a French fry she took from Sebastian’s plate in her ketchup. “Mom stays mad better than anybody I know.”

Dean had nothing to say in response, and they continued eating their fish and chips in silence. The light hearted mood they’d been enjoying most of the day had grown heavy and Sebastian resented Jennifer for having called their mother a bitch, even though he agreed that the description fit her at times.

After lunch they decided to take a stroll along the pier. There were a handful of men fishing off the end of it, leaning over the railing with their poles positioned at different angles into the water. They were so still and lifeless that they almost looked like statues, and it was easy to imagine that they’d been patiently waiting for years to catch a fish.

Sebastian peeked into their water-filled pails, and saw that only two of the men had caught anything, yet nobody seemed to be discouraged. They enjoyed being there on this mild afternoon and maybe it didn’t really matter to them. The heaviness that had come over them during lunch lifted little by little as they made their way down the pier, and Dean was humming a tune by the time they reached the end of it.

While they leaned against the railing, he pointed out to sea. “Hey look, you can see Catalina Island clear as a bell.”

The island shimmered on the horizon, and it felt good standing there in the sunlight with the ocean breeze fresh against their faces, looking out at Catalina Island with their father standing between them. Jennifer was gazing out, lost in thought. Sebastian wondered if she was feeling badly about what she’d said earlier, although she seemed very content to be there, and he didn’t think she would say anything else to ruin the mood. Then Dean put his arms around his children’s shoulders, and they stood there in silence for some time basking in the warmth and well being of the moment.

Then he said softly, “I’ve really enjoyed spending this day with you two, and I hate for it to come to an end, but I promised your mother I wouldn’t get you home too late. It’s a school night, after all.”

They walked slowly back to the car, and Sebastian watched the sun set over the ocean as they drove home. He tried to hold on to the feelings of the day, the stirring of hope and happiness in his belly, but as the sun dipped further and further down the sky, he felt the experience waning and the cold reality of his parent’s separation settled in like a block of ice. He hated to think that this was the forever he’d have to get used to, but he was starting to believe that it was, and pretty soon hoping would hurt more than accepting.

Jennifer was quiet as well. There was only the drone of the engine, the rumbled jerky ride in the jeep and the soft golden glow of the setting sun on the horizon. When it disappeared completely, a gray light descended over the sky slowly overtaking the embers that remained, little by little, until all of the colors of the day were consumed by the encroaching night.

Sebastian’s throat grew tight, and he held back the tears for the rest of the ride home and all during the time that he spent with his mother and sister at home watching TV before going up to his room. He held them as he took his bath, and as he finished his spelling homework, although he could feel the ball welling up and surging in his throat. It was only after his mother turned out the light and kissed him goodnight, that he allowed them to flow freely. But even then, he didn’t make a sound so that his mother wouldn’t hear him weeping through the wall as he sometimes heard her.



  



Chapter Twenty-five
 

The time for Sebastian’s reign as “Student of the Month” had come to an end. Although he’d spent a week of that time sitting in the naughty circle with Keith during recess, it had been an exceptional month. The two boys took to exchanging notes while in the naughty circle and sometimes during class as well, and an earnest if fragile friendship had developed between them. It was while reading one of Keith’s notes that Sebastian learned his new friend was no longer living with his parents, but with an aunt who lived close by, a woman Keith described as “boring but nice.”

As the days passed, Sebastian noticed that Keith was gradually changing. He no longer used foul language out on the playground, although occasionally he slipped, and that harsh menacing light in his eyes had faded somewhat. When he ran across the field before, it seemed that only his rage fueled him whereas now it was his athleticism and desire to win that stood out. Whenever he made a goal, which he often did, he appeared to be truly satisfied and proud of his accomplishment.

Sebastian liked this new Keith very much, and so did everybody else so that if Keith had been popular before, he was now a superstar. Students and teachers alike rallied around him every chance they had. There was even one time that Sebastian saw Mr. Grulich pat Keith on the back with fatherly affection when they left the office together, and Ms. Ashworth’s eyes always glowed with admiration and sympathy whenever they fell upon him.

While it’s true that Sebastian liked Keith now, he sometimes felt that Green Eyed monster nipping at his heels in earnest. Why hadn’t his suffering elevated him to Keith’s status? Sebastian had hated the old Keith, but now he felt a mixture of love and resentment for the new Keith, and he didn’t know which feeling was worse.

When the day came to announce who the new Student of the Month would be, it was no surprise to anyone when Ms. Ashworth called Keith up to the front of the class. All of the students pounded their desks and hooped and hollered their approval for this month’s appointment like no other. And standing up there with his medal hanging around his neck, Keith looked like the king of the world. And when it came time to laud him with praise, it seemed that every student’s hand shot up in the air at once. One by one they told him how wonderful he was, what an amazing athlete, how powerful and strong. They told him that he was handsome, and smart and the most fun to be around. And when it was Kelly Taylor’s turn, her eyes beamed at him when she said that she knew he would be famous one day, a movie star or maybe even president. A hush fell over the room, as they absorbed her prophetic words. It even gave Ms. Ashworth pause, and she gazed at Keith with wonder.

The only person who didn’t appreciate Keith’s positive turn was Sean. He dearly missed the shady misadventures of the past, and often tried to lure Keith back to his previous ways. Keith was able to resist him most of the time, but he could still be tempted to push an unsuspecting boy into the girl’s bathroom from time to time, and if the cafeteria served hamburgers or hotdogs for lunch, Keith always ended up with an extra serving on his plate while some other poor soul had none.

One afternoon as Sebastian was walking off the school grounds, Sean caught up to him, grabbed him roughly by the collar and demanded that he dance like a monkey again. He called out loudly toward Keith who was walking away in the other direction. “Hey, we haven’t seen Monkey Boy dance for awhile. Let’s see if he still remembers his monkey moves.”

As usual, Keith’s interest motivated several others to follow him, including Kelly Taylor, and now quite a large group was making their way toward them. Sebastian dropped his book bag, more incredulous than scared. After all that had happened, how could he be facing this regurgitated humiliation yet again? This time, he vowed to fight them all, and as Keith approached, Sebastian curled his fists and gritted his teeth. Not even the sight of Kelly Taylor would deter him. This time, it was a fight to the death.

Keith walked straight up to Sean and shoved his shoulder hard. “Let him go,” he seethed.

Sean released Sebastian’s collar at once, and fell away. “What’s your problem?” he asked. “It’s only Monkey Boy.”

“Don’t touch him again,” Keith said. “Because if you do…” he paused as he thought about it. “If you do, I’ll have to kill you.”

Sean stared incredulously at his former friend. There was no mistaking the rage in Keith’s eyes, but Sean wasn’t one to back down easily, especially when there were so many other kids watching. He glared at Keith and stepped toward Sebastian intent on grabbing the smaller boy again, but before Sean could lay a hand on Sebastian, Keith dropped Sean to the ground on his stomach, and twisted his arm around his back. Whenever Sean tried to move, Keith twisted his arm higher up his back, causing him to groan in agony.

With his knee firmly on Sean’s back, Keith looked up to Sebastian and asked, “What should I do with him?”

Sebastian shook his head, baffled and amazed by what had just happened.

“Just say the word, and I’ll snap his neck,” Keith said.

Sean groaned some more and twitched under Keith’s weight.

Sebastian shuddered at the thought, and was speechless, as he gazed into Keith’s eyes.

“You’re not sure are you?” Keith said with a nod that meant, ‘Go with me on this.’ “You want to think about it for a little while. That’s okay, I have plenty of time.”

And then Sebastian realized that Keith wasn’t really planning to hurt Sean, he just wanted to scare him, while giving Sebastian the opportunity to feel powerful. Suddenly a thrilling rush of adrenaline surged through him, but immediately he felt the burden that came with power. He wanted to do the right thing, yet he knew that how he did it would be tricky if he was going to stay in Keith’s good graces.

After thinking about it for a moment or two longer, Sebastian began to make a show out of dusting himself off, and righting his shirt, causing the other kids sniggered, and Kelly Taylor more loudly than the rest. “Let me think,” he said. “I’ve never seen anybody get their neck snapped before which could be kind of interesting…” He picked up his book bag, and took his time slinging it over his shoulder. “But it could also be messy, and I don’t like the sight of blood. So, I think this time you should let him go.”

“Are you sure?” Keith asked, sounding extremely disappointed.

“Well…let’s see….” Sebastian said, putting his finger to his chin and assuming a very thoughtful pose. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Okay, have it your way,” Keith said and he released Sean who immediately sprang up to his feet, his face red and his fists clenched while glaring at Keith and Sebastian.

He was backing away when Keith asked, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Sean stared at him, dumbfounded.

“You didn’t thank Sebastian for saving your life, and that isn’t very nice,” Keith said.

“That isn’t very nice,” the other kids taunted.

Sean clenched his jaw tight, and it didn’t look like he would comply when suddenly he blurted out, “Thanks for saving my life… Monkey Boy!” and then he turned and ran off as fast as his legs could carry him.

The popularity of footsie tether ball hadn’t waned, and most of the kids spent as much time playing this new game as they did playing soccer. Because of this, Sebastian spent most of his recess time watching the other kids play while seated on the bench beneath the willow tree. As he predicted, several of the other students, Sean and Kelly Taylor included, had become quite proficient with practice, and while Sebastian still remained one of the best players, he was no longer the absolute best. Although, as the creator of the game, he was still the unquestioned technical expert and sometimes when disagreements arose, his classmates sought him out as referee, a role that suited him rather well.

Sometimes when Sebastian sat on his bench beneath the willow tree, Kelly Taylor joined him and they talked about many things. It was the best part of Sebastian’s day, rivaling the time he spent with his grandmother at Bungalow Haven. He learned that Kelly Taylor was not only a good athlete, but clever and artistic as well. She collected heart shaped rocks, and kept them in a box under her bed. She enjoyed painting them different colors, and promised Sebastian that she would bring some to school so he could see for himself how beautiful they were.

Sebastian told Kelly about his grandmother and how much they enjoyed cooking together, and he promised her that one day he would cook something for her. After a few minutes of friendly conversation, she would leave Sebastian underneath the willow tree to play footsie tether ball or soccer, and his eyes followed her wherever she went.

Now that Sebastian was a respected and relatively admired member of his class, he lingered after school sometimes. He couldn’t participate in the spontaneous games that started up like dodge ball, keep away or tag, but he was an enthusiastic cheerleader. Also, there was the chance that he’d steal a few additional moments with Kelly Taylor, and more than once she’d walked with him to the end of the street where he turned left to go to his grandmother’s house and she went straight ahead to go home. Perhaps one day he would invite her to go with him. He’d spoken to Abuela Lola about it, and she thought it was a marvelous idea. Sebastian had already decided that they would make arroz
sasonado, and Lola laughed when he explained that he wanted to serve the meal that had ignited her lifelong love affair with Abuelo Ramiro.

One morning while sitting underneath the willow tree, Sebastian found the courage to ask Kelly Taylor to go with him to his grandmother’s house after school. He was so nervous that he could feel the sweat on the palms of his hands penetrating the fabric of his trousers. She nonchalantly replied that she would ask her mother, but that she was almost certain her mother would say yes. Sebastian was so excited that he had great difficulty calming his heart and hardly slept the night before. Lola was delighted to know that she would finally get the opportunity to meet the magnificent Kelly Taylor, and she assured Sebastian that everything would be perfect for her visit.

The next day after school as they walked down the street together toward Lola’s house, Keith caught up to them. He was in an especially good mood because when he’d been awarded his Student of the Month medal, Ms. Ashworth had run out of McDonald’s gift certificates. On this day she was finally able to present him with it, and he promptly asked his two friends to join him.

“I’m going with Sebastian to his grandmother’s house right now,” Kelly said, although there was certain regret in her voice when she said it.

“I’m making arroz sasonado,” Sebastian said.

“What’s that?” Keith asked, making a face.

“It’s Puerto Rican rice with lots of good stuff in it,” he replied, and although he much preferred that he and Kelly Taylor go alone, he said, “You can come too. My grandmother won’t mind.”

“Nah,” Keith said, with a funny smirk. “I’m in the mood for a cheeseburger anyway.” And he strutted off down the street. Kelly stayed where she was watching him longingly for a few seconds.

“We should go,” Sebastian said, taking a few steps away, but Kelly Taylor didn’t follow.

“I guess I’m really in the mood for a cheeseburger too. You don’t mind do you? We can go to your grandmother’s house tomorrow.”

Sebastian shook his head and even managed to smile and wave as Kelly Taylor sprinted away after Keith, her pigtails sailing behind her. As he watched them race each other to the corner, a strange paralysis came over him, followed by a hollow pain that settled in the pit of his stomach. And that’s when he remembered that he had a doctor’s appointment the next day after school. There would be no tomorrow with Kelly Taylor at Abuela Lola’s house.

When Sebastian entered his grandmother’s house and saw the counter organized with all of the ingredients to make arroz sasonado, he felt sick. This green eyed monster was more powerful than he’d ever suspected and it provoked the worst feeling he’d ever known, worse than fear, and humiliation, worse than hate, loneliness and sadness all wrapped into one.

He opened his heart to Lola and his emotions spilled out like so many jagged pieces of glass. She collected them calmly and tried her best to put them back together in the order they should go. “That’s how it is with love, Sebastian. One minute you feel like you’re soaring high in the sky like an eagle, and the next thing you know, you’re squirming through the mud like a worm. But before you know it, you’ll be back up on your feet again, you’ll see.”

“Sometimes I wish that we’d never saved Monkey Boy,” Sebastian said, and after he said it, he shocked himself to silence, and stared into his grandmother’s startled face.

“Do you mean that?” she asked.

Sebastian nodded, shame faced and Lola sighed as she made her way to the counter to begin preparing the meal. Sebastian followed her, and they began with the sofrito as always and the familiar and delicious scent of onions, garlic and peppers cooking in olive oil brought Sebastian back to his senses. “I guess I don’t really mean it,” he muttered.

“I didn’t think so,” Lola replied.

“But I know that if Kelly Taylor ate the arroz sasonado she would fall in love with me just like Abuelo Ramiro fell in love with you because it’s magic,” Sebastian said, sniffing a bit. “We’re making magic, aren’t we Abuela?”

“Well, that’s definitely one way to look at it,” she replied pensively. “Or perhaps the magic is making us.”

Sebastian stopped to look at his grandmother, not understanding what she meant. She chuckled at the sight of his big round eyes gaping at her, and pulled him into an embrace.



  



Chapter Twenty-six
 

Dr. Lim was smiling more broadly than ever, and there was a definite bounce to his step when he entered the examining room. “How are you doing today, Sebastian?” he asked. He nodded to Gloria and Dean who were standing on either side of their son, as if claiming the half of him that belonged to them.

“Okay,” Sebastian replied somberly.

Dr. Lim assumed that his patient’s subdued mood might have something to do with his parent’s marital problems. Remembering the awkward exchange between them during the last visit, he decided not to ask Sebastian about it for fear that it would only provoke more tension. The poor little guy had enough stress in his life.

Dean and Gloria stood back as Dr. Lim began his examination. All the while, Sebastian examined his parents, how close they were standing to each other, and the expression on their faces. Were they friendly or hostile? Had the icy barrier between them melted just a little bit? He couldn’t be sure, but it appeared that if his father were to raise his hand he would just be able touch his mother’s elbow. But for the time being his hands were stuffed in his pockets, and her arms were crossed over her chest.

“Has he continued to put on weight?” Dean asked.

“He sure has,” Dr. Lim replied, smiling with pleasure. “Another five pounds, and he’s grown almost a full inch. If you continue at this rate, I might have to put you on a diet.”

Sebastian felt a sudden thrill run through him, lifting his spirits. He knew what this meant and he studied Dr. Lim’s almost feminine looking hands as he wrote in the chart. His fingers were the sleek and steady fingers of a surgeon and at that moment Sebastian had no doubt that they would know what to do to fix his sick heart when it was exposed beneath the glaring lights of the operating room. In this sterile environment filled with shiny instruments and where the sharp edges defined every corner, the outcomes were always clear, measured and precise. There were no dank dark spaces for doubt or fear to hide. In this place, everything always turned out exactly as planned, like a perfectly executed recipe.

“When do you think it would be best to schedule the surgery?” Dean asked.

“Hold on a minute,” Gloria said, stepping forward.

Dr. Lim turned to face her, his face placid but firm. “If we’re going to do it, the sooner the better, Mrs. Bennett.”

“I agree,” Dean said. “Why wait any longer?”

“Because…” Gloria replied glaring at her husband and Dr. Lim, more than ready to take on the two of them at once. “Nothing has been decided yet, because…I’m Sebastian’s mother and I’m not convinced that this is the right thing to do.”

“Then what do you propose we do, Gloria? Just go on waiting for the sake of waiting?”

“We don’t know for certain that another operation will help,” Gloria returned. “And Sebastian has adapted very well to his limitations.”

“But at least with another operation he won’t have to go through life as a weakling.”

“For God sake, Dean, how can you say such a thing in front of your own son?”

“He should know the truth…”

“He doesn’t understand…” Gloria said, and they continued to argue about whether or not Sebastian was too young, and too vulnerable to endure another surgery. In her desperation, Gloria brought up what happened when Sebastian was born and how she had trusted Dean and the family which nearly cost Sebastian his life.

Dr. Lim’s face went pale as he watched his young patient squirm and shrink away from his parents. “What do you want to do?” Dr. Lim asked, his eyes focused on Sebastian alone. He set his chart on the table and knelt down before his patient. “With another surgery it’s possible that we’ll be able to mend your heart so that you’ll feel much stronger than you do now. Will you be able to run fast enough to play soccer? I’m not sure, maybe not, but you’ll be able to run faster than you can now without tiring. There are always risks associated with surgery, and there is a chance that things won’t go exactly as planned. But if you don’t have the surgery, there’s a good chance that your heart may become even weaker than it is today.”

Gloria began to mutter and was preparing to protest more loudly, but Dr. Lim raised his hand to silence her. “Sebastian,” he said, “Do you want me to perform the surgery?”

“How can you possibly ask a child…”

“He may be a child, Mrs. Bennett,” Dr. Lim replied calmly, “but it’s his life and his heart we’re talking about here. Surely, Sebastian’s desires should be taken into consideration.” That, said, Dr. Lim focused his attention back on his patient. “What would you like me to do, Sebastian?”

Sebastian tore his eyes away from Dr. Lim’s face to consider his parents. His father’s calm blue eyes weren’t so calm, and the muscles along his jaw were taut as he waited to hear how his son would answer. His mother’s eyes were bathed in fear, and her cheeks were trembling. Sebastian had never seen her look so desperate and it frightened him. Nevertheless, he felt an incandescent power glowing inside of him, and it moved him beyond his fear and it spoke to him clearly, and deliberately. At that moment, he felt even more powerful than he did on the playground when Keith asked him to decide Sean’s fate. This was his own life he was determining now, and for the first time, he actually felt that it belonged to him.

He turned to Dr. Lim and said, “I want the surgery.”

After he said this all was silent for a moment, and then Sebastian heard the jingle of his mother’s keys as she yanked them out of her purse, but he couldn’t bring himself to look up at her face.

“You take him then,” she said.

“What are you talking about?” Dean asked.

“Sebastian can live with you from now on because I refuse to go through this again. You can watch him die on your own. “ She rushed out of the room, and they heard her keys jangling as she ran all the way down the corridor.

That night at his father’s apartment, Sebastian couldn’t sleep. Every time he was about to drift off, he felt something pierce his chest, like a cold blade of steel running through him, and he opened his eyes for the hundredth time to stare into the darkness.

After his mother had rushed out of Dr. Lim’s office, Sebastian and his father left a few minutes later and had hamburgers for dinner. Then they went straight to Dean’s friend’s apartment. Dean suggested that Sebastian sleep in the other room, since his friend was away for a few days, but Sebastian refused. He much preferred to sleep near his father even if his snoring kept him awake.

Gazing at the blurry outlines of unfamiliar furniture in the room, Sebastian reached under his t shirt and placed his fingers on the delicate scar that ran along the length of his chest. Normally it felt numb, but on this night the scar was warm and sensitive to the touch, and he imagined the scalpel slicing through it and the oozing trail of blood that would follow in its wake. He saw his heart gathered like a twisted fist of noodles, quivering and pale under the bright lights. How could anyone unravel such a mess? Maybe his mother was right.

Sebastian turned to look into his father’s face. He was sleeping on his side, and snoring softly. Suddenly, Dean opened his eyes and was momentarily startled when he saw another face only inches away from his own. He’d forgotten that Sebastian was there, but then he remembered and smiled. “Did my snoring wake you up?” he asked.

“It’s okay,” Sebastian replied.

“Is something wrong, little man?” Dean asked noting the despair in his son’s voice.

Sebastian shook his head, and bit his lip. He wanted to feel as strong and sure about things as he had at Dr. Lim’s office, but now in the middle of the night, in a strange bed and a strange room, his courage had abandoned him, and he was a trembling mass of fear. His eyes began to water. “I’m sorry Dad,” he whispered.

“What for?”

Sebastian felt a surge of emotion well up inside of him and then he broke down in sobs. They wracked his body for several minutes, as his father held him close. “It’s okay,” Dean whispered all the while.

“I’m sorry,” Sebastian said again, feeling ashamed of himself for falling apart in the middle of the night and keeping his father awake.

His father whispered, “I understand how scared you must be. I’m scared too, but Dr. Lim is an excellent doctor, and I know that all is going to be well, you’ll see.”

After a few minutes they lay quietly in bed, completely spent. Dean was silent, but Sebastian knew his father wasn’t asleep yet. He was thinking too.

“Dad,” Sebastian whispered.

“Yes, little man.”

“I can’t go through with it.”

There was no response for several seconds, and Sebastian was glad for the darkness so he wouldn’t have to see the disappointment on his father’s face. “First thing tomorrow, I’ll call Dr. Lim and tell him to cancel the surgery.”

Immediately Sebastian felt the pain in his chest subside and a soft veil of tranquility drift over him. “What about Mom?” he asked.

“Don’t worry about your mother. I’ll deal with her,” he said. “Now go to sleep. It’s very late, and tomorrow’s a school day.”

The following afternoon, Gloria arrived to pick up her son at his grandmother’s house, and she found them working in the kitchen side by side as usual. On this day they had made Funche, a Puerto Rican style of polenta that could be sweet or savory depending on whether you wanted to have it for dinner or dessert, but on this day they would have it for dinner. As they worked, Lola told Sebastian that Funche was a much loved peasant dish on the island, although it was enjoyed by all people because it was so simple and versatile.

Sebastian had blended the ingredients together himself. He began by bringing water and salt to boil in a large pot. He then added the cornmeal, whisking constantly to keep it from getting lumpy, and then he turned down the heat to medium low, and stirred for another fifteen minutes. He had to switch hands to keep them from getting sore, but he knew that the smooth creamy results would be well worth it. Once the cornmeal was thick, he took great pleasure in stirring in a bit of cream. Lola told him that while this wasn’t the traditional preparation, it gave the dish a rich and satisfying finish. Sebastian decided that the Funche would be even more delicious with a few additional cloves of garlic. He minced these very finely, expertly working the big kitchen knife, and folded it in with the rest of the ingredients which included sofrito and tender morsels of pork. Only then was it ready to bake.

Lola took the piping hot dish out of the oven a few minutes after Gloria had arrived, and placed it on a trivet on the counter. The top had toasted to a golden brown, and the steam was fragrant and delicious. After cooling for a few minutes, she’d slice and serve it on a platter, with a touch of olive oil and roasted peppers for garnish.

Sebastian wanted to forget all about the surgery so that life could get back to normal. He wanted to cook with his grandmother, and spend the weekends with his father. He wanted to do his homework, clean the whiteboard and play footsie tetherball. He wanted to go to sleep in his own room, in his own bed with his mother and sister under the same roof. It would be better if his father were there too, but he was beginning to understand that in life things were rarely exactly as one wished them to be.

Lola left the room for a moment to look for a serving platter she thought she might have packed away in the hall cupboard, and Gloria took the opportunity to ask, “How are you doing today, little man?” as though nothing had happened between them.

“Okay, just a little tired,” he replied.

“You didn’t sleep well last night?”

Sebastian shook his head, and gave her a furtive glance. No doubt his father had related the details of their difficult night together.

“Me neither. I think it was the worst night I’ve had in a long time.”

He smiled and she smiled, and then she held her arms out to him. Immediately Sebastian went to her and she embraced him as he laid his head on her shoulder. She was right, he had adapted very well to his limitations. Life was as good as it could be, and there was no reason to ask anything more of it. And although he could barely admit it to himself, the truth is that it was much easier to disappoint his father than it was to disappoint his mother. Even with all the changes he’d experienced lately, he doubted that would ever change.



  



Chapter Twenty-seven
 

The screen door was unlocked as usual, and all was quiet when Sebastian entered his grandmother’s house. Immediately, he noticed that she wasn’t in the kitchen consumed by the preparation of a meal. In fact, from what he could see there was nothing at all on the stove. Then he saw her sitting on her rocker and facing the bloom of photographs on the wall. She was leaning slightly to one side, with a cane resting against her knees. Sebastian approached slowly, afraid of what he would find. He knelt down next to her and looked into her face. Her eyes were closed, and she was breathing peacefully. He gently shook her shoulder. “Abuela, wake up, Abuela.”

She opened her eyes and smiled.

“Have you been asleep for long?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she replied. “I sat down for a moment to rest, and closed my eyes.”

Sebastian noticed that her white hair was starting to grow in again and that the bright strawberry color had faded to frosty pink. In a couple of weeks, she would look as she had before and when he thought about how their lives had been before, he felt a vague emptiness come over him. The Senior Center meals, and artificial candles, the long afternoons spent together chatting about not much of anything. It had been so comforting before, but now it seemed like a dreary empty existence. He much preferred the new colorful life they had created, splendid with flavors and stories that were as vibrant and alive as a real fire.

He took hold of the cane resting against her knees. “I’ve never seen you use a cane before.”

“Oh,” she said, as if noticing it for the first time. “This was Charlie’s cane. Nobody wanted it, so I took it as a memento. My knee was bothering me a little bit this morning, just a touch of arthritis,” she said and she stretched out her right leg and rubbed her knee in a circular motion. “It feels much better now.”

“Are you sure?” Sebastian asked.

“Quite sure,” she replied.

He glanced over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “Aren’t we cooking today?”

She inhaled deeply. “I guess I’m a little tired today,” she said, but seeing the distress in her grandson’s eyes, she chuckled and asked, “Are you hungry?”

“I’m always hungry,” he replied.

Lola seemed pleased to hear this, and her expression brightened. “I have an idea,” she said. “Why don’t you cook for us today?”

“Me? But I don’t cook as well as you do.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” she said pointing Charlie’s cane toward the kitchen. “We have everything you’ll need for a tasty picadillo.”

“But it won’t be the same if I make it.”

“It might be even better, and I’ll guide you from here if you need me to.”

“I think you should call the doctor,” Sebastian said.

“And tell him what? That I’m an old lady who’s tired at the end of the day? There’s no cure for that. Anyway, the only medicine I need is the delicious meal my grandson will prepare for me. How will you start?”

Sebastian thought about this for a moment. “I’ll start by chopping some garlic, onions and peppers,” he said.

She nodded. “And then?”

“I’ll prep the other vegetables and take the meat out of the refrigerator so that it’s not too cold when I start browning it.”

Suddenly energized, Sebastian scampered away to the kitchen to organize his ingredients while Lola looked on. In no time he had everything ready - the ground beef, the onions, peppers and garlic chopped and sizzling in olive oil, and the can of tomato sauce open on the counter.

“Don’t burn the garlic this time,” she said.

“I won’t,” he replied. “I’m going to make a lot just in case more people come over.”

“Yes, you do that,” Lola said closing her eyes again, but she wasn’t asleep. She was listening to the happy sounds coming from the kitchen, the sizzle of the sofrito, the clack and scuffle of the wooden spoon scraping the bottom of the pan, and the steady chop of the knife on the cutting board.

“Did I ever tell you how your grandfather died?”

Sebastian stopped what he was doing to look at his grandmother. “No, you never told me,” he replied.

“You and your grandfather were in the hospital at the same time, you at the beginning of life, and he at the end. There was great hope that you’d pull through, but there was little hope for your grandfather. The cancer was too advanced, and his heart was too weak to survive an operation.” She shifted in her chair and rested her head back, her eyes still semi closed. “The last time I saw him alive, he told me to go be with you, and he promised that he’d be waiting for me, but when I returned to tell him you’d come out of surgery, he was already gone.” Lola opened her eyes. “I failed him,” she muttered. “I wasn’t even able to bury him on the island as he wished. It was impossible. I…I…couldn’t leave the family when they needed me most. But I’ve been thinking about going back.”

“Where?”

“Home.”

“To the island?” Sebastian asked, surprised.

She nodded. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.”

“Take me with you Abuela,” he pleaded.

She sighed and began to rock slowly in her chair. “It isn’t time for that yet, but even so, I can just see you running up the mountain all the way to that place where you can sit on the edge of the world and see the ocean below. It’s steep and slippery in places, especially after it rains, but with a little practice you’d do just fine.”

“But I can’t run,” Sebastian said.

“Really? Why not?”

“Because I have a bad heart, remember?”

“I’m sure you’d be able to run there.”

Sebastian stared into his grandmother’s face, trying to penetrate the gray haze that had settled there. She wasn’t herself, but neither was she exactly her old self again and this confused him. She was changing again, shrinking away, and he feared he was losing her all over again.

“Abuela Lola,” Sebastian said, walking around the counter to go to her. “I don’t want things to change anymore. I don’t want you to change anymore.”

She smiled sadly. “Yes I know, and I also know that some changes are easier to accept than others. When your grandfather died it was very difficult for me, but now I find great comfort in the thought of him in heaven waiting for me.”

Sebastian remembered what his sister had told him, that Abuela Lola had purposely started the house fire to be with Abuelo Ramiro, and while he had almost convinced himself that this couldn’t be true, doubts still lingered in his mind. Something told him that this might be the only opportunity he’d ever have to bring it up.

“Everyone thinks you started the fire on purpose so you could be with Abuelo Ramiro. Is it true? Did you start the fire on purpose?”

Lola jerked her head up to face Sebastian, her eyes cold and challenging, but then her expression softened and she appeared to be ashamed of herself more than anything. It took her several moments to find her bearings and respond. “I’m going to tell you a secret, but you must promise not to tell a soul.”

“I promise,” Sebastian said, his eyes as big as plates.

“It is true that I was cooking beans the day of the fire, but I didn’t fall asleep and forget about it as I told you everyone I did. Before I started the beans I lit many candles in preparation for the cleansing ritual we did on the island to heal our spirits after a painful time. I hadn’t preformed it for many years and I couldn’t remember exactly what to do, but I felt so badly after losing your grandfather, that I had to do something to go on living without him.”

“Before lighting the candles, I took a flask of Florida water, a perfume that smells just like spicy oranges, and poured a good amount out into a bowl near the candles on the table, but I forgot how flammable it was, and when I turned away for a moment, the table cloth went up in flames and then the carpet, the drapes and everything else. The only thing that survived was your grandfather’s chair, and the house of course.”

“And you survived,” Sebastian said.

Lola nodded, looking more ashamed than ever. “I knew your mother, and the others would be even more upset if they knew the truth about the candles and the Florida water. They never appreciated the old ways very much. Your Aunt Gabi, is a little more understanding, but it was better to let them believe I’d fallen asleep. I certainly never imagined…” she peered at Sebastian over her glasses. “They really believe I tried to do away with myself?”

Sebastian nodded, relieved to know that it wasn’t true, but he suddenly regretted bringing it up at all. Perhaps it wasn’t good for her to relive such difficult memories.

As though reading his mind, Lola sighed and patted his arm. “Oh well, these things happened a long time ago Sebastian and it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m still here while my dear Ramiro waits for me in heaven. When you think about it, nothing’s really changed all that much.”

Feeling encouraged, Sebastian asked, “Do you really think there’s a heaven where people go when they die Abuela?”

“Of course there is,” she answered, sitting up straighter in her chair. “But I don’t think it’s like they make it out to be in church and in the movies with pearly gates and angels playing golden harps on big white fluffy clouds and all of that nonsense.”

“What is it then?”

“I’ll tell you what heaven is for me,” she said. “It’s this table right here, and everyone I love and have ever loved sitting around it. We’re enjoying a feast that we’ve made together, and we’re laughing and telling stories, and sometimes we cry a little bit too, but mostly we’re having a wonderful time. That’s my heaven,” she said smiling.

“Just people sitting around the table? That doesn’t sound very much like heaven to me.”

Lola nodded, and motioned for Sebastian to come closer. “I’ll tell you another secret if you keep this one just between you and me too.”

“Okay,” Sebastian said.

“When I was in the hospital and everyone thought I was in a deep sleep, the voices sounded like echoes from very far away, but I understood the words perfectly. Eventually, I was able to move and open my eyes, but I remained very still for awhile longer so you would all think I was still asleep. I know it was a sneaky thing to do, but I needed more time to think things through. You see, when I first heard you around me, together again after so many years, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. Soon I realized I was only in the hospital, and I feared that when I got better, we’d all go back to the way we were before. But then an idea popped into my head.” Lola smiled a sly little smile. “I wondered what would happen if I didn’t get better right away, and if I acted a little strange. I thought that maybe this would keep us together just as we were at the hospital.”

“Is that why you colored your hair?” Sebastian asked. “And why you broke the rules and started burning real candles?

Lola nodded, and studied the cane resting against her knee for a moment. “And I thought that if I started cooking the foods from the island that everyone had always loved, it would remind them of how it used be, and your mother and aunt would find a way to get along, but things didn’t work out as I planned.”

Sebastian shook his head vigorously. “Even if Mom and Aunt Susan are still mad at each other, things did get better Abuela. Lots of people have come around since you became a red head and started cooking again.”

“Maybe you’re right, and if I want to see my family sitting around one table, then I’ll just have to settle for weddings and funerals.” She looked into Sebastian’s wide eyes, and felt badly for burdening him with so many revelations at once. “But I don’t want you to worry anymore because I’m done acting crazy and breaking rules. There’s something to be said for acceptance as well, and today I’ve decided that what’s good enough for my family, is good enough for me.”

Sebastian returned his grandmother’s smile, but he could see in her eyes that it wasn’t really good enough. She was letting her idea of heaven go, and with it, her spark, her energy and maybe even her will to live.

“I…I like your heaven Abuela,” Sebastian declared. “It’s the nicest heaven in the world, maybe even the whole universe.”

Lola chuckled. “Oh don’t pay too much attention to an old woman’s ramblings. Anyway, you have to get back to the kitchen and see to my dinner.”

Sebastian was about to do as she asked, hoping that maybe she wasn’t slipping away as quickly as he feared, when she gently touched his shoulder, and he turned to see her eyes shining like stars. “Tell me Sebastian, what is your heaven?”

He thought about it for a few seconds. It didn’t take long for him to vividly picture the scene because it was always there, playing over and over again in his imagination. “In my heaven I’m on a soccer pitch and I’m running like the wind while my fans cheer me on. I’m kicking the ball past everyone, and when I get near the goal, I pop the ball up off my toe and do a spectacular backwards scissor kick into the net. The crowd goes wild and the announcer yells ‘goaaaaaaaal!’ at the top of his lungs. After the game they give me a big trophy for being the Most Valuable player of all time.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Lola said laughing. “I like your heaven very much.”

Sebastian smiled as he pictured his teammates lifting him up over their heads and carrying him off the field a hero, and then he sobered up when he realized that this version of heaven was even more impossible to attain than his grandmother’s.

By the time Gloria and Jennifer arrived, Lola had left her rocking chair to go to the kitchen and help Sebastian with a few things, although she was still using Charlie Jones’s cane and leaning on it quite heavily at times. After Sebastian lit the candles all throughout the room and everything wavered with the soft glow of light that usually inspired conversation, they were mostly silent as they ate the picadillo that Sebastian had prepared. It was quite good. Not as good as Lola’s perhaps, but the balance of flavors was nearly perfect. Everyone agreed.

Gloria watched her mother with worried eyes. She’d noticed the dampened mood, the fatigue that had settled over her shoulders like a heavy blanket.

“You seem tired today, Ma,” Gloria said.

“I feel fine,” Lola replied, smiling. “I’m enjoying a delicious meal with my daughter and grandchildren, and I couldn’t be happier.”

Jennifer asked, “Would you like me to help you color your hair again, Abuela? It’s faded a little bit. It’s not red anymore, but kind of pink…a nice pink, though.”

She ran her fingers through it. “Really? Well, as long as it’s nice,” she returned with a wink.

“When do you see the doctor again?” Gloria asked, pushing her empty plate away.

“Next week,” Lola replied.

“Maybe I should take you to see him tomorrow,” Gloria said.

Lola thought about it and shook her head. “Not tomorrow, I’m far too busy tomorrow.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. How could you be busy? I’ll cancel my afternoon appointments, and we’ll go. It’s no big deal.”

Lola sighed. “I’m fine, Nena. Let it be.” And then to clear the air and change the subject, she said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about redecorating in here - just throwing everything away and starting over again.”

“What are you going to throw away?” Sebastian asked. As far as he was concerned, her little house was perfect just the way it was.

Lola looked around the room and shrugged. “Everything,” she said. “Out with the old and in with the new. I’ve always liked that expression.”

“But you’ve had some of these things for years,” Gloria said. “Pop’s chair, and you always said that sofa was the most comfortable sofa you ever owned”

Lola shook her head. “It’s not so comfortable anymore. And I can’t sit in your father’s chair for more than a minute without getting a backache.”

“Can I have it?” Gloria asked.

“Take it,” Lola said with a wave of her hand. “And whatever else you want.”

“What are you going to do with all your old photographs?” Sebastian asked, especially uncomfortable with the idea of their family photos coming down from the wall.

“I’ll throw them out too. By now I should know what everybody looks like.”

“I’m with you Abuela,” Jennifer said. “Sometimes it’s good to change things up a bit.”

“No time like the present,” Lola said, and she pushed herself away from the table and walked over to her bloom of photographs. One by one, she took them down and tossed them on to her rocking chair, until the only one left hanging was her wedding portrait, surrounded by nothing but faded empty squares. Eventually, she took that one down too.

“The room looks bigger already, wouldn’t you say?” Lola asked.

“Much bigger,” Jennifer replied. “But we’ll have to repaint the walls.

Gloria and Sebastian were silent as Lola and Jennifer chatted about what color to paint the walls. Then Gloria stood up and walked over to the photographs Lola had tossed on the chair. She began sifting through them, and separated about a third which she placed next to her purse.

Later, as they drove home, Sebastian stole a peek at the photographs his mother had salvaged and was happy to see that along with pictures of her children, she’d taken the one of her and his father sitting together at the beach, with the sun in their eyes and the wind in their hair. His father’s adoring expression, as he gazed at her, was still more lively than the sea crashing behind them.

Soon after they arrived home, Gloria began making phone calls. She called her sister first, and this time Gabi took the situation more seriously. “Yes, that’s right,” Gloria said. “And when she took all the family pictures down from the wall it really scared me. She’s giving up, just like she did after Dad died.”

Sebastian was lying in his bed, feeling as lost and bereft as he’d ever felt. Perhaps if he told his mother what his grandmother’s secret heaven was it would save her from having to leave Bungalow Haven, but he had promised not to reveal any of her secrets. This quandary made him feel tired and useless, and all he wanted to do was sleep.

“There were a couple of places that looked pretty nice,” Gloria said, talking to her brother now. “There’s a place not too far from Bungalow Haven where they have round the clock nursing care and a large dining room for the residents.”

Later that same evening Gloria went upstairs to check on Sebastian, concerned that he’d gone to bed much earlier than usual. She found him in bed staring up at the ceiling.

“Want to come down and watch TV with us?” she asked.

Sebastian shook his head in reply, and barely looked at her. “Mom, do you think it’s possible to have heaven on earth?”

Gloria’s brows came together. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said.

“You know,” Sebastian said, looking up at her. “It’s when something wonderful happens to make up for everything bad that’s ever happened.”

“Does this have to do with your grandmother?” she asked, eyeing him suspiciously.

Sebastian sat up on his elbows. “Mom, I know what you can do to make everything better, and then you won’t have to worry about putting Abuela Lola in a home.”

“Oh really,” Gloria said, crossing her arms. “And what exactly is that?”

“All you have to do is sit down at the table with Aunt Susan and Uncle Mando and the rest of the family. You see, that’s Abuela’s heaven. She thinks it’s impossible to have heaven on earth, but it isn’t.”

The color rose to Gloria’s face. “I’m afraid that what you’re asking is impossible,” she muttered.

“But why?”

“Because sometimes people say and do things that are wrong, and you can’t go back in time and change them. When you’re older you’ll understand.”

“But Ms. Ashworth says that whenever you do or say something wrong, all you have to do is apologize and make amends. That means doing something good to make up for the bad.”

“Yes, I know what it means,” Gloria replied, bristling. “But it isn’t as simple as you think.”

“What happened between you and Aunt Susan, Mom? Why are you so mad at each other all the time?”

Gloria shook her head impassively, refusing the question as usual, but not as vehemently as she had in the past. She suddenly felt weary of it all and what’s more, there was a glint of something in Sebastian’s eyes that encouraged her. Perhaps he was old enough to understand after all. She sat down at the foot of his bed and began to explain what happened those difficult days just after his birth.

“After you were born, your father and I felt that our family was complete. But because of your delicate condition, I didn’t trust anyone else but me to take care of you which meant that I wasn’t able to work for several months. Unfortunately, your father’s salary wasn’t nearly enough to see us through. I’d never been one to ask for help or a hand out of any kind, but I swallowed my pride and went to your Uncle Mando’s home in person to ask him for a loan. He was prepared to assist us in any way he could, but when Susan got involved everything changed. She insisted on contacting their accountant so that he could stipulate in writing the terms of the loan, including interest rate and penalties if we weren’t able to pay the money back.

“Of course, I told her that I’d rather file for bankruptcy than accept a dime from her under those circumstances, and I promised myself that from that day forward I wouldn’t spend one single unnecessary second in Susan’s company ever again. I’ve kept my promise and I don’t ever intend to break it.”

By this time, Sebastian was sitting up fully trying very hard to understand what it all meant. “So, you’re mad at Aunt Susan because she didn’t give you the money you asked for?”

“I’m mad because she disrespected me and my family,” Gloria returned, her chin trembling with emotion.

“But Aunt Susan is family.”

“Not anymore,” Gloria replied sternly. “On that day I decided that Susan was no longer a member of my family, and it’s impossible for me to ever see it differently. Now,” she said, smoothing a lock of hair away from Sebastian’s forehead, “do you want to come downstairs with us or not?”

“No thanks,” Sebastian said, and when she left the room he lay back in bed and thought about the situation between his mother and his aunt and tried to understand how such a thing could cause two people to hate each other for so long. Compared to what Keith had done to him, Aunt Susan’s behavior didn’t seem so bad. She hadn’t forced his mother to dance like a monkey or bark like a dog. If there were a naughty circle for adults and they could spend time in it together for awhile, perhaps they would find a way to be friends, just as he and Keith had done.

An hour or so later, when the house was quiet and everyone had retired for the evening, Sebastian was on the verge of sleep when he felt something brush his cheek. He opened his eyes to see her watching him - a shadow embedded within a shadow and yet glowing with an eerie light that filled the darkest corners of his room. And he could feel her warmth as gentle and penetrating as the sun and taste her hopefulness, more delicious and more nourishing than any food he had ever eaten in his life.

“Nothing is impossible, Sebastian,” the black haired old lady whispered. “Nothing.”



  



Chapter Twenty-eight
 

The white board was filthier than ever and Sebastian was thoroughly enjoying cleaning it. All the while he anticipated how Ms. Ashworth would gush and say that he was the best white board cleaner she’d ever known. He never grew tired of her praise, and now that his time as Student of Month had ended, he valued it more than ever. He still needed the stepstool to reach the upper corners of the board, but he didn’t have to stand on the second step anymore, and realized that if he continued growing at the pace he had been, by the following year he may not need the stepstool at all.

Of course, next year he would be in a new class with a completely different teacher and his mother would have to tell her about his bad heart and the process would begin all over again. But whoever his teacher was, he doubted that she’d be as pretty and nice as Ms. Ashworth. She’d even been kind enough to give him another Student of the month medallion when she learned that he’d “misplaced” the first one, and he kept it in his top desk drawer at home along with all the notes Keith and Kelly and his other classmates had written to him. Every now and then, he took the medallion out to admire it before settling down to do his homework.

“Is everything alright Sebastian?” Ms. Ashworth asked, looking up from her desk where she was grading papers. Without realizing it, he’d been staring at her with a wistful and rather forlorn expression on his face.

Sebastian nodded, and turned back to his work, spraying the cleaning solution and allowing it to sit for several seconds before wiping it away. It worked perfectly every time, but he couldn’t be too slow about it today because soon he’d be leaving for his appointment with Dr. Lim. This was Sebastian’s first appointment since cancelling his surgery, and he was apprehensive about it. Perhaps Dr. Lim would tell Sebastian that he had to find another doctor because he didn’t want cowards for patients. This possibility caused Sebastian to feel more sad than ashamed because he liked Dr. Lim very much and he didn’t want Dr. Lim to stop believing in him.

Gloria told Sebastian that she would arrive just a few minutes after the school day ended so there was no point to his walking all the way to his grandmother’s house. Nevertheless, Sebastian hoped that they’d be able to drop by on their way home from the clinic. Lola had said that if she was feeling up to it, she’d make a special dessert, maybe the coconut flan which was his favorite and Sebastian knew she wasn’t likely to disappoint him.

He’d just finished cleaning half of the board, and was admiring how well it looked when the phone rang. Ms. Ashworth often received personal calls after school, and Sebastian enjoyed listening in on them, as she didn’t censor herself too much for his sake. He’d heard her arguing with the dry cleaners about a dress they’d ruined, and there was one time that he assumed she was talking with her boyfriend. Her voice was friendly and bright as always, but she was twisting her long hair around her finger as she talked and a lovely blush rose to her cheeks.

This particular conversation was brief, and when she hung up, she said, “Your mother’s waiting for you in the office. Do you have an umbrella?”

Surprised by this question, Sebastian looked out the window. The sky was dark gray and the playground was already starting to puddle in places. This was strange because during lunch, the sun had been shining brightly and he couldn’t remember seeing any clouds.

“That’s okay, you can borrow mine,” Ms. Ashworth said, placing her umbrella on the desk. “And don’t worry about the whiteboard. You can finish it tomorrow.”

Sebastian put the cleaning rag and solution back in the cupboard, took up his book bag, and headed out the door, umbrella in hand. Just as he stepped out, he turned to see Ms. Ashworth still at her desk grading papers. “Thank you,” he muttered softly, but she was so focused on her work that she didn’t hear him.

Once outside, Sebastian took a moment to admire the thin sheets of slanting rain that fell from the sky, and the mist that transformed the playground into a dreamy landscape. He heard the gurgle of rain through the gutter overhead and the soft whispering that filled the air all around him. He inhaled the smell of wet pavement and earth. It felt as though the ground were coming to life beneath his feet, and his skin prickled pleasantly as he took it all in.

He couldn’t remember the last time it had rained like this, and he thought of how lovely Bungalow Haven must look under such gloomy skies. No doubt the candles would be lit and his grandmother would say that rainy afternoons were perfect for candlelight, yes of course they were. And she’d cook something appropriate for the first rainy day of the season, and he tried to guess what that might be. Perhaps it would be carne guisada, or a large tasty empanada like she made for Keith. Chicken soup with chunky vegetables and plenty of noodles would be good too, but whatever it was, Sebastian was certain it would be delicious as always, and he could already feel the nourishing warmth of it in his belly. All would be well so long as he could convince his mother to go to Abuela Lola’s house after his appointment with Dr. Lim.

Sebastian was about to open his umbrella when he noticed that a portion of the gray sky overhead had opened up to reveal a brilliant blue patch of sky. The rain falling through this ethereal window was infused with golden sunshine, creating splashes of colors, filtered prisms of light here and there that held him spellbound. And then all at once, the light shifted like a kaleidoscope across the sky, spilling onto the playground before him. His eyes followed this spectacular trail of light which led him to look upon something completely unexpected.

Beyond the playground, in the very center of the field, was a glistening soccer ball. The sporting equipment should’ve been put away after the last recess, but someone had obviously overlooked this ball.

Certain that Ms. Ashworth would appreciate him for helping out, Sebastian dropped his book bag and umbrella and stepped out beyond the protective overhang toward the field. He felt the refreshing mist of rain on his face. His hair was damp after only a few seconds, and the coolness across his shoulders where the rain was soaking through invigorated him. His pulse began to race as he took another step toward the field, and his breathing grew steady as his eyes fell upon the glowing perfection of the black and white ball lying on the grass. His eyes were fixed upon it as he walked steadily forward, his gait loose and easy, his muscles twitching with anticipation.

He had just about reached the ball when he heard a rumble and a then a deafening roar which he thought must be thunder, but when he looked up he was stunned to see a coliseum filled with spectators rising up on either side of him and surrounding him like an enormous tidal wave. And above this he saw the sun through a veil of clouds, and all the heavens he could ever imagine strung like jewels upon a single cosmic thread. If he could release just one, then he knew the others would be free, and he was willing to sacrifice everything to make it happen. This was the moment he’d been waiting for all of his life, and excitement quivered in the center of his chest and spread throughout his torso, his arms and legs like an electric current.

The people began to call out, and they chanted his name in unison until it was pounding in his ears, keeping rhythm with his heart and the throbbing pulse of blood pumping through his body.

Sebastian approached the ball, and when he touched his foot to the glistening leather, the crowd went mad and they pounded the bleachers so violently that it seemed the enormous structure might collapse in a giant heap. And then the other players materialized through the rain like ghosts, and they began to run at him from all directions, but Sebastian took off like a bolt of lightning, weaving in and out between them, expertly working the ball with his feet and through theirs.

He pushed through and around his opponents, his legs pumping without impediment, his heart surging him toward his goal. He could just make out the net beyond the haze of rain and players. He saw her standing just on the other side the goal line, her face above the shoulder of the goalie. She was neither smiling nor frowning, but watching with an intense anticipation that spurred him on. This was his destiny, his crowning glory, and the black haired old lady didn’t want to miss one second of it.

Sebastian ran beyond himself, and the limits of his heart, and he pushed through to a place he’d never known or imagined. He was transformed into a being of light and he flashed around his opponents and whipped through the obstacles before him like a silver bullet, and when he had the goal in sight, he tipped his foot ever so slightly, popped the ball up into the air and performed the most perfectly executed backwards scissor kick anyone had ever seen in the history of soccer. It sailed over the hands of the goalie and hit the net with a commanding victorious thud. Sebastian felt it in the very core of his heart, a soft thick thump that reverberated throughout his entire body. It was the best he would ever do, and it filled his soul with wonderment, and the sacred knowledge that nothing was impossible.

He knelt on the ground, and the stadium rocked, and praise fell upon him, sprinkling him from head to toe with stardust.

The black haired old lady was the first person on the field. She walked fluidly over the grass toward him, and there was a joyous smile on her face as she held her hand out to congratulate him. It was no longer gnarled, and it felt warm and dry and comforting. Sebastian looked into her eyes that were like the sky and the ocean swirling together, and all at once, he realized who she was and had been all along.

“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” he asked.

“The time wasn’t right, Sebastian.”

“But now it is?”

“Yes, now the time is perfect.”

Sebastian looked over his shoulder across the field. Past the gray mist that had descended, he could just make out the square school building. It seemed so far away and somber compared to the vibrant colors that surrounded him on the field. And then he saw his mother marching down the corridor toward his classroom. He couldn’t read her expression from such a distance, but he suspected that she was anxious about their appointment with Dr. Lim.

Sebastian turned back to the black haired old lady and together they walked off the field arm in arm, away from his mother and the classroom covered in a gray fog and towards the others who were waiting near the bleachers eager to congratulate the star of the game.

They were almost to the edge of the field when Sebastian asked, “What did you think of my goal?”

“Amazing, the best I’ve ever seen. Of course, I’m not surprised. Someone who can dance with death as well as you is bound to be an exceptional athlete.”

Wondering what was taking Sebastian so long to get to the office, Gloria decided to go look for him at his classroom. Perhaps he’d stopped to use the restroom and was stalling a bit because he was nervous about seeing Dr. Lim again. Gentle as he was, Dr. Lim could be annoying in his persistence and Gloria was more than prepared to protect her son from any pressure. It wasn’t fair to put a little boy through so much, and just thinking about what had happened the last time made her feel angry all over again.

She was walking briskly down the corridor when she spotted Sebastian’s book bag on the ground. A flashing movement out of the corner of her eye caused her to look out toward the soccer field. She wasn’t sure who it was at first because she’d never seen her son run like a normal child before. His arms and legs were pumping with abandon, head held high, and shoulders pushed back as he made his way across the field. But when she realized it was Sebastian, she dropped everything and took off running after him, frantically screaming for him to stop, but he didn’t hear her. It was as though he were in another world, or caught up in a trance, and the way he moved his feet, dodging to his left and to his right, it looked as though he were kicking an imaginary ball, and yet every effort on his part was real, and the splendor of his movements undeniable.

Gloria lost one of her shoes, so she kicked off the other one and continued running while calling out to him. Ms. Ashworth heard Gloria screaming and soon she was running beside her. She was the first to reach Sebastian who had already collapsed face down on the field, and when she rolled him over, his eyes were fluttering.

“Sebastian,” Ms. Ashworth cried. He shuddered, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

Seconds later Gloria dropped to the ground beside them. Her hands shaking wildly as she reached for her son. Ms. Ashworth released him to her, just as another convulsion wracked his body.

“I’ll call an ambulance,” she said, and she rushed off toward the office, through the rain that was falling in thick thundering sheets over them.

Gloria held Sebastian to her breast, and began to rock him back and forth, trying to steady his shaking, but it was only getting worse as the rain soaked them and the chill set in. She kissed his forehead and whispered, “It’s okay Mama’s here. You’re safe with me.”

Gloria stroked her son’s face tenderly, and then she took off her dripping sweater and put it around him, kissing his forehead again and again. “When we get home I’ll put you in a warm bath so you don’t catch cold, but you must never run like this again, do you understand me Sebastian? Never ever again.”

She gazed into his face and saw the delicate salmon colored veins across his eye lids turn pale and then disappear entirely. “Answer me, Sebastian,” she pleaded. “I promise I won’t be angry at you for running, but please answer me little man.”

He remained silent and limp in her arms and the warmth of his mother’s body was unable to quell the chill that had begun to overwhelm him and soon Gloria was shivering enough for both of them as she clung to her son. In the distance she heard the wail of the sirens approaching, and seconds later, a battalion of paramedics was rushing across the playground. And just as they fell upon them, the rain abruptly stopped. The clouds parted and the sun shone so intensely that steam could be seen rising up in misty columns toward the sky.



  



Three Months Later
 

Chapter Twenty-nine
 

Gloria had been in bed semi-conscious and delirious for days that turned into weeks and then months. She couldn’t remember much about anything that happened after she held Sebastian in her arms for the last time. The details of the funeral, the friends and family who called incessantly or showed up without warning to express their condolences were lost in a fog of sorrow she couldn’t see beyond. She wasn’t even sure how she ended up at the hospital on that final day, although she clearly remembered the small sparsely furnished room to which she was led. She was only there for a few minutes when Dean burst in, his eyes swollen, his trembling hands reaching out to her. “Our little man is gone, Gloria,” he cried, his voice hoarse after so much weeping. “He’s gone.”

Gloria collapsed into her husband’s arms, and ever since that horrible day, she felt like a wild animal caught in trap, skinned alive and left to rot, a slithering soulless corpse.

The time off she was allowed for bereavement had long ago elapsed, and she knew that without her income they’d find themselves in financial hardship again. She tried to force herself to get up and go to work, but every morning when she opened her eyes and realized where she was and remembered what had happened, she pleaded for God to take her so that she could be with her little boy. And whether her eyes were open or closed, all she saw was Sebastian’s face, his large dark eyes watching her as though from a great distance, yet with a gaze so penetrating that she felt he could see through her soul and beyond into an eternity she couldn’t begin to comprehend.

Dean decided to move back until the situation with his wife stabilized. Jennifer had pleaded for him to come home and never leave again. She told him she was afraid to be alone with her mother, afraid of what she might do, and she couldn’t stand the emptiness in the house. She swore that sometimes she felt Sebastian near her, and she thought about things that had never crossed her mind before, like the world of spirits and death and whether or not heaven really existed. All of these mysteries that seemed so silly to her before, had found a deep and quiet place to lodge themselves in her heart.

Every night Dean lay down next to his wife, and listened to her wail and moan for hours. When exhaustion overcame her grief allowing a deathlike slumber to set in, he would sometimes get up in the middle of the night and go into Sebastian’s room. Everything was just as he’d left it before going to school that last morning. His bed was unmade, and his desk drawer slightly open. Dean looked through his son’s things, his books, the student of the month medallion which rested on several notes written by his schoolmates. He was deeply moved by these precious relics, and was always careful to put them back exactly as he found them.

At times, when his grief overwhelmed his better judgment, he buried his face in Sebastian’s clothing, inhaling the sweet familiar fragrance that lingered there. He filled his lungs, and for an exquisite magical second or two it was as though his little man was right there looking at him with those large sorrowful eyes. And then when the moment passed, he’d collapse onto his son’s bed, pull his legs up to his chest and weep. He should’ve insisted that Sebastian have the surgery, he should’ve taken the lead, and been the strong and decisive husband and father his family needed him to be. But he’d failed, and now his son was gone forever.

Late one evening when Jennifer heard the sound of weeping from Sebastian’s room, she rushed in hoping to find her little brother there. She longed for a glimpse of him, a touch, a sound, anything that would let her know he still existed somewhere in the mystery beyond death. But when she saw that it was only her father, her first impulse was to return to her room and leave him alone with his grief as she’d been with hers. But then she thought better of it, and crouched down next to the bed as she so often did when Sebastian was alive.

“Do you think there’s a heaven Daddy?” she asked. She hadn’t called her father “daddy” since she was about Sebastian’s age.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

“Well, I think there is,” she said boldly. “There has to be.”

Dean lifted his head to study Jennifer’s face. He could just make out the glint of her eyes in the faint light. They were sad, yet overflowing with certitude which he found unexpectedly comforting, and it inspired him to say something more. “If there is a heaven then I’m sure Sebastian is there.”

“I need a sign, Daddy. I need to know that our little man is okay and not alone. Let’s pray for a sign,” Jennifer said, holding out her hand to him. Neither Jennifer nor her father had ever prayed together, but on this night they clasped hands and made their silent requests.

After they finished, they listened for awhile through the darkness in Sebastian’s room. They heard the rasping of the branches against the window panes and a deep howling wind. They heard the sound of their own breathing, the rumble of Jennifer’s stomach, and the creaking of the bed springs when Dean shifted on his side. It was cold and it was late, and before too long it became more than apparent that for the moment there would be no sign.

A few minutes later, Dean and Jennifer left Sebastian’s room and returned to their own beds.

Gabi showed up at the house late one afternoon. She’d been out of town for a few days, and was anxious to check on how her sister was doing. She called daily while away, and Dean was honest with her as he couldn’t be with Lola. He told her that Gloria hadn’t been out of bed for days. He brought food up to the room, but she ate very little, and refused to see a doctor. Every time Dean suggested it she replied that she had no need for doctors.

Gabi climbed the stairs with her heart in her throat. She remembered the profound depression Gloria had suffered after Sebastian was born and knew that now it had to be even worse. What’s more, Dean confided that finances were tight and they were in danger of losing the house. Gabi wished she could help out somehow, but her modest salary was barely enough to meet her own obligations.

When Gabi entered the room it was dark, and a dank sour odor assaulted her nostrils. She went straight to the window and opened the blinds, which caused Gloria to groan and cover her eyes. “Dean I told you I want the windows to stay closed,” she muttered.

“It’s not Dean,” Gabi said.

Gloria cracked open one eye just wide enough to see her sister standing over her. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I wanted to see you. I haven’t been by for awhile because I was out of town.”

“I didn’t notice,” Gloria said, and she turned away so she wouldn’t have to look at her sister’s fresh face. It pained her to know that people were getting on with their lives as though the death of her son didn’t matter. It made her feel angry too, but she didn’t have the energy to indulge in anger anymore, and she resented those people and circumstances that forced her to feel anything at all.

Gabi walked around to the other side of the bed and sat down facing her sister. “You can’t go on like this. You have to get up and take a shower at least. I’ll help you.”

“I don’t want your help,” Gloria muttered. “I just want you to leave me alone.”

“I can’t do that,” Gabi replied.

“It’s easy. Just stand up, and walk away.”

“If I stand up and walk away, it’ll be to call an ambulance.”

“No,” Gloria said, shaking her head and feeling that horrible agony rising like bile in her throat. “Don’t do that. I beg of you Gabi, don’t call an ambulance.”

“Then let me help you to the shower. You’ll feel better Gloria. I swear you will.”

“I’ll feel clean, but I won’t feel better,” Gloria returned. “I’ll never feel better.”

“Let’s take it one step at a time, then. Clean and miserable is better than foul and miserable.”

“I can’t,” Gloria mumbled.

“Yes you can.”

Gloria thought about it for a moment and then softly said, “I won’t.”

Gabi gazed at her sister’s face, her sunken cheeks and hollow eyes. The time for persuasion had passed, and she knew that if she didn’t take action there would soon be another death in the family.

“Okay, have it your way,” Gabi said as she stood up to leave the room.

Gloria lifted her head. “Where are you going?”

“I’ll be damned if I’m going to stand by and watch my sister rot to death in her own bed.”

“Don’t you dare call anyone.”

“Just try and stop me,” Gabi said and she walked out of the room without looking back. She was half way down the stairs when she heard Gloria wailing.

“I’ll take a shower, damn you! I’ll take a fucking shower!”

Gabi went back upstairs, and helped her grumbling foul smelling, foul mouthed sister out of bed and into the shower. Afterward, Gloria changed into a fresh pair of pajamas and Gabi insisted that she sit in the chair for awhile instead of getting back into bed right away.

Gabi had news that she wasn’t quite sure how to impart, but she hoped that it would be good for Gloria to hear it, that it might pull her a few inches out of the dark hole she’d fallen into.

“You feel better now don’t you?” Gabi asked.

Gloria shrugged. “I guess, but I won’t be able to sit for very much longer.”

“Just a few minutes longer, there’s something I need to tell you.”

Gloria lifted her chin to look into her sister’s bright eyes.

“Terrence and I are getting married in a few weeks,” Gabi said.

“Why so soon? Can’t you wait until…” Gloria was going to say ‘until this great sadness has passed’, but she realized she would be asking her sister to wait for a very long time, maybe forever.

“We would wait awhile longer if we could,” Gabi returned. “But I’m pregnant and we think it’s best to not to put it off.”

Gloria nodded bleakly. “How far along are you?”

“Three months last week.”

“Does Ma know?”

“Everybody knows,” Gabi said. “But I wanted to give it a little more time before I told you about it. I don’t know why, I…I just thought it would make things more difficult for you.”

Gloria nodded again. A part of her wanted to wish her sister well, to say all the things she knew she should say, but knowing that her words would sound as hollow as she felt, she chose to remain silent.

“We found out this morning that we’re having a boy,” Gabi continued. “Terrence and I talked about it and we want to name him Sebastian.”

Something deep inside Gloria’s chest shifted at the sound of her boy’s name, and she felt a fresh wave of emotion come over her. She brought her hands to her face and wept, but it felt good to weep, and so much better than the vast desert of exhausted agony she’d been wandering in for so many days. She allowed Gabi to embrace her, and after a few seconds, Gloria slowly lifted her heavy hands up from her lap, and returned the embrace.

Gabi left with some encouraging words for Dean and Jennifer. They were glad to know that although Gloria was back in bed, she’d been persuaded to take a shower and spend some time sitting in a chair rather than lying flat on her back. She’d promised to eat a little bit more, and she seemed genuinely touched about the news of the baby and their decision to name him Sebastian. Dean and Jennifer were grateful for Gabi’s help and asked her to return in a couple of days if she could, and to bring Terrence with her.

A couple of hours later, just as Dean was preparing a sandwich to take upstairs, there was knock at the door and he opened it to find Mando standing on the threshold holding a large casserole dish. Beyond him, he saw Susan sitting in the car staring straight ahead. She turned her head for an instant and waved when she saw Dean. Dean waved back, wondering if he should invite her in.

Noticing his brother in law’s anxiety, Mando said, “Don’t worry about Susan. I certainly don’t expect Gloria to bury the hatchet now. Besides, even if she got on her hands and knees and begged, Susan wouldn’t step foot out of the car. They’re both as stubborn as hell.”

Dean nodded, relieved that his brother in law understood, and led the way into the kitchen. Mando placed the casserole dish on the counter, and said, “Susan isn’t the most brilliant cook in the world, but I think everyone will like this.”

Dean detected the familiar spices and although he hadn’t had much of an appetite himself lately, his mouth started to water. Then he lifted the lid and smiled. “Mofongo,” he whispered. “Thank you Mando, and please thank Susan for me.”

“Yes of course,” Mando said giving his brother in law a reassuring pat on the back. He noticed that Dean had lost a few pounds, and that his blue eyes appeared almost gray. “If you need anything from us, anything at all, just ask.”

Dean nodded, and smiled. No doubt Mando had heard they were experiencing financial difficulties again. But Dean knew that Gloria would never accept their help. She’d give up the house and everything they had before going back on the promise she’d made to herself all those years ago.

After Mando left, Dean reheated the Mofongo in the oven for a few minutes and served up a small plate to take upstairs. Gloria was sitting up in bed, gazing out the window, her eyes half closed. Thin as she was, and with her hair loose about her shoulders, she looked almost like a teen aged girl, and Dean gazed at her for a moment, lost in a fog of memories and regrets.

“I have a surprise for you,” he said as he walked forward with the tray.

He placed the plate of Mofongo on Gloria’s lap, and she stared at it. “Where did this come from?” she asked.

Dean cocked his head coyly. “From the kitchen where else?”

“Don’t play games with me, Dean. I heard Mando downstairs.” She looked up at her husband with smoldering eyes. “Did Susan make this?”

Dean didn’t reply, but his guilty expression was enough to betray him.

Gloria pushed the tray away. “I’m not hungry.”

“Gloria, it’s not going to kill you if…”

“I said, I’m not hungry. Take this and all the rest of it and throw it in the garbage where it belongs.”

Without another word, Dean took the tray back downstairs to the kitchen. He took two plates out of the cupboard and served a generous portion for Jennifer who had just entered the kitchen and another for himself. They ate together in silence remembering the last time they’d enjoyed a delicious meal of Mofongo.

The next day Gloria got out of bed, got dressed and told Dean that she needed him to take her somewhere. He tried not to ask too many questions as they climbed into his jeep, for fear that it might put her off. As they drove across town, he assumed that she wanted to visit Sebastian’s grave, but when they approached his school, Gloria instructed her husband to stop and park the car.

“You want me to stop here?”

“I want to show you something,” Gloria said.

Dean was apprehensive. “Do you really think this is a good idea Gloria? You’re doing so much better today.”

“Please Dean, I need to do this.”

Gloria led him through the corridors of the school toward the playground. The children were still in their classrooms and the field and the playground were empty. Gloria crossed the playground and stood before the field, gazing silently ahead for some time. It seemed like just yesterday she was here, and that her son was alive and running across the field as though he hadn’t a care in the world. Could it have all been a strange and horrible dream? Might it be possible to lift the veil of time and find her son waiting for her on the other side? It seemed absurd, yet it was the most hopeful she’d felt in months.

“Is this where it happened?” Dean finally asked. He had some idea about how Sebastian died, but Gloria hadn’t been able to tell him very much about it because every time she tried, she broke down and was unable to finish.

Gloria nodded, and then stepped onto the field walking over the grass as though it were holy ground. Dean stayed close, worried about what would happen next.

“I didn’t recognize him at first,” Gloria said. “And when I called out to him, he didn’t hear me. Or if he did, he didn’t care. And then I started to run after him, but I had no idea he could run so fast.”

She was walking briskly now, following the path that Sebastian had taken. “And right here,” she said standing a few feet from the goal line, “This is where he fell.” She knelt on the spot where her son had died and Dean knelt beside her.

At that moment, a loud bell rang startling them both. Countless children spilled out of their classrooms, eager for their morning recess. The air became filled with the happy clamoring voices of children laughing, and hollering out to each other as they organized themselves for play. Some went to the playground equipment and several ran toward the field where Gloria and Dean were still kneeling. The children became confused when they saw two adults on their soccer field, so Dean helped Gloria to her feet and they walked off the field. He spotted a lone bench beneath a willow tree not too far away, and they sat on the bench and watched as some of the children organized themselves around the tetherball courts nearby, lying on the ground and playing with their feet instead of their fists. They’d been watching this unusual game for some time when Gloria said, “I killed him. I killed our little man.”

“Hush now,” Dean said, taking her hand.

“My fear killed him, just like you said it would, and you have every right to hate me for it.”

“No,” Dean said, pulling her close. “Don’t talk like that anymore.”

“I want to die too,” Gloria cried, pushing away from him. “I want to be with Sebastian. He needs me.”

“Enough…” he replied, trying to get hold of her hands again, but she kept twisting away from his grasp. Finally he managed to grab her firmly by the shoulders. “We need you, Gloria,” he said, shaking her gently. “Jennifer needs you and I need you more than I ever have before. And I’ll tell you something else. No matter what you say, I know you still love me. I can see it in your eyes, plain as day. And God knows I never stopped loving you, and I never will.”

Gloria was still as she gazed into the tranquil beauty of her husband’s eyes, and she remembered how they had once been her sanctuary and her hope. In spite of herself, she relaxed and settled in next to him as she hadn’t done in years, welcoming the warmth and protection of his arm around her shoulders.

At one point, a skinny girl with scraggly blonde hair and glasses cautiously approached them. She stood several yards away, peeking beneath the lowest branches of the tree with a sad somewhat bewildered expression on her face. When she had satisfied her curiosity, she turned and ran swiftly toward the soccer pitch to join her friends.

Gloria and Dean remained on the bench beneath the willow tree until the bell rang and the children returned to their classrooms. When all was quiet again, they stood up and walked off of the playground hand in hand.



  



Chapter Thirty
 

Lola sat perfectly still on her rocker facing her empty wall. She didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there. At times it felt as though she’d been there her whole life waiting for her world to change, waiting for her children to get over their petty differences, waiting for her life to end so that she could join her beloved Ramiro, and now Sebastian too.

Behind her the table was piled high with a mountain of Styrofoam containers. She didn’t have the energy or desire to cook anymore and the Senior Center had started delivering meals again. Things had been going so well for Terrence that he no longer needed to moonlight as a delivery boy, and Lola was glad for this now that he and Gabi were going to make a life together with baby and all. Soon there would be another grandchild for her to love, but Lola didn’t feel joyful about it. The grief in her heart didn’t leave much room for anything else.

She was void of tears. The emptiness she felt without her grandson was even worse than it was when she’d lost her husband. Sebastian was more than a grandchild, he’d become her spirit of awakening, and she had always hoped and prayed that her death would come before his, but it wasn’t meant to be. Soon, her children would move her out of Bungalow Haven, and she didn’t have the energy to resist them anymore.

Lola closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. All she heard now was the beating of her heart, the sound of air entering her lungs when she inhaled and departing when she exhaled, reminding her that she was nothing but an empty vessel. Her life was bound by a quivering thread attached to the center of her soul at one end and the vast expanse of heaven that she longed for at the other. All she had to do was reach out her finger and snap it, simple as that.

Lola thought about Ramiro and muttered, “You’re much closer to God than I am. Tell Him to take me home now before it’s too late.”

She sighed and closed her eyes, waiting for death to make an appearance. If she stayed in her rocker for a few days she knew it would come and steal her away. She just needed to be patient, and if she was lucky, she’d be gone before her children forced her to move.

Lola suddenly opened her eyes. She stood up and went to her bedroom. Sitting on the edge of her bed, she opened the drawer of her dresser, and found what she was looking for. She opened the bottle and counted out twenty-seven sleeping pills. She stared at them for some time. Twenty-seven times two was Fifty-four, the number of years that she and Ramiro had been married when he died.

And then she felt a strange nudge, an internal voice which told her to put the pills back in the bottle, and return them to her drawer. She obeyed and as she did so her hand fell upon one of many folders she kept for her grandchildren with drawings they’d done since they were old enough to hold crayons in their chubby fingers. It was Sebastian’s folder she touched, and when she opened it she saw that the first drawing on top was the one of the “black haired old lady” as he’d called her.

Lola remembered Sebastian’s anxiety when he described her appearances. It had frightened and disturbed her too because she knew that those who were close to death experienced visions like these. She didn’t want to think about such a possibility then, but now…now there was nothing to lose.

Lola stared at the drawing, focusing on the intensity of the lively black eyes and the expression that she knew so well, the long nose, the severe mouth and the myriad of wrinkles criss crossing the face in many directions. And as she continued to stare at it, the eyes suddenly came to life and she gasped, dropping the picture to the floor. And then she heard the gruff words clearly, “Don’t despair Dolores. We are together. We have always been together.” She took up the drawing and fell backward on her bed, clutching it close to her chest as she wept, surprised that tears flowed so freely when she was certain that she had no more left to cry.



  



Chapter Thirty-one
 

It was about 4:30 on Sunday afternoon and Gloria was upstairs organizing and packing what she could into boxes while Dean was in the garage planning what to give away or get rid of before they sold the house. There was no doubt they’d have to sell or face bankruptcy, and Gloria knew better than anyone that matters would only get worse if they waited. They didn’t have much time, but they still hadn’t started on Sebastian’s room. The prospect of going through his things and throwing anything away was unbearable. Gloria and Dean decided that once they had taken care of everything else, they would tackle this difficult job together.

Jennifer was cleaning out her closet too, and the large pile of clothing in the center of her room was growing steadily. She had decided to give away everything except for her most essential items. Things that would’ve been difficult for her to part with before she tossed onto the pile without a thought.

The phone rang, and Gloria answered it. She dropped what she held in her hand, not believing her ears. “Don’t do this to me now, Ma. Please I beg of you, not now after everything that’s happened.”

Gloria hung up stunned and paralyzed for a moment and then she called out at the top of her lungs, “Dean! Dean get over here!”

Jennifer rushed out of her room when she heard her mother scream.

“Where’s your father?” Gloria asked her in a panic.

“He’s in the garage.”

“Dean!” Gloria cried while stumbling down the stairs. “We have to go! Dean!”

But Dean was already rushing up the stairs. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s Ma,” Gloria said wringing her hands. “She said that she started a fire for Sebastian and that this time nobody will be able to put it out.”

When Gloria, Dean and Jennifer arrived to Bungalow Haven the fire trucks were already parked out front, and they could see smoke billowing up above the trees, and smell the burning in the air. They rushed down the lane toward the little yellow house in back, and what they saw stopped them cold.

Several firemen were gathered around watching while Lola hovered over a large grill that took up most of her small yard. She’d built an enormous fire with wood and coals, and the smoke it created obliterated most of her house. Straddled above the grill was a large spit upon which turned the carcass of a kid goat. Lola was basting it lovingly with a brush, but it was so high up off the ground that she needed a step stool to reach it. And she’d colored her hair again, deep purple, and bright as a neon eggplant this time.

The firemen were annoyed at having been called to nothing more than an over sized barbeque. They curtly explained that there was no law against outdoor cooking in this part of the city and that from what they could tell, the nearby structures and surrounding property weren’t in any danger. That said, they promptly left the scene.

Mando, Susan and Cindy arrived next, breathless after running down the lane, and a few seconds later Gabi and Terrence showed up as well. It seems that everyone had received the same cryptic and ominous phone call.

Lola looked up from her work each time another member of her family arrived, taking obvious pleasure in the shock she saw on their faces.

The smoke of the fire wafted and curled around her as though dancing to the sound of mysterious music. It obliterated her at times, and when it momentarily cleared, she appeared more vibrant than before, like an ambivalent spirit that wasn’t sure whether it was coming or going.

The smoke enveloped the family as well, and its fragrance circled them one by one, tugging at them, and pulling them in. They walked slowly as though in a trance through the hazy wall that separated them from Lola and the fantastic realm before them.

“You all look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Lola said, chuckling.

“What are you doing Ma?” Gloria asked.

“I told you already,” she replied. “I started a fire for Sebastian, and with it I’m making my little Cabrito. I think he’ll like it very much. It will probably be his favorite, just as it is mine.”

“Abuela Lola,” Jennifer said, concerned that her grandmother had really lost her mind this time. “Sebastian isn’t with us anymore, don’t you remember?”

“Nonsense,” Lola replied with a wave of her hand. “Sebastian is always with us. Now come and help me. You know the rules, if we’re all going to eat, then we all have to work.”

They exchanged worried glances, not sure what to do or how to interpret what was happening. Cindy was the first to detach herself from the group and step forward. She helped Lola down from the stool, after which her grandmother handed over the basting brush and bowl. Susan went to the fire and held the bowl for her daughter while she basted the cabrito as she’d seen her grandmother doing a moment ago.

“Keep basting until the sauce is gone,” Lola said. “There’s more on the porch when you run out.”

Mando and Terrence brought out some chairs from inside so that everyone could sit around the fire as the little goat roasted. It was a lovely afternoon, and it looked like they’d be there awhile.

Dean and Gabi stood near Gloria, ready to offer whatever support she might need. She was more overwhelmed than anyone, and her eyes continually focused on Susan and then away as though she couldn’t figure out what to do with herself. Normally, she would’ve turned around and put as much distance between her and her sister in law as she could, but Sebastian was her son, and Lola had said that she built this fire for him.

As Mando and Terrence were arranging the chairs around the fire, Cindy announced that she was almost out of sauce.

“Help her Nena,” Lola said, pointing toward the marinade bottle on the porch. Still bewildered, Gloria went to do as her mother asked, and she took the bottle to Susan and poured some out into the bowl she held, but Gloria was so flustered that she spilled most of it and then knocked the entire bowl to the ground. Both women bent down to pick it up, and bumped heads in the process. They apologized as they stood up, even snickering a bit as they did so.

Everyone was stunned to see Susan and Gloria standing together, and interacting more or less civilly. Perhaps the smoke from the fire was bringing them back to their senses. And then they began to speak softly so that only they could hear.

“We’ve been fools,” Susan whispered.

Still in a daze, Gloria looked directly into her sister in law’s eyes for the first time in years. “Are you calling me a fool?”

“I’m talking about both of us.”

Gloria’s eyes began to glisten with tears. “It all seems so pointless and ridiculous now doesn’t it?”

“Maybe it always was,” Susan replied.

“Maybe,” Gloria conceded, and she was preparing to walk away when Susan said loudly enough for everyone to hear, “Mando and I can’t stand by and watch you lose the house. We want to help.”

Gloria froze. She felt her anger rise up again from that place where it had been smoldering for years, and she shut her eyes tight in an effort to control herself. “Thanks, but no thanks,” she muttered.

Hearing this, Dean said, “Maybe we should consider…”

“Damn you Dean, don’t you have a shred of pride?”

“Stop it Mom,” Jennifer said, stepping in between her parents. “You shouldn’t disrespect Dad like that.”

Gloria’s shoulders slumped. She knew that her daughter was right, but she felt lost all of a sudden, almost as lost as she had the first few days after Sebastian’s death.

“Let us help,” Susan said again.

Gloria spun around on her heels, her fists clenched at her sides. “And why do you want to help so badly? So you can force us to sign a stack of papers that spell out exactly how much you have and how much we don’t? So you can tell your snobby friends how wonderful and generous you are with your poor relatives?”

“Calm down, Nena,” Lola said.

Susan stepped forward, her arms at her sides, her eyes pleading. “Mando and I will lend you whatever money you need to keep the house, no strings attached, no stack of papers to sign.”

“We don’t want your money,” Gloria replied

“Don’t be stupid,” Mando said. “Just take it.”

“We can’t,” Gloria said.

“Yes we can,” Dean interjected.

Gloria flashed him a look that would’ve turned a lesser man to stone.

“Why can’t you accept our offer?” Susan asked.

“Because we can’t,” Gloria returned.

“That isn’t a reason.”

“Since when do I have to justify myself to you?”

“You’re a stubborn fool,” Susan said.

“And you’re an arrogant fool,” Gloria returned.

At this Mando said, “Well at least we can all agree on something.”

Terrence started to laugh, but Gabi stopped him with a hand to his knee.

Gloria walked away, and Susan yelled after her, “All the pride in the world won’t pay your bills Gloria.”

But she merely waved her hand up as though to say, ‘good riddance’ and kept right on walking.

“Don’t make the same mistake I made ten years ago,” Susan yelled out louder. “You’ll regret it, I know you will.”

At this, Gloria stopped and turned around. “What are you talking about?”

Susan hung her head.

“Just tell her,” Mando said. “The way you told me the other day. You can do it.”

Susan looked up. “What I did to you when you needed our help before was wrong, and it’s haunted me ever since,” Susan said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I have no right to ask you for anything, but I beg you to find it in your heart to forgive me, and to let me make things right. Let us help you now, please.”

Gloria had been yearning to hear these words, but now that she’d heard them she had no idea how to respond. Lola nudged Dean, and he went to his wife, took her hand and brought her back to the place where Susan stood, and as the fragrant smoke curled around them, these two women who’d barely spoken a word to each other for years embraced.

And the little goat sizzled on the spit as it turned over the fire, and with every revolution it became more golden brown and beautiful.

Lola wiped her hands on her apron. “I have some drinks ready inside. Jennifer would you mind bringing them out?”

Jennifer rushed inside the house feeling more energized than she had in weeks. Moments later she appeared with several glasses balanced on a tray and two bottles of wine tucked under her arm.

After everyone had been served, they all sat down around the fire to converse as they watched the cabrito turn on the spit, and all the while Lola gazed at her family in a state of wonder. They were neither at a wedding or a funeral, yet they were there together as she’d always dreamed they would be. Then she pulled the drawing of the black haired old lady from her apron pocket and studied it for good long while, smiling as she did so.

“What is that Abuela?” Cindy asked, leaning over to get a better look.

“It’s a drawing Sebastian did a while back,” she replied. “He told me it was a picture of the mysterious black haired old lady he met at the hospital.”

“A mysterious who?” Cindy asked.

“Sebastian told me about her too,” Dean said, “but I didn’t really understand what he meant.”

“For the past few months, this so called old lady has been visiting Sebastian, and she’s been advising and guiding him,” Lola said. “I have reason to believe that she’s with him now.”

“What in the world?” Gloria said, standing up. “Sebastian never told me about a black haired old lady. And how could she be with him now?”

Lola didn’t reply, she just passed the picture to Gloria who stared at it for a long while, and the longer she stared at it the more perplexed she appeared. But then all at once, the breath caught in her throat, and she understood. She gave the picture to Susan so that she and Mando could take a look at it, and before too long the light of recognition ignited in their eyes as well and Mando’s face went pale. Then he handed the picture to Gabi who saw what they’d seen almost immediately, and she broke down in tears. Quite concerned, Terrence wrapped his arms around her, trying his best to console her, and then much to everyone’s astonishment Gabi stopped sobbing and exploded in a sudden gale of laughter. She tried to explain herself, but it was difficult to speak while trying to wipe her tears and catch her breath at the same time. The best she could do was pass the picture to Dean who studied it for a while. He instantly got the joke, but didn’t think it was his place to say anything.

At first Mando and Gloria didn’t understand what Gabi found so funny, but soon enough they did, and they couldn’t help but smile and even chuckle a little bit themselves. Yes, it was really quite funny when you thought about it, funnier than hell, actually.

“What do you think he’d say to this?” Gabi asked her brother, once she’d recovered from her fit of hilarity.

“He wouldn’t like it,” Mando replied, shaking his head.

“You’re being far too hard on him,” Lola said. “He may have been gruff at times, but he had a very tender side. It’s really not so surprising that there might be a little confusion…”

“Oh come on Ma,” Gloria said. “You know as well as I do that Pops wouldn’t like being mistaken for an old lady by anybody, especially his own grandson.”

And after Gloria said what everyone had been thinking, they all howled with laughter. It had been years since they’d laughed together like this, and even Terrence, who’d never known Abuelo Ramiro couldn’t resist getting swept along in this cleansing rush of merriment more healing than a flood of tears. And when the laughter subsided, they were breathless and giddy as they looked upon one another through new eyes. And what they saw was beautiful to behold.

A little while later Jennifer and Cindy had the opportunity to study the picture as well, and Jennifer told her cousin how a few days ago she had asked for a sign to let her know that her little brother was well, and that he wasn’t alone. She had no doubt that this was the sign she had asked for.

Cindy gazed at her cousin wide eyed. “Who exactly did you ask?”

Jennifer hadn’t really thought about it, although she instantly knew the answer. “God,” she replied with a shrug. “Who else?”

Cindy accepted her answer without question, and then asked, “And do you really think that Abuelo Ramiro and Sebastian are together in heaven?”

“I know they are,” Jennifer replied, surprisingly comfortable with this new mystical philosophy she’d adopted. “And even though I’m not sure how all this life after death stuff works, I can tell you that Sebastian and Abuelo Ramiro are here with us right now.”

“How do you know?” Cindy asked, glancing nervously at the encroaching shadows all around them.

“I can feel it,” Jennifer said placing her hand over her heart as Sebastian had always done.

Cindy put her hand over her heart as well. “Yes, I feel it too,” she whispered.

And when the sun fell over Bungalow Haven, the candles were lit and the little cabrito was taken down from the spit, and lovingly carved. As the family ate and drank, they watched the embers glow, and Lola leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her purple hair. The peace and wellness she felt was beyond her understanding, but she allowed it to settle into her soul and fill her completely. She asked for the picture back so she could put it away, and then without anyone noticing, she slipped it into the fire. In an instant, it was consumed by flames and the smoke curled up beyond the trees in tendrils of delectable vapors towards the heavens.

And in the soft veil of light that wove its way through the tree branches above, she saw Sebastian running like the wind, his little arms and legs pumping with joyous abandon across the field until he reached the very end of it. And then he leapt up into his grandfather’s waiting arms and they disappeared into the brilliance of the moon, and the stars and all of the endless possibilities that light up the sky.



  















Abuela Lola’s Recipes






“A meal prepared with love not only feeds the body, it nurtures the soul”



  



Traditional Sofrito
 

“The food must’ve been something,” Terrence said.

“You better believe it. They roasted a whole pork right in the window until it was golden brown and delicious. The pork skin was divine, so chewy and crispy, nobody could make it better. The secret was in the sofrito they rubbed all over the pig, and in the slow even cooking.”

“Sofrito?” Sebastian asked.

“A blend of onions, garlic, cilantro and peppers, cooked in olive oil. Let’s just say that if you don’t start with a good sofrito, no self respecting Boricua will bother eating it…




Basic ingredients:

1 cup Onions, finely chopped

2 tbsp Garlic, chopped or minced

1 Green or red bell pepper

½ cup Olive oil

Heat olive oil in a frying pan over medium high heat. Add onions and bell pepper. Sauté until fragrant. Add garlic and sauté until soft and onions are golden in color. At this point the vegetables may be removed and reserved or additional ingredients may be added to complete the planned recipe.

Optional ingredients:

Cubanelle peppers (traditional peppers used on the island, but difficult to find)

¼ cup Spanish olives, pitted and chopped

1 tbsp capers

1 tbsp crushed oregano

1 tbsp fresh cilantro










  



Black Bean Soup/ Frijoles Negros
 

“I’ve been soaking the beans all morning,” Lola said. “This way, after we add the seasoning they’ll only take a couple of hours to cook.”

Sebastian had almost finished chopping the onions and garlic, and was planning to start on the peppers next.

“Some people throw the vegetables straight into the pot while the beans are cooking, but I like to sauté them in olive oil first, and add the dry seasonings to release the flavors. It’s a simple thing, but it makes all the difference.”

The cauldron she was using looked like it could hold enough beans for fifty people, but she had no trouble draining the beans and adding fresh water to the pot.

“Don’t you think we’re making a little too much?” he asked.

“I was worried that maybe we weren’t making enough,” Lola returned, adding a fistful of salt to the water and turning up the heat. “You see, whenever I make my beans, people tend to crawl out of the pavement like cockroaches.”…




1 lb. black beans

4 to 5 cups of water

½ lb. bell peppers, finely chopped

¼ lb. chilies (Anaheim or California) finely chopped

¾ lb. yellow onion, finely chopped

1 14 ounce can of chopped red pimentos

¾ cup olive oil

1/8 cup white vinegar

2 teaspoons salt

1/8 teaspoon black pepper

Pinch of sugar

Few drops of Chinese hot sauce.








One day prior to serving, carefully check the beans and remove any small pebbles or rocks that may be mixed in with the beans, then soak them in a large pot filled with 4 to 5 cups of water or until beans are covered by an inch of water. In a separate pan the following day cook the onions, peppers, and chilies until liquid evaporates. Add half of the pimentos and half of the olive oil and cook until the onions are golden. Add cooked vegetables to the beans and water. Season with salt, pepper, Chinese hot sauce and sugar.

Cook over very low heat for approximate three hours until the soup thickens. Then add the remainder of the olive oil, pimentos and vinegar.

These beans are traditionally eaten over white rice, but may also be served

Alone as a soup with a garnish such as sour cream and cilantro or finely chopped green onions.

Servings: 8-10



  



Braised Lamb Shank/ Carnero Guisado
 

“Well, what do you think?” she asked.

“It’s good,” he said, craving more.

She propped her hands on her hips. “That’s all you have say? Just good?”

“It’s very good,” Sebastian said, and he was prepared to take it further and tell her that it was the best sauce he’d ever tasted in his life, when he caught sight of something on the counter behind her. Piled high on a large platter were several thick prehistoric looking bones, something ancient people might’ve used to bang on their crude drums.

Noticing her grandson’s interest, she said, “Those are lamb shanks. I would’ve made cabrito, but it’s hard to find at supermarkets around here. I’ll have to go downtown one day to see if they have it.”

“What is Cabrito?” he asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the strange looking meat.

“Goat,” she replied.

“You eat… goats? The animal that goes Bleeeaaaaat?” he asked, making the same sound he’d performed for Keith and his gang a few weeks ago.

“Of course I do. You come from a long line of goat lovers. Your great grandmother taught me how to make it. Actually, she didn’t really teach me. I watched her for so long that I learned how to make it the same way I learned how to walk and talk and climb trees.”…




4 medium lamb shanks (approx. 3-1/2 pounds)

2 onions minced

¼ cup vinegar

1 tbs ketchup

2 cups beef stock

1-1/2 to 2 cups of good quality red wine

2 tbsp. olive oil, and 2 tbsp. butter for browning

2 tsp. dry thyme leaves

1 large bay leaf

2 tsp. soy sauce

Salt and pepper to taste








In a large pot or dutch oven, heat the oil and butter on medium high, reserving 1 tbsp oil. When hot, but not smoking, add the shanks and brown on all sides. Remove from the pan onto plate and cover. Add 1 tbsp oil and sauté onions for 1-2 minutes. Add ketchup, vinegar, soy sauce and thyme, and cook over medium high heat for 3 minutes, stirring constantly. Add wine to deglaze pan, scraping bottom for the brown bits. Return shanks to pot, add bay leaf and enough stock to cover the meat. Cover, and bring to boil, then turn down heat and simmer for about 1 ½ hours until the meat is very tender. If the sauce is too soupy, remove the shanks and turn up heat so that the sauce boils gently and reduces. Add more wine or stock if the sauce is too dry. Add salt and pepper to taste, after the sauce has achieved the proper consistency.

Servings: 4



  



Picadillo/ Savory Ground Beef
 

“Today we’re making picadillo,” Lola said, looking curiously at her grandson who was chopping the onions, garlic and peppers as though in slow motion. “We often made this on the island when we were running low on cash. The ground meat is cheap and tasty and we could easily make it stretch as far as we needed it to.”

Sebastian continued to chop the vegetables and before too long he was sautéing them in olive oil with a pinch of salt as he had done many times before, but he was still lost in thought. A few minutes later a bitter odor filled the kitchen, and Lola went to check on what Sebastian was doing. She saw that he’d started cooking the garlic before anything else, something she’d told him never to do. And what’s more, he hadn’t bothered to add the other vegetables, the juice of which might have prevented the garlic from burning.

She turned to Sebastian who still had a dreamy faraway look on his face while he absentmindedly moved the charred pieces of garlic around in the pan with his spoon. Lola promptly snatched the spoon away from him, and turned down the flame that was also too high.

“Look what you’ve done, Sebastian,” she said.

Sebastian gazed down at the burnt mess in the pan. “I’m sorry Abuela,” he said. “I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” The truth is that he’d been thinking about Kelly Taylor, and how much fun it would be to teach her how to cook.




1 ¼ lb ground beef

¼ cup olive oil

1 garlic clove

1 cup raisins

1 tsp ground oregano

1 tsp salt

½ cup tomato sauce or ketchup

1 onion, finely chopped

1 cup chopped olives

1 bay leaf

¼ tsp. pepper

¼ to ½ cup red wine.








Heat oil in a large skillet over medium high heat. Add onion, then garlic and bay leaf, and cook until fragrant, about 3-4 minutes. Add beef and sauté until browned, about 5-7 minutes. Add all remaining ingredients and simmer until the mixture thickens, stirring occasionally. Season to taste with salt and pepper, discard bay leaf and serve.

This dish is traditionally served with white rice.

Serves: 4



  



Arroz con Pollo/ Chicken with Rice
 

The sound of his mother’s voice caused him to jump, and nearly drop his plate. “We didn’t come here to discuss my marriage,” she cried.

“Calm down, Nena,” Lola replied. “There’s no reason to get so upset.”

She called out to her son, “Sebastian get your stuff.”

He entered cautiously, and noticed that the platter of chicken and rice at the center of the table was almost empty.

“Listen,” Aunt Gabi said, sounding so calm and reasonable that for a moment it seemed that she and her older sister had traded places. “You should’ve told us that you and Dean were having trouble. You never tell us anything anymore.” She glanced at Mando. “At least you never tell me anything anymore.”

“Don’t look at me. She’s hardly spoken to me for the past ten years,” he replied while working a tooth pick around his back molars.

“There’s nothing to tell,” Gloria replied.

“Dean walks out on you after nearly twenty years of marriage and you say there’s nothing to tell?” Gabi returned. “We’re not that dumb.”




2 chickens, cut in quarters

¼ tsp ground oregano

1 large onion, finely chopped

2 cans red pimentos, finely chopped

2 tsp salt

1 bay leaf

1 can beer (room temperature)

8 cups chicken broth

2 garlic cloves, minced

½ cup olive oil

1 can tomato sauce

1 can petit pois, drained and liquid reserved

½ tsp pepper

1 cup dry white wine

4 cups small grain rice

Pinch of saffron








Heat oil in a large pot and brown the chicken over medium high heat until golden. Add onion, garlic, oregano, tomato sauce, can of red pimentos with the liquid (save some pimentos for decoration), liquid of petit pois, salt, pepper, bay leaf, saffron, wine and broth. Stir and bring to a boil. Add beer and return to a boil. Add rice and turn the heat to low, stirring occasionally until rice is cooked. Garnish with petit pois and red pimentos.

Serves: 6 - 8



  



Tostones
 

“The kitchen is the heart of the home,” Lola had said to Sebastian on several occasions. “When the home has a warm and busy kitchen, the family who lives there will be healthy and strong.”

On this particular weekday afternoon, they were making Carne guisada with potatoes, tostones, and an avocado onion salad. The beef stew had been simmering for hours by the time Sebastian arrived, but Lola assigned the preparation of the tostones to her grandson because she said that he made them better than anyone she’d ever known. He greatly enjoyed the process, and they were always a big hit when he brought the platter piled high to the table…


2 green plantains (platanos Macho)

Enough vegetable oil for frying

Coarse salt

Peel green plantains and cut in pieces of approximately 1 inch. Plantains are easier to peel if peel is sliced lengthwise. In a large frying pan, heat the oil until hot (365 degrees) Add plantains and fry three or four pieces at a time until they start to turn golden. Remove and drain on paper towel. Using a mallet or a plate, flatten the plantains to make a shape resembling a pressed flower. Fry again in the same oil for approximately 3 more minutes until golden brown. Drain on paper towel and sprinkle with coarse salt.

This dish can be served as an appetizer or as a side dish.




  



Oven Roasted Suckling Pig/ Cochinillo Asado
 

Once Jennifer had served beverages all around, Gabi, who was reclining back on the sofa next to Terrence, put her feet up on the coffee table and said, “It’s been years since we’ve had cochinillo asado Ma, what’s the occasion?”

“The occasion is that this is the seventh Sunday in a row that I’ve made a meal for my family and friends, and I want to celebrate.” She raised her glass and everyone did the same, but Sebastian felt a heaviness come over him as he wondered if his father was eating a greasy cheeseburger for his dinner, or driving all around town in his jeep looking for something to do or someone to talk to. He glanced at his mother who looked pensive as she sipped her wine. She’d made it quite clear earlier in the week when Lola first spoke of her plans for the Sunday meal that she wouldn’t come if her husband was there. And if Susan was there, she threatened to never come again.

“Why can’t you put it behind you, Nena?” Lola asked. “That thing between you and Susan happened so long ago, I can hardly remember what it was.”

“I remember that thing very well,” Gloria returned. “And I don’t want to talk about it anymore.

“Sometimes forgetfulness can be a blessing,” Lola said.


The traditional method of cooking this dish is outdoors, but this may not be convenient, as it involves digging a pit in the ground large enough to accommodate the pig and filling it with hot coals. But this dish can also be cooked slowly in a conventional oven with delicious results. Cooking time will depend on the size of the cochinillo. Generally, it is best to allow 25- 30 minutes cooking time per pound of meat. The meat thermometer should read 160F in thickest portion and 170F in the shoulder.

1-15 pound suckling pig, innards removed, washed and dried (your butcher may also be able to split the carcass so that it lies flat on the pan, allowing it to cook more evenly)

Salt, Pepper, garlic, oregano and the juice of sour oranges (lemon or lime can be substituted).

Olive oil

Sazon Goya, if available

Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Marinate the pork for 12 hours or overnight by rubbing it on all sides with generous amounts of salt, pepper, garlic, oregano, and the juice of sour oranges (lime or lemon can be used instead of sour oranges). Cook in a 350 degree oven turning the pork every hour to cook evenly. Brush frequently with the marinade during cooking. During the last 15 minutes, raise the heat to 500F to get the skin as crispy as possible. Cover only the ears and tail to prevent burning.




  



Rice and Pigeon Peas/ Arroz y Gandulas
 

Lola was far too busy frying plantains to take much notice of her grandchildren’s ambiguous reaction to the main course. The rice and pigeon peas were ready and all she needed to do was boil the root vegetables that Sebastian had already prepped for her. She wore a new apron, and had set the table in a more elaborate manner than usual with napkin rings and water glasses as well as wine glasses. Sebastian thought the table looked quite beautiful, with its repeating patterns of glass, pottery and silver, and it filled him with happy anticipation just gazing at it.

Gloria was helping Lola in the kitchen somewhat awkwardly, although she looked very nice in the new dress she’d purchased on her recent shopping trip with Jennifer and Gabi. She was wearing a touch of lipstick too. Sebastian thought that his mother had never looked so pretty and he was sorry that his father wasn’t there to witness it. Even if she wasn’t as gorgeous and free spirited as she appeared in those photographs, on this day there would be no doubt in anyone’s mind that it was her. Maybe she hadn’t completely disappeared after all.

“Nena, what are you doing?” Lola asked with hands on hips.

Gloria immediately dropped her spoon. “Stirring the rice, what does it look like I’m doing?”

Lola shook her head, dismayed as always by her daughter’s lack of skill in the kitchen. “You don’t stir the rice. Who in the world ever heard of stirring the rice?” Lola and Sebastian traded looks as though to say, ‘can you believe such culinary ignorance?’




1 can gandules (green pigeon peas) or 1 14 ounce bag frozen

¼ cup sliced chorizo (red Spanish sausage)

¼ cup diced smoked ham

¾ cup Recaito

2 tbsp annatto oil

2 cups tomato sauce

2 cups short-grain rice

4 ½ cups water

Salt and pepper to taste









In a large pot, heat oil on medium high heat. Add the chorizo and smoked ham and fry until fragrant. Add the recaito, pigeon peas and tomato sauce. Mix well and cook for about five minutes. Add rice, water and cover. Turn heat to medium low and cook until the water is entirely absorbed. Add salt and pepper to taste, and lower heat to simmer. Cook covered for another 30 minutes, keeping an eye on it so that it doesn’t burn. Make sure to include the crusty layer on the bottom of the pan when serving (pegao).

* Recaito is a variation of sofrito with a cilantro base. It can be made my following the the traditional sofrito recipe and adding chopped cilantro.

Serves:6




  



Creole Shrimp

(Camarones Enchilados)
 

Gloria and Jennifer listened as Sebastian told them everything that had happened at Lola’shouse. The Mofongo she sent home with him was on the kitchen table, and although it had been meticulously wrapped in several layers of cellophane the tangy sweet aroma of garlic and plantains was thick in the air. Sebastian supervised the reheating of the Camarones enchilados. He removed the cooked shrimp so that they wouldn’t get rubbery and turned up the heat on the tomato sauce that was only slightly spicy, but rich with the ripe flavor of vine grown tomatoes, whole cloves of garlic and fresh herbs. Only after the sauce had been heated through did he return the shrimp to the pan.

Gloria, who was still in her dressing gown, crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Sebastian, not quite believing everything she heard. “So Susan helped make the Mofongo? She actually got her hands dirty?”

“And she ate some too,” Sebastian added. “I think she liked it.”

Jennifer began to unwrap the package of food on the table. “I can’t believe Cindy never heard about Otto and Rubina. On second thought,” she said. “I do believe it. It makes perfect sense.”

“Cindy begged Lola to tell her about them,” Sebastian said. “So Lola told her the story while we ate.”




2 pounds of medium size shrimp, cleaned and shelled

½ cup dry white wine

½ cup olive oil

1 bay leaf

1/2 onion (ground)

2 teaspoonful vinegar

2 garlic cloves(ground)

1-1/2 teaspoonful salt

1/2 green bell pepper (ground)

1 teaspoonful ground black pepper

½ cup parsley finely chopped (1 bunch) sauce

1 teaspoonful Worcestershire

6 ounces tomato sauce

1/2 teaspoonful chili hot sauce

1/2 can pimento (about 5 to 7 ounces)

1/4 cup catsup








In a large skillet, heat the olive oil and sauté the shelled shrimp until just pink and then immediately remove the pan to avoid overcooking. In the same pan add the sofrito ingredients (onion, garlic and bell pepper) and saute for 2-3 minutes until fragrant. Add the remaining ingredients and cook on medium heat for approximately 30 minutes or until sauce thickens and then remove from heat and puree with a hand held blender or in a regular blender. Return the mixture to the heat and simmer for another 5 minutes. Remove from the heat, add the shrimp and cover. Allow the shrimp and sauce to rest for 3-5 minutes before serving.

Servings: 6



  



Carne Guisada con Papas/ Beef Stew with potatoes
 

Sebastian’s premonition turned out to be correct. On most days, Lola’s table was overflowing with family and friends who would drop by unannounced and they usually settled in for a good long visit once they got a whiff of what was cooking on the stove. Charlie Jones had become a permanent fixture, but several other neighbors had made an appearance as well. Mrs. Abbot, the oldest resident of Bungalow Haven, had been there as had her daughter Belinda who looked almost as old as her mother. Cindy came by two or three times a week, and Jennifer tried to make it as often as she could, although Gloria and Susan never deigned to be present at the same time. They managed to avoid one another on weekdays and on Sundays their respective families would alternate and gather for a meal that could last all afternoon and well into the evening.

At these times Lola was usually behind the kitchen counter, contributing to the conversation as best she could while she stirred and chopped, sprinkled and blended and stirred some more. Sebastian enjoyed working alongside her, and she relied on him to measure out the seasonings, or to prep the vegetables needed for the inexorable sofrito that he was able to prepare in his sleep. Even after a hot shower, he could still smell the garlic and onions on his finger tips, something he didn’t find in the least bit unpleasant…




2 lbs stew meat or sirloin, cubed

2 lbs potatoes, peeled and cubed

1 bay leaf

1 onion, finely chopped

1 bell pepper, finely chopped

1 tsp pepper

1 tsp salt

1 tsp oregano

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 can tomato sauce

1 cup water

1 cup dry red wine








In a large pot or Dutch oven, sauté beef in oil over medium high heat until browned. Add salt, pepper, bay leaf, oregano, onion, garlic and bell pepper and stir together until all of the ingredients are well combined. When onions are lightly brown, add tomato sauce, wine and water. Cook until meat is tender (approximately two hours), then add the potatoes cut in cubes, and continue cooking until the potatoes are done. If the sauce isn’t thick enough, remove the meat and potatoes, and turn up the heat to medium high until sauce is boiling gently. Reduce mixture until it attains the desired consistency. If mixture is too thick, add water or wine as needed and season with salt and pepper to taste.

Serves: 6 - 8



  



Funche

(Puerto Rican Polenta)
 

Sebastian had blended the ingredients together himself and took great pleasure in stirring in a bit of cream once the corn meal had started to thicken. Lola told him that while this wasn’t the traditional preparation, it gave the dish a rich and satisfying finish. Sebastian decided that the Funche would be even more delicious with a few additional cloves of garlic. He minced these very finely, working the big kitchen knife as expertly as any adult, and folded it in with the rest of the ingredients. Only then was it ready to bake.

Lola took the piping hot dish out of the oven a few minutes after Gloria had arrived, and placed it on a trivet at the center of the table. The top had toasted to a golden brown, and the steam was fragrant with the scent of savory sofrito and juicy morsels of pork.

Sebastian had decided not to tell Lola what had happened because he didn’t want to think about the surgery anymore. He just wanted life to get back to normal. He wanted to cook with his grandmother, and spend the weekends with his father. He wanted to do his homework, clean the whiteboard and play footsie tetherball. He wanted to go to sleep in his own room, in his own bed with his mother and sister under the same roof. It would be better if his father was there too, but he was beginning to understanding that in life things were rarely exactly as one wished them to be.


This dish can be eaten for breakfast, (sweetened with milk and sugar) or as a savory main dish with the addition of meat, and seasonings such as sofrito. Leftovers are easily incorporated into this dish to create a satisfying and delicious meal.






1 ½ cup corn meal

¾ tablespoon salt

1 ½ cup milk

3 tablespoons butter



1 ½ cup water






Preheat oven to 350 degrees. In a large pan, bring milk, water, salt and butter to a boil. Remove from heat and gradually add cornmeal, stirring continually. Return to heat and cook over medium low heat until mixture thickens. Stir in sofrito, seasoning and desired meat. Transfer to a casserole dish and bake approximately 30 minutes in a 350 degree oven or until golden brown.

Servings: 4




  



Mofongo
 

Lola sauntered back to the counter where she had her ingredients set out. She picked up the mortar and held it up for everyone to see. We have the Taino people to thank for the pilon, a clever invention which no Criollo kitchen is without. She pointed to the garlic and olive oil next. “A gift from our Spanish forefathers.” And lastly she took up the strange looking banana she’d been slicing. “And our African ancestors taught us how to cook with plantains, and how to fry our food instead of boiling all the flavor out it as the Europeans were doing back then. When you put it all together, you have Mofongo – a culinary assimilation, an irresistible alchemy of flavors and culture that not even the power of the Spanish Crown could overcome. And it’s still alive and well today. It is Criollo, and when I eat Mofongo, the African, Taino and European blood in my veins rejoices.”…

For this dish it is very important to find green plantains. Ripe or semi ripe plantains will ruin your dish.




Three large green plantains

½ pound bacon, crisply fried and chopped

5 cloves garlic

Salt to taste

¼ cup olive oil

Lard or vegetable oil for frying.








Peel and cut plantains into 1 to 1 ½ inch pieces and soak in salted water for 5-10 minutes. Heat oil until it is very hot, but not smoking. Fry a few pieces at a time (no more than 4) at medium heat for about 10 or 15 minutes. Plantains should be cooked through, but not crispy or browned. While the plantains are frying, pound the bacon and raw garlic in a pilon (mortar). Remove from mortar and set aside. Depending on the size of your mortar, add two to three pieces of fried plantain to the mortar and pound until it starts to lose its shape. Add the garlic and bacon just prepared a little at a time, and continue pounding until the ingredients are blended. Dribble with olive oil as needed during this process to keep the Mofongo from getting too dry. Spoon and form into two inch balls. Serve with shrimp, chicken or roasted pork.

* It is also possible to use a food processor instead of the pilon, but you must be careful that the mixture doesn’t get too pasty or liquefy completely. It is best to pulse in small batches, about a cup, so that you can control the consistency which should be coarse and moist.



  



Basic Arroz Sasonado/ Seasoned Rice
 

But I wasn’t discouraged. While they flirted, I stood by quietly, watching and waiting. I studied his behavior, what made him laugh and frown, who his friends were, and who he avoided. Before too long, I knew most of his likes and dislikes, and soon learned that his favorite dish since he was a little boy was arroz sasonado, and that he didn’t think anybody could make it better than his mother.

I didn’t waste any time, and immediately got to work on perfecting my recipe. For weeks I experimented with a variety of different vegetables and meats, and a multitude of seasonings to balance the dish. When I was finished, there wasn’t one person who didn’t say it was the best arroz sasondo they’d ever tasted, and I knew in my heart that if Ramiro tasted it, then maybe I’d have a chance with him. Even so, I couldn’t simply walk up to him with a plate of rice and force him to eat it. I’d have to wait for the right opportunity, and if we were meant to be together, I knew that it would arise. I waited for over a year, and was beginning to think that perhaps it wasn’t meant to be when, one day, the perfect opportunity arose.





2 cups long grain rice

1 can of Italian stewed tomatoes

4 cups water

½ cup of tomato sauce or achiote

Chopped bacon or tocino(back fat)

1 cup of cooked chicken or pork

½ cup recaito

Salt and pepper to taste








In a large heavy pot fry bacon or tocino until crispy. Remove the cooked meat and save. In the bacon fat fry the recaito ingredients until tender – about 5 minutes or so. Add the bacon back into the pot. Add the cooked chicken or pork and any vegetables you desire to include as well. Add the rice and water (water line should be about 1 ½ inches above the rice). Let it boil on high until the water evaporates. Now stir the rice only once, and then cover, turn down heat and simmer for about 35 minutes.

* The rice that sticks to the bottom of the pot is called pegao. It is the crispiest tastiest part of the dish, and a favorite of all true Puerto Ricans, but it is difficult to prepare and truly an art.

In addition to the ingredients indicated above, you may add sausages, black beans or other leftovers such as shrimp. The beauty of this dish is that a variety of vegetables and meats can be incorporated to create something unique and delicious every time.

Serves: 6




  



Empanada/ Meat pie
 

When Sebastian entered the house he found Lola in the kitchen as expected, and from the look of things she’d been working hard. The counter was overflowing with food. There was a large bowl of rice and beans, and chicken soup and sliced sausages and cheese. And there was another dish he’d never seen before. It was a flat square shaped pie, baked to a golden brown perfection. Lola had already cut out a piece and Sebastian could see that this was filled with egg, peppers and onions and meat that looked like chicken or fish.

“Just in time,” Lola said when she saw him. “Where’s Keith?”

“He’s outside, but he won’t come in,” Sebastian replied. “I already told him it was okay, but he won’t go past the mail box. I think it’s hopeless,” he added, trying to get a better look at the pie.

“We’ll see about that,” Lola said, wiping her hands on her apron.


Filling:




4 tbsp olive oil

1-1/2 pounds of boneless chicken cut in cubes

2 large onions finely chopped

2 cloves of garlic finely chopped

4 ½ ounces chorizo, diced

2 tbsp tomato paste

Salt and pepper

1 tsp sweet paprika








Heat olive oil in large skillet. Saute the chicken in the oil until it is cooked through and then remove from the skillet and cover. In the same skillet sauté the onions and garlic in the oil until fragrant. Add the diced chorizo and cook for about 1-2 mintues. Return the chicken to the skillet, and then add tomato paste and season with salt, pepper and paprika. Allow the mixture to cool before spooning onto the dough.

Dough

You may use 2 frozen bread loafs and follow instructions for defrosting, or use the following recipe to make your own dough:






4 ½ cups flour

Salt

1 tbsp white wine

Pinch of sugar

1 tsp olive oil

Flour for rolling out

1 tbsp clarified butter

Butter for greasing
 Egg yolk for glazing








Sift the flour into a wide bowl and make a well in the middle. Add the white wine, olive oil, clarified butter, salt, sugar, and a few tablespoons of lukewarm water. Knead all the ingredients into a flexible dough. Leave the dough to rest in the refrigerator for about 30 minutes, then divide it into two. Roll out one half on a floured work surface and use it to line a buttered pan (approx. 9 x 14 inches), making sure that the dough overlaps at the upper edge. Add the filling. Roll out the remaining dough and lay it on top of the filling. Press together the edges of the dough. Brush with egg yolk and bake in a preheated oven at 350 degrees for about 30 minutes or until golden brown.

Serves: 6




  



Bizcocho de Ron
 Rum Cake
 

For dessert, she made Bizcocho de Ron, rum cake, a delicious cake flavored with honey and rum. She said that on the island this had always been her oldest brother’s favorite dessert, and that she made it for him whenever he was annoyed with her, which was often.

From time to time, Keith looked up from his plate as she talked, his eyes filled with gratitude. When he was full and couldn’t eat another bite, he sat up straight and said, “I have to go home now.”

“Go on then,” Lola said, “But remember, there will always be a place for you at my table.”




¼ pound (1 stick) of butter or margarine at room temperature

¼ cup brown sugar

¼ cup honey

2 eggs

¼ cup water

½ cup Spiced dark rum

2 cups cake flour, sifted

2 ½ teaspoons baking powder

¼ tsp salt

Butter to grease pan, confectioners’ sugar for garnish








Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Cream the butter and brown sugar in a large bowl. Add honey, eggs, water and rum. Mix well. In another bowl, combine the cake flour, baking powder, and salt. Pour over the creamed mixture and beat until all of the ingredients are combined. Grease an 8 inch round pan and pour in the batter. Bake for 30 minutes or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean. Let the cake cool in the pan or on a cooling rack. Sift confectioners’ sugar on the top for decoration.

Serves: 6



  



Cabrito


 Mountain Roast goat
 

The smoke of the fire wafted and curled around her as though moving to the sound of some mysterious music, it obliterated her at times, and when it momentarily cleared, she appeared more vibrant than before, like a spirit that wasn’t sure if it was coming or going from this world.

The smoke enveloped the family members gathered around as well, and its fragrance circled them one by one, tugging at them, and pulling them in. They walked slowly as though in a trance through the hazy wall that separated them from Lola and the fantastic realm before them.

“You all look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Lola said, chuckling.

“What are you doing Ma?” Gloria asked.

“I told you already,” she replied. “I started a fire for Sebastian, and with it I’m making my little Cabrito. I think he’ll like it very much. It will probably be his favorite, just as it is mine.”

“Abuela,” Jennifer said, concerned that her grandmother had really lost her mind this time. “Sebastian isn’t with us anymore, don’t you remember?”

“Nonsense,” Lola replied with a wave of her hand. “Sebastian is always with us. Now come and help me. You know the rules, if we’re all going to eat, then we all have to work.”





  




(oven method)
 

Mountain Roast Goat:

7-10 lbs rump or loin roast (goat)

Cilantro sprigs

Sofrito

2 cloves of garlic bacon strips salt and pepper

Wash and clean mountain goat roast thoroughly; wipe dry with soft cloth. Make small slits all over the roast and insert slivers of garlic and cilantro. Salt and pepper the whole roast. Apply sofrito and bacon all over. Heat oven to 425 degrees. brown roast for 20 mins in hot oven, then reduce the heat to 325 and cook until done, approximately 2 1/2 hours.

(outdoor method)
 




One young goat, 7 to 12 pounds


3 cups crushed garlic (preferably crushed in a pilon)

1 cup salt

1 cup black pepper

1 cup dried ground oregano

5 cups achiote oil or olive oil








In a large bowl mix together the garlic, salt, pepper, oregano and oil. Mix well by hand, and not in a blender so as not to macerate the garlic into pieces that are too small.

Make sure that you or your butcher has thoroughly cleaned and skinned the goat. Rinse the goat with vinegar and water at least three times. Thoroughly cover the goat on all sides with the oil mixture, place in a garbage bag and tie securely. Chill in your refrigerator for 24 hours. Take the goat out of the refrigerator and allow to sit out for 30 minutes or so. Preheat outdoor grill to 350 degrees or medium high heat.

Tie the goat onto the rotisserie using thin wire and roast for approximately 4 hours or until the internal temperature reaches at least 160 degrees and the meat is tender.




  



Coconut Flan/ Coconut Custard
 

Gabi began to stack the dirty dishes while Mando poured himself another glass of wine. Lola went to the counter and started to slice a creamy cake.

“Sebastian and I will be going now,” Gloria announced.

“Aren’t you staying for dessert?” Lola asked. “I made a coconut flan.”

“If the dessert conversation is anything like the dinner conversation, I’m sure I’ll choke on it,” she returned. Appealing to Gabi and Mando one last time she said, “We came here to talk with Ma about her health, and her current living arrangement, and you completely lost your focus. Why don’t you think about that as you continue gorging yourselves.”

“She’s right,” Mando said, turning to Gabi. “We haven’t really addressed the issue have we?”

Gabi took a deep breath, and stood up to get a better look at what her mother was doing in the kitchen. “If that’s for me it’s too big,” she said. “I want a piece half that size. Give that one to Mando.”




1 tsp. vanilla extract

1 can condensed milk

1 can coconut milk

5 eggs








Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Blend all of the ingredients together with a blender and pour into a caramelized pan, placing it in a bain marie (a French method that involves placing the pan in a larger pan filled with water. This allows for a gentle cooking perfect for soufflés and custards). Bake for about 50 minutes or until golden. When testing with a knife, the knife should come out clean when it is done. Remove from oven, cool and refrigerate for at least three hours before serving. To remove from pan, run a knife around the edge of the pan to gently loosen the flan and then flip over onto a plate so that the caramel is on top.

Stove top caramel – In a nonstick sauce pan, melt one cup sugar over low heat. Make sure that it doesn’t burn as it only needs to melt and turn slightly golden brown. Immediately pour the caramel into a metal flan pan and swirl covering the entire bottom and sides of the pan. The caramel should be cool before the flan mixture is poured over it.

Serves: 6





  













“I’ll tell you what heaven is for me. It’s this table right here, and everyone I love and have ever loved sitting around it. We’re enjoying a feast that we’ve made together, and we’re laughing and telling stories, and sometimes we cry a little bit too, but mostly we’re having a wonderful time.”
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Cecilia Samartin is the award winning author of several novels. Her books have been translated into thirteen languages throughout Europe and Asia and have been on the Norwegian bestseller list for several years. Born in revolutionary Cuba, her family fled the country when she was a child. She grew up in California and studied Psychology and Counseling at UCLA and Santa Clara University. Her writing is largely inspired by her refugee/ immigrant experience in the US, her travels abroad, as well as her work in the Latino community as a mental health provider and social services advocate. She lives and works in the Los Angeles area with her husband and her dog.

To learn more about Cecilia Samartin visit her website at www.ceciliasamartin.com



  

images/calibre_cover.jpg
CECILIA SAMARTIN






images/00001.jpg





